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Is Frequent Use of English Outside Class Related to the Degree 
of Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety?

Takako Inada1),  Toshiya Inada2)

ABSTRACT
Objective: Among researchers, there is some controversy about the most effective way of learning English from the viewpoint 

of the affective domain. The purpose of the present study was to investigate the potential relationship between students frequent 
use of English outside class and the degree of foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA). 

Methods: A questionnaire including 45 five-point Likert scale items on the relationship between Japanese use and FLCA in 
task-based English classes was administered to 257 Japanese students attending a language-oriented university. 

Results: Increased use of English outside class was significantly related to lower FLCA, higher risk-taking, less preference to 
use Japanese, and higher enthusiasm. Additionally, lower FLCA was related to longer hours of English study (grammar, read-
ing, listening and/or writing) at home and study abroad experience. 

Conclusions: The present results suggest that frequent use of English out of class with high enthusiasm may be useful for 
Japanese college students to have lower FLCA.
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INTRODUCTION

Although it has often been pointed out that learner affect has a large 
impact on acquisition of a second or a foreign language (Dewaele et al, 
2017; Jin & Dewaele, 2018), the relationship between frequency of sec-
ond language (L2) learners' target language (TL) use and foreign lan-
guage classroom anxiety (FLCA) has received a little attention. As pre-
vious research, Young (1990) reported that learners often became anx-
ious about speaking TL in classes. Therefore, Levine (2003) hypothe-
sized that less TL use might help learners to reduce their anxiety, but the 
amount of TL use was negatively correlated with student anxiety level. 
In the context of English as a foreign language (EFL), some researchers 
reported that some L1 was effective for reducing anxiety (Harumi, 
2011; Rivers, 2011). There was a research gap between these research-
ers, and it is still an ongoing debate and no clear consensus has yet 
emerged. 

Therefore, we wanted to find how more TL use out of class might 
be linked with students TL speaking anxiety in class in Japanese context 
by conducting the correlation study and t-test in terms to speaking 
opportunities and anxiety. Although what constitutes a proper balance 
between TL and L1 among students in the classroom remains to be 
addressed, this study focused mainly on aspects of the affective domain 
in EFL context and tried to understand the situation of Japanese EFL 
students more clearly. 

Most universities in Japan apply an English-only policy in class. 
Such strict L1 restriction with the aim of improving TL proficiency is 

one of the biggest sources of anxiety in EFL classes (Rivers, 2011). 
Advocates of L1 use (e.g., Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Fotos, 2001) insist that 
L1 is necessary to some extent in order for students to understand what 
is going on in TL classes, participate fully in class activities, reduce 
their anxiety, and experience emotional enjoyment/fulfillment because 
L1 knowledge helps students understand TL better, allows them to 
express their opinions/feelings freely, and consequently makes them 
comfortable. Moreover, when students are allowed to use L1 judicious-
ly, they can increase their degree of risk-taking and self-confidence as 
they keep up with lessons, thus helping to enhance their enthusiasm 
(Cook, 2010). Young (1990) reported that students may feel anxious 
when they are forced to speak more English without a relaxed class-
room environment. In fact, it is vital to create an environment where 
classmates help each other and develop Vygotsky's (1978; 1981) zone of 
proximal development (ZPD), which is defined as "the distance between 
the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 
solving and the level of potential development as determined through 
problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more 
capable peers" (p. 86) (Anton & DiCamilla, 1999). To do so, students 
need both L1 and TL. In short, L1 use immediately gives students a 
comfortable escape from troubling situations through comprehension 
support, thus reducing anxiety, increasing enthusiasm, self-confidence 
and risk-taking, and leading to successful second language acquisition 
(SLA). Based on a wide range of empirical evidence, Hall and Cook 
(2012) have concluded that L1 use has been increasingly accepted in 
English classrooms for explanation, classroom management and rap-
port-building.
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On the other hand, some researchers state that frequent use of TL 
may be useful for reducing speaking-related anxiety (Dewaele et al, 
2008; Liu, 2006; Shao et al, 2013; Thompson & Lee, 2012). Levine 
(2003) considered that students need to free themselves of L1 reliance 
and gradually adopt "frequent use of TL" in order to reduce their funda-
mental speaking anxiety and heavy L1 use over time, thus leading to 
improvement in their level of English proficiency. Students may be 
unable to improve their fundamental SLA or learn how to express what 
they want to say in TL if they always rely on L1, even though L1 use 
can quickly reduce students' short-term anxiety. If students feel they are 
losing opportunities to improve their TL speaking ability, this may make 
them more anxious. Therefore, they may retain a degree of long-term 
anxiety if they are unable to break "bad habits" such as L1 overuse 
because their self-confidence does not improve and their FLCA stays 
with them if speaking practice is restricted. 

Other researchers pay attention to a positive emotion, thus reducing 
anxiety and promoting SLA. Yashima (2002) has stated that students 
need a satisfying experience to make them feel comfortable learning a 
new language, resulting in willingness to communicate (WTC), a sense 
of enthusiasm about talking with others. In fact, MacIntyre & Mercer 
(2014) have introduced positive psychology to SLA, especially in areas 
such as the humanistic movement in language teaching, motivation 
models, and affective filters. They have also reported if students have an 
enjoyable experience when practicing spoken TL and become familiar 
with it, they can increase their self-confidence and enthusiasm, and 
reduce their anxiety about learning TL. 

Considering these differing opinions on both sides of EFL research 
and the ongoing debate in the field of FLCA, this study investigated 
whether frequent use of English out of class is related to the degree of 
speaking anxiety in class among Japanese EFL college students in task-
based English classes, since it has never been examined this for 
Japanese students and the types of effects it would have on them. The 
hypothesis for this study was that frequent English use outside of class 
might be related to lower levels of student anxiety in class and vise 
versa.

SUBJECTS  AND  METHODS

Ethical Considerations: 
The present study was initiated after obtaining approval from the 

Ethics Committee of the University in Japan the research was conduct-
ed. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants. It was 
made clear beforehand that the participants' anonymity was guaranteed 
and that all participants were allowed to ask questions about the survey 
and to withdraw from it at any time.

Participants: 
The study participants were recruited from the students attending a 

language-oriented university.

Paper-Based Questionnaire Development and Distribution: 
The paper-based questionnaire (see appendix 1) was developed 

focusing on anxiety and L1 use to measure the anxiety levels of students 
in task-based English classes. The questionnaire consisted of 8 items 
inquiring about demographic information and 45 items requiring 
answers on a five-point Likert scale. The 8 background items, including 
demographic information and basic educational variables on English 
included: (a) gender, (b) age, (c) nationality, (d) native language, (e) 
experience of studying abroad, (f) opportunity for speaking English out-
side the classroom (hour (s) per week), (g) time spent studying English 
after school (hour (s) per week), and (h) enthusiasm about learning 
English (self-assessment from 0% to 100%). The 45 Likert-scale items 
included five FLCA-related items (Gardner, 1985; Saito & Samimy, 
1996), 6 items pertaining to risk-taking (Ely, 1986; Saito & Samimy, 
1996), 14 items pertaining to L1 use for clarification purposes devel-
oped by one of the researchers, 6 items pertaining to perfectionism 
adapted from 30 items of the Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale by 
Frost et al. (1990), and 14 items pertaining to L1 use for emotional sup-
port developed by the researcher. The five-point Likert scale ranges 
from: strongly agree = 5, agree = 4, neither agree nor disagree = 3, dis-
agree = 2, strongly disagree = 1, with higher total scores indicating 
higher levels of each category. The wording for 21 of these items was 
phrased negatively so that the aim of the research would not be detect-
able by the participants. When recorded in an Excel file, these items 
were reverse coded. The questionnaire was distributed at the beginning 
of the fall semester, to a total of 259 Japanese EFL college students to 
complete in class in order to maximize the response rate, and 30 to 45 
minutes of class time was allowed in order to complete it. 

Statistical Analyses: 
Statistical analyses such as the p-value in Spearman's Rank 

Correlation Coefficient values and the t-test were conducted using the 
SPSS statistical package version 24. Differences at p < .05 were consid-
ered to be significant. Bonferroni's correction was applied for compari-
sons of independent variables. 

RESULTS

Of 259 students enrolled in the present study, 2 students failed to 
hand in their questionnaires after completion and 6 students failed to 
answer the item of the frequency of speaking opportunity. Therefore, the 
remaining 251 students (62 males, 189 females) were included in the 
present statistical analyses. Their ages ranged from 18 to 24 years 
(median age: 19 years). There were 104 first graders, 68 second graders, 
62 third graders and 17 fourth graders. The participants were largely 
racially homogeneous, but three students had a Pakistani father, a 
Mexican mother and a Taiwanese mother respectively. All of them were 
raised in Japan and their L1 was Japanese. Participants majoring in lan-
guages other than English were also required to study English as L2. 
108 participants started studying a third language (L3) after entering the 
university: these included 47 studying Spanish or Portuguese, and 61 
studying Asian (Chinese, Korean, Thai, Indonesian, or Vietnamese) lan-
guages. 129 students attended a required English class taught by bilin-
gual native Japanese-speaking teachers and 122 students attended an 
optional English class taught by a native English-speaking teacher or a 
Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) preparation class 

Table 1. Relationships Between Speaking Opportunity 
and 45 Items of Five-Point Likert Scales

Variable Correlation*1  Count  p-value   
 (rs) (N) (two-tailed)

Anxiety -.270 251 < .0001*2

Risk-taking  .286 251 < .0001*2

L1 use for clarification  -.196 251 .002*2

Perfectionism .159 251 .011
L1 use for emotional  -.269 251 < .0001*2 
support

*1 Spearman's Rank Correlation Coefficient
*2 Significant level after Bonferroni's correction: p < .01

Table 2. Relationships Between Anxiety and Basic 
Educational Variables on English

Variable Correlation*1  Count  p-value   
 (rs) (N) (two-tailed)

study abroad experience   -.227 251 < .0001*2 
(days)
study English at home  -.234 251 < .0001*2
(hour(s) per week)

*1 Spearman's Rank Correlation Coefficient
*2 Significant level after Bonferroni's correction: p < .025
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taught by bilingual Japanese-speaking teachers. The students in the 
optional English class (n = 122, mean = 1.84 hours per week, SD = 
4.63, range = 0-40) had a significantly higher level of English use than 
the students in the required class (n = 129, mean = 0.84 hours per week, 
SD = 1.77, range = 0-12) (t = -2.25, p = .026, Cohen's d = .56). With 
regard to experience studying abroad in an English-speaking country, 
104 students had done so for periods ranging from 1 week to 60 weeks, 
but 147 students did not have any study abroad experience (median: 0). 
One exceptional student had lived abroad for 60 weeks, but the country 
was not specified in the questionnaire. The amount of time the partici-
pants spoke English outside the classroom varied from 0 to 40 hours 
(median: 0) per week. One student spoke English 40 hours per week as 
she had a part-time job teaching English to students in an English con-
versation school, but most students had no satisfactory speaking practice 
outside the classroom. The English speaking activities included visiting 
a self-access learning center within a university for English speaking 
practice with native English-speaking teachers and exchange students 
who made themselves freely available for speaking practice with stu-
dents, chatting with exchange students or friends in English, having 
English conversations with friends via Skype, and/or experiencing short 
stays abroad. The range of participants English study hours outside the 
classroom (mainly at home) was from 0 to 30 hours (median: 3) per 
week, including grammar, reading, listening and/or writing (including 
e-mail correspondence and social networking chat activities). The range 
of self-assessed enthusiasm (students were asked to self-evaluate the 
degree of enthusiasm for learning English by putting the figure. 100% is 
regarded as the highest and 0 % is the lowest.) was 20-100% (median: 
70). A significant positive correlation with speaking opportunity was 
observed for self-assessed enthusiasm (n = 251, rs = .334, p < .0001).

The Cronbach's alpha values of 5 variables in the five-point Likert 
scale for the present participants were: FLCA = .758, risk-taking = .598, 
L1 use for clarification = .712, perfectionism = .318, and L1 use for 
emotional support = .727.

Table 1 shows the Spearman's Rank Correlation Coefficients for the 
relationships between speaking opportunity and the five independent 
variables on the five-point Likert scale. A significant positive correla-
tion with speaking opportunity was observed for risk-taking, while sig-
nificant negative correlations with speaking opportunity were observed 
for anxiety, L1 use for clarification, and L1 use for emotional support. 
This could be interpreted that students who spoke more English out of 
class during the week tended to take more risks in class, show less anxi-
ety, less preference to use L1 for clarification (weak) and emotional sup-
port (strong). 

Table 2 shows the Spearman's Rank Correlation Coefficients for the 
relationships between anxiety and the two basic educational variables 
on English. Significant negative correlations with anxiety were 
observed for study abroad experience and the amount of time spent 
studying English at home. This could be interpreted that students who 
had study abroad experience and studied English longer at home (in no 
communicative way) tended to have lower anxiety in class.

DISCUSSION

The present results suggest that students who frequently had an 
opportunity to speak English in their daily lives experienced less FLCA. 
This is consistent with the result that the more frequently students used 
TL, the less anxiety they had in speaking it (Levine, 2003). Shao et al. 
(2013) have also suggested that students should learn to create their own 
opportunities for speaking TL, both inside and outside the classroom, 
thereby reducing their anxiety as their level of English proficiency 
improves. Similarly, in many cases, students' anxiety levels were 
reduced in oral communication classes as time went on and their use of 
spoken English increased (Liu, 2006). Willis (1981) stated that more TL 
use increases fundamental SLA ability because it can enhance inference 
skills and help students listen and speak better in TL. 

Additionally, significant positive correlations with students FLCA 
were observed in the relationship with study abroad experience and the 
amount of time spent studying English at home. It could be inferred that 
studying English even in no communicative way and even short study 
abroad experience would be important to reduce students' speaking anx-
iety in class. A significant difference was also observed in the amount of 
time spent speaking English out of class according to the class type 
(required or optional). Students who elected to take an additional 
English class on top of their compulsory English lessons were regarded 
as enthusiastic. Therefore, students greater enthusiasm might lead to 

more frequent use of spoken English both in and out of class, which in 
turn decrease their FLCA. 

According to another result in the present study, greater opportunity 
to speak English outside the classroom was associated with the prefer-
ence to use less Japanese inside the classroom for both clarification 
(weak) and emotional support (strong). Therefore, it could be inferred 
that students with higher enthusiasm for speaking English out of class 
would not want to use Japanese for emotional purpose very much and 
clarification purposes much in class. It is in line with Carless (2008) and 
Levine (2003) who have warned that excessive L1 dependence may dis-
courage TL communication, as more TL exposure and practice both in 
and out of class can reduce anxiety and improve TL speaking fluency. 
This is congruent with Scrivener (2011), who has stressed the impor-
tance of creating a classroom atmosphere in which using TL is normal, 
natural, and not intimidating, instead of relying on L1 use. 

As pedagogic implications from the present findings, it would be 
recommended for teachers to reflect their own teaching and take actions 
to change their teaching style if necessary. It would be important to cre-
ate lessons which can make students motivated. When teachers provide 
students with materials and tasks with interesting topics and creative, 
surprising activities instead of routine activities, students may maximize 
their enthusiasm for studying English. Teachers could make use of 
classroom dynamics by increasing student-centered activities such as 
pair and/or group work. When teachers provide students with appropri-
ate expectations, students may decrease their anxiety. Students' English 
proficiency tends to improve gradually where teachers provide students 
with materials and tasks within their ability, and which require only a 
little effort (Krashen & Terrell, 1983). For beginners, teachers can use 
basic vocabulary delivered at slow speed, clear pronunciation, repeti-
tion, body language, and visual aids including pictures and written 
handouts (Chaudron, 1988; Neil, 1997). It would be also important to 
create a relaxed language learning environment, using smiles and praise 
to bring reassurance in anxious situations, focusing on students' affec-
tive needs.

A couple of limitations should be taken into consideration. Firstly, 
since this study exclusively involved Japanese college students attend-
ing a language-oriented university, the findings may not be generaliz-
able to other EFL contexts. Secondly, this study did not include students 
English proficiency levels. As students with more opportunities to speak 
English out of class showed lower FLCA in the present study, it could 
be inferred that those students might have higher proficiency and prefer 
TL use in and out of the classroom whereas lower proficiency students 
might prefer L1 support in class and do not spend time for speaking 
English out of class. Therefore, it would be more interesting to include 
the effect of proficiency in a further study. 

CONCLUSIONS

The present results suggest that students spending more time with 
speaking English outside class among Japanese college students tended 
to take more risks and have lower speaking-related anxiety, less prefer-
ence to L1 reliance, and stronger enthusiasm for studying English in 
class. It is also observed that to study English (grammar, reading, listen-
ing and/or writing) more at home and to have experience of study 
abroad were significantly associated with less FLCA and that students in 
an optional class were more frequent English speakers out of class. It 
could be inferred that frequent users of English both in and out of class 
through many practices tended to be students with high enthusiasm and 
disciplined themselves not to use Japanese and had less FLCA. Teachers 
could play an important role to help students motivated and take advan-
tage of opportunities to speak English both in and out of class. 
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APPENDIX  1: The Five-Point Likert Scale 
Questionnaire

Part A. Foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA)
A1. It embarrasses me to volunteer answers in English class.
A2. I feel confident when I speak in English class. 
A3. I always feel that the other students are speaking English better  

 than I do.
A4. I get nervous and confused when I am speaking in English  

 class.
A5. I do not care what other students think of me when I speak  

 English. 

Part B. Risk-taking
B1. I like to wait until I know exactly how to use an English word  

 before using it. 
B2. I like trying out difficult sentences in English class. 
B3. At this point, I don't like trying to express complicated ideas in  

 English in class. 
B4. I prefer to say what I want in English without worrying about  

 the small details of grammar.
B5. In class, I do not need to say a sentence to myself before I  

 speak. 
B6. I prefer to follow basic sentence models rather than risk misus- 

 ing the language. 

Part C. L1 use for clarification purposes
C1. When teachers use Japanese, it is easy to understand instruc- 

 tions about tasks. 
C2. When teachers use Japanese, it is difficult to impose discipline. 
C3. When teachers use Japanese, it is easy to understand instruc- 

 tions about tests.  
C4. When teachers use Japanese, students do not feel the authority  

 of teachers.  
C5. When teachers use Japanese, it is easy to understand feedback. 
C6. Japanese use can promote understanding of new and difficult  

 vocabulary, idioms and phrases.
C7. Translation cannot help understanding of content. 
C8. Japanese use can help explain grammar well. 
C9. Contrastive analysis cannot help understanding of linguistic  

 forms. 
C10. Japanese use can improve comprehension and understanding  

 of meanings.  
C11. Japanese use cannot facilitate in-depth discussion. 
C12. Japanese use can save time in English classrooms. 
C13. Japanese use cannot enhance students communicative compe- 

 tence. 
C14. Japanese use can help avoid uncertainty at the beginning of  

 the conversation. 

Part D. Perfectionism
D1. I set higher goals than most people. 
D2. I am very poor at focusing my efforts on attaining a goal. 
D3. It takes me a long time to do something 'right'.   
D4. I do not mind if I am not perfect what I do. 
D5. If I do not do as well as other people, it means I am an inferior  

 person.
D6. People will probably not think less of me even if I make a mis- 

 take.

Part E. L1 use for emotional support purposes
E1. Japanese use can help students utilize their prior knowledge  

 and experience. 
E2. Japanese use cannot make students more motivated. 
E3. Japanese use can help both teachers and students understand  

 other cultures and other ways of thinking when giving opinions  
 about cultural points. 

E4. More frequent English use makes students more comfortable  
 and reduces anxiety. 

E5. Japanese use can relieve tensions by creating an appropriate  
 learning environment that gives students more confidence.

E6. Speaking English gives students more freedom to express  
 themselves.  

E7. Teachers' use of Japanese for emotional support in teacher-cen- 
 tered classrooms can help students overcome their anxiety.

E8. If teachers use only English, students can feel more comfort- 
 able and relaxed in English classrooms. 

E9. Teachers' use of Japanese cannot reduce students silence and  
 unwillingness to speak English. 

E10. When teachers have a positive, friendly and relaxed attitude  
 towards students who use Japanese, students can overcome  
 their reticence to speak English.    

E11. Japanese use can enhance a student-centered, comfortable lan- 
 guage learning atmosphere.     

E12. Collaboration with empathy and solidarity are ruined by  
 Japanese use in group or pair work. 

E13. Japanese use can avoid fear of losing face when speaking in  
 English classrooms. 

E14. Some Japanese use in student-student interactions does not  
 enhance understanding. 

 
Note. The titles of part A to E were not mentioned in the question-

naire distributed to the participants in order to prevent them from being 
aware of the aim of each part.
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