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ABSTRACT

A Study on the Foreign Language Anxiety of Japanese Elementary School

This dissertation study investigated fifth-, sixth-, and seventh-grade students’ foreign

and Junior High School Students

By Tomoko Imai

Keywords: foreign language anxiety (FLA), FLA questionnaire, Foreign Language Classroom
Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), elementary school and junior high school foreign language classes,

foreign language enjoyment (FLE), mixed method

language (FL) anxiety (FLA) during FL (English) classes in a Japanese public elementary

school and a Japanese public junior high school. Starting from 2020, FL became a regular
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subject for fifth and sixth graders under the present course of study issued by the Ministry
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology in 2018. Four skills—*"“listening,”

9% ¢¢

“reading,” “speaking” (interaction and presentation),” and “writing”—were incorporated, and
the literacy (reading and writing) skills were introduced in the fifth- and sixth-grade FL classes.
This study’s main purpose was to investigate the FLA of fifth, sixth, and seventh graders and
to see how children’s anxiety has changed from elementary school to junior high school. By
researching the FLA of fifth, sixth, and seventh graders, we can find a way to support students
to reduce their anxiety in and across these grades. To achieve this goal, the researcher conducted
research in an elementary school and a junior high school in the same school district to answer
the following: (1) what FLA do elementary school and junior high school students possess, (2)
what aspects affect their FLA, and (3) how does students’ FLA change within a year and across
grades.

A mix-method design was used in this study, and both quantitative and qualitative data
were obtained. The researcher observed the FL classes of two sixth-grade classes about twice a
month in the 2021 school year. In the 2022 school year, she had chance to observe seventh-grade
FL classes about once a month. Despite the challenging situation because of the COVID-19
pandemic, FL teachers at the elementary school and junior high school made considerable
efforts to provide students opportunities for pair conversations and group activities.

The data were obtained quantitatively through FLA questionnaires developed by
the researcher (Imai, 2022a). The FLA questionnaire adapted some items from the Foreign
Language Classroom Anxiety Scale developed by Horwitz et al. (1986), and items that measure
literacy anxiety were added considering the introduction of reading and writing in the sixth and
seventh-grade FL classes. Ninety-eight fifth-grade students and 126 sixth-grade students at a
public elementary school and 175 seventh-grade students at a junior high school participated
in this study and answered the FLA questionnaires. Qualitative data were obtained from the
open-ended responses by the same sixth and seventh-grade participants, and interviews were
conducted with 11 students when they were in the sixth and seventh grades.

Results of a quantitative analysis of the FLA questionnaire revealed the following:

1. Regardless of the grade level, fifth, sixth, and seventh graders experience three types of
skill-specific anxiety related to speaking, literacy, and listening.

2. Seventh graders had more anxiety than fifth and sixth graders. However, there was no



significant difference in literacy anxiety among the grades.

. Sixth graders’ FLA remained the same from July to March. However, over the same

period, seventh graders’ speaking and listening anxiety increased, but their literacy

anxiety stayed the same.

. Seventh graders without English learning experiences outside the classroom had more

literacy anxiety than those with such experience.

. Statistically significant differences were found between the high- and low-level FL

enjoyment (FLE) groups in terms of literacy and speaking anxiety, while no statistically
significant difference existed between the two groups in terms of listening anxiety. The
results implied that when seventh graders’ FLE was high, their literacy and speaking
anxiety were low, and when their FLE was low, their literacy and speaking anxiety were

high.

Results of a qualitative analysis of the open-ended responses and interview excerpts of sixth and

seventh graders revealed the following:

1.

Three skill-specific types of anxiety—speaking, literacy, and listening anxiety—were

identified among both sixth and seventh graders.

2. As for speaking anxiety, sixth graders had anxiety in giving a presentation in front of their

group members and in conversing with friends. Seventh graders had anxiety in having

one-on-one conversations and initiating conversations.

. Sixth graders experienced literacy anxiety when reading and writing letters of the

alphabet. Seventh graders’ literacy anxiety was related to learning words and reading
them; this is because they were required to write and read words and their proficiency in

writing and reading words was assessed.

. Sixth graders had listening anxiety when they could not catch what the teacher and

the audio were saying without the teachers’ translation. Similarly, seventh graders had
anxiety in listening to a conversation spoken fully in English. Seventh graders had

anxiety when words in the listening material were unfamiliar and difficult for them.

. When comparing the categories of anxiety between the sixth and seventh graders, the

most notable kinds of anxiety that newly emerged in seventh grade were anxiety about a

more advanced classes, anxiety about catching up in classes, and test anxiety.

. “Words” and “memorization” were the key features of seventh graders’ FLA. Words



were a significant source of anxiety for seventh graders, affecting various aspects of their
FLA, such as literacy, listening, memorization, and test-related anxiety. Memorization
was another notable feature of seventh graders’ FLA anxiety, which appeared in different
categories such as literacy anxiety, memorization of sentences and words, test anxiety,
and grammar anxiety.

Through both quantitative and qualitative analyses, this study found that students’ FLA
was skill-specific regardless of grade or school type (elementary or junior high school). Both
the quantitative and qualitative studies showed that fifth, sixth, and seventh graders experienced
three types of anxieties related to speaking, literacy, and listening. Therefore, pedagogical
implications are suggested to reduce students’ FLA from the perspective of these three skills.
In addition, since learning words was found to be the key feature of seventh graders’ FLA, a

pedagogical implication for teaching words is also suggested.
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