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Abstract: In an environment where English is becoming a second language for most people, 

studying English has become a major subject for Chinese secondary school students. 

However, factors such as students' own communication abilities and the external teaching 

environment contribute to spoken English being a weakness for most learners. This issue is 

particularly evident and widespread among secondary school students. The purpose of this 

study is to further explore the triggering factors behind this phenomenon and to uncover 

teachers' strategies to alleviate Chinese secondary school students” speaking anxiety. The 

study will employ semi-structured interviews with current secondary school students and 

analyze the data using thematic analysis. The findings aim to demonstrate that Chinese 

secondary school students' speaking anxiety is influenced by factors such as their 

personalities and the external environment. Teachers can effectively alleviate students' 

speaking anxiety by encouraging teaching, diversified teaching modes, and classroom 

interaction. The study's findings may be effective in alleviating the speaking anxiety of 

secondary school students and assisting teachers in teaching speaking. The significance of 

this study lies in identifying the causes of speaking anxiety among Chinese secondary school 

students and offering strategies to help alleviate this issue. It also provides valuable insights 

for secondary school English teachers in improving their speaking instruction and reducing 

anxiety. Furthermore, the study aims to raise awareness within the education community 

about the prevalence of speaking anxiety among students. 

Keywords: Oral Anxiety, Oral Teaching Strategies, Representational Factor Analysis, 

Secondary School Students' Oral Learning.  

1. Introduction 

With the advancement of globalization, the demand for English-speaking talents within the country 

is steadily increasing. As a result, the development of all aspects of English proficiency, particularly 

speaking skills, has become crucial for Chinese secondary school students. Cross-cultural 

communication not only broadens their horizons but also facilitates their integration into the global 

environment, enhancing their ability to engage in international contexts. Oral language is an 

indispensable competence for today's internationalization. It has a significant influence on students' 

future. For example, by playing a role in diversifying career choices and operating in cross-cultural 
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assignments. According to research data, junior high school students tend to prioritize the 

development of 'test-taking' skills, often at the expense of improving their speaking abilities. This 

neglect contributes to negative emotions, such as speaking anxiety, during English listening and 

speaking classes [1]. Existing research says that anxiety hurts verbal interaction [2]. Among the four 

key areas of English—listening, speaking, reading, and writing—speaking is the weakest for Chinese 

secondary school students. Over half of these students experience anxiety when speaking English. 

This phenomenon also leads to the poor comprehensive application of English and practical skills of 

some secondary school students, which in the long run will affect their motivation to learn English 

and their future career development. The theme of this research is to explore the causes and 

countermeasures for Chinese secondary school students' anxiety. This study will explore the 

manifestations, triggers, and countermeasures of anxiety in secondary school students’ speaking 

learning. The theme of the research is to explore the reasons and countermeasures for Chinese 

secondary school students ‘speaking anxiety. The study will explore the manifestations, triggers, and 

countermeasures of anxiety in secondary school students’ speaking learning. The study will use semi-

structured interviews with current secondary school students. This study was conducted with 

secondary school students with speaking anxiety. By summarizing and analyzing the students' 

responses through thematic analysis, we will explore the root causes of anxiety and coping strategies 

of Chinese secondary school students in speaking learning to help more secondary school students 

alleviate their speaking anxiety effectively. In addition, this phenomenon should be taken seriously 

by the education public, and secondary school English teachers should also focus more on teaching 

students to speak and so on. 

2. Literature Review 

Early in the 1970s, researchers started looking at linguistic anxiety. Anxiety is one of the primary 

affective elements impacting individual second language learners, according to Brown's  proposal 

regarding the link between affective components and successful second language learning. The term 

"foreign language anxiety" was initially used by Horvitz et al.  128 to describe the learner's distinct 

and complicated self-consciousness, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors connected to learning a foreign 

language in the classroom because of the process' distinctiveness. Because of the unique nature of the 

foreign language learning process, it is characterized as "the learner's unique and complex self-

consciousness, beliefs, emotions, and behaviors related to foreign language learning in the 

classroom."[3]. Existing research indicates that anxiety negatively impacts verbal interaction [2]. It 

hinders students' ability to express themselves clearly, often leading to hesitations or avoidance of 

speaking altogether. This can create a barrier to language acquisition and limit opportunities for 

meaningful communication. The mother tongue, as the language initially learned by an individual, is 

acquired early and with high proficiency and is generally used as the primary language of 

communication. Still, when communicating cross-culturally, individuals also use a second language 

acquired late and with low proficiency. The quality of verbal interactions is often affected by negative 

emotions, such as anxiety [2]. The data show that there is currently a large difference in the English 

proficiency of secondary school students in China. Most students' basic language skills are relatively 

weak, and the limited vocabulary, as well as the knowledge base that students possess, makes it easy 

for speaking skills to be shortchanged because of anxiety. Most students' English learning primarily 

focuses on skills such as listening, reading, grammar, and so on, while teachers often overlook the 

development of students' oral communication abilities. As a result, speaking has become a noticeable 

weakness across all levels of schooling [4]. Despite students' proficiency in other areas of language 

learning, the fear of making mistakes or being judged often inhibits their willingness to engage in 

spoken communication, further exacerbating this issue. For foreign language learners, speaking is 

considered to be the most anxiety-provoking of the four skills of listening, speaking, reading, and 
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writing [5]. This study uses thematic analysis in semi-structured interviews to summarize and 

generalize the answers to the corresponding questions based on the online interview data. This study 

aims to further explore the factors behind secondary school students' speaking anxiety and to seek 

effective coping strategies. The researcher will conduct an in-depth study by interviewing three 

current students from different secondary schools online. The research value of this paper is mainly 

embodied in the fact that it can draw the causes of Chinese secondary school students speaking 

anxiety to help them alleviate this phenomenon and provide a good idea for secondary school English 

teachers’ teaching of speaking to alleviate this phenomenon, to draw the attention of the educated 

public to the phenomenon of students' speaking anxiety, and so on. 

3. Method 

The interview for this study was conducted online by a single researcher on the morning of August 

11, 2024. Three secondary school students identified as having high levels of speaking anxiety 

participated as respondents in the interview. The secondary school is a public school with an 

enrolment of over 3,000. The interview outline was used to ask the following main questions: i. What 

factors trigger your speaking anxiety? ii. What are the manifestations of anxiety when you are anxious 

in speaking studies? iii. What is the most significant difficulty in speaking learning? iv. What do 

teachers do to help you with anxiety when you are anxious in oral learning? (Three thousand words 

of interview data have been collected)   

4. Data Collection 

The following interview data is available to the general public as a reference for this interview. 

INTERVIEWER: ‘May I ask what tends to happen when you feel anxious in your daily speaking 

studies?’ Secondary School Student A: ‘There are quite a lot of relatively unnatural and embarrassing 

behaviours, like not wanting to participate or acting out more and talking less often, and in the worst 

cases, even to the point of rejecting English as a subject. ......’Secondly, when the interviewer asked 

about the teachers' behaviour when they were feeling anxious, secondary school student C responded 

in the following way: ‘Teachers sometimes find it difficult to detect their anxiety and assume that it 

is too difficult. When the teacher notices this, he/she will usually talk to you to calm you down and 

know your specific difficulty in treating the problem .......’ 

5. Results and Discussion 

During the course of the interviews, the researcher concluded that different students behaved in much 

the same way when dealing with speaking anxiety. Firstly, physiological responses such as sweating, 

speech difficulties, and stammering are commonly observed. English language learning is closely tied 

to learners' affective factors, with speaking anxiety being recognized as one of the key obstacles to 

enhancing English language learning performance [6]. Secondly, psychologically, there is excessive 

self-doubt, rejection of oral practice, and a chronic fear of making mistakes, and students‘oral anxiety 

is a direct response to the need to enhance the relevance of school teachers’ oral teaching. In the 

interviews, the researcher found that secondary school students often do not take the initiative to seek 

help from teachers or peers when experiencing speaking anxiety. Therefore, teachers should provide 

more robust guidance and motivation to support students in developing their oral communication 

skills. From a teacher's perspective, there are a variety of factors that contribute to students' speaking 

anxiety. For starters, students tend to be skeptical about their language ability and worry about 

expressing themselves inaccurately, thus affecting others' evaluations of them. It has been shown that 

student factors are also one of the critical causes of speaking anxiety [7]. This was also reflected in 

the interviews. INTERVIEWER: ‘And what is it more because of in your daily public speaking 
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practice that you are afraid to speak boldly?’ Secondary School Student B: ‘Well, I sometimes don't 

want to participate because I don't have a strong will, mainly because I am too introverted ......’ 

Secondary School Student C: ‘Sometimes I get carried away, but more often than not it's because I'm 

not so adept at what I do or I think about hesitating too much. Secondly, there is the pressure of the 

classroom environment, where students tend to feel nervous in the presence of their peers and teachers. 

In addition, the pressure of exams and assessments can increase anxiety, as speaking skills often have 

a direct impact on academic performance. The data shows that speaking anxiety may negatively 

contribute to the overall students’ speaking performance accomplishment [8]. Moreover, English 

learning at the secondary school level is predominantly exam-oriented, resulting in a lack of focus on 

oral training and an insufficient environment for practicing speaking skills. Additionally, students at 

this stage often face personal challenges, such as limited vocabulary and low self-confidence, which 

further contribute to their speaking anxiety. The researcher also elicited the question of the most 

significant difficulty in secondary school students oral English learning, and the three students 

consistently reported that the most incredible difficulty in secondary school students’ oral learning 

was usually a lack of self-confidence, especially in terms of fluency and accuracy of expression. In 

addition, students may have fewer opportunities for authentic speaking practice, and their ability to 

adapt to different language environments needs to be improved. Finally, the researcher also derived 

effective ways for teachers to effectively guide secondary school students to alleviate their speaking 

anxiety through interview questions. 

There are a variety of strategies that can be used to help secondary school students debug and 

alleviate the anxiety that occurs in oral language learning. First of all, create a relaxed, open, and 

inclusive classroom environment, make clear the necessity of oral practice, design more situational 

practice activities that can help to improve oral skills, stimulate students' interest, encourage students 

to overcome the inner obstacle of “not daring to speak,” and listen more, speak more and practice 

more, to make progress practically. An assessment and reward mechanism for online or 

extracurricular speaking practice should be established, utilizing extrinsic motivation (such as 

rewards and assessments) to encourage students to engage in regular speaking practice. By fostering 

the development and stabilization of this system, it can effectively promote the formation of students' 

positive habits of actively learning and improving their speaking skills [9]. Encouraging students to 

talk actively rather than punishing mistakes. Using multimodal teaching can effectively reduce 

speaking anxiety [10]. Secondly, interesting learning methods such as role-playing and simulated 

dialogue allow students to practice speaking in a relaxed atmosphere. Studies indicate that teachers 

should make full use of live classrooms to promote students' participation in classroom responding, 

alleviating speaking anxiety, and leveraging peer effects [11]. In addition, teachers also teach tips to 

cope with anxiety, such as deep breathing and positive self-suggestion, to help students enhance their 

self-confidence. By gradually increasing the difficulty of the exercises, students can enhance their 

sense of accomplishment and hence reduce anxiety. 

During the interviews, the researcher discovered that the factors influencing Chinese secondary 

school students' speaking anxiety are complex and varied. These include parental pressure, peer 

comparisons, and individual personality traits, all of which contribute to the diverse experiences of 

speaking anxiety among students. Some studies have suggested that linguistic factors are 

demonstrated to be dominant in learners' oral performance [12]. English anxiety plays a dominant 

role in English learning [13]. As Secondary School Student A said in the interview, he wished that 

parents and teachers could give them more encouragement and hope that time and effort would make 

everyone's speaking situation better. Therefore, teachers and guardians should consider various 

factors when they notice students speaking anxiety, and caring for students’ mental health will also 

promote the frequency of their boldness in speaking. 
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6. Conclusion 

The conclusions of this study are as follows: firstly, Chinese secondary school students‘ anxiety in 

oral learning is manifested by their rejection of communicating in English, their fear of oral practice, 

and the negative cycle of letting the oral language become a shortcoming; secondly, from the teachers’ 

point of view, the factors that trigger students' oral anxiety include their own personality, 

pronunciation problems, and the influence of external environments, such as communication and 

teaching; and the methods to effectively guide secondary school students in alleviating their oral 

anxiety are as follows: encouraging teaching and creating a good, relaxed and inclusive 

communication environment to increase oral interaction. Effective methods to help secondary school 

students alleviate their speaking anxiety include implementing encouraging teaching practices and 

fostering a relaxed, inclusive communication environment. This approach promotes increased oral 

interaction, helping students feel more comfortable and confident in practicing their speaking skills. 

Effective ways to guide secondary school students to alleviate their speaking anxiety are as follows: 

encouragement-based teaching, creating a favorable, relaxed, and tolerant communication 

environment, and diversifying teaching modes to increase speaking interactions. The impact of this 

study is to understand the causes of oral anxiety and effective strategies to alleviate it in Chinese 

secondary school students' oral learning. It can most directly inform and assist teachers in teaching 

speaking and indirectly enable parents and others to receive good feedback. It is hoped that students 

and teachers will co-operate with each other in the future learning and teaching of speaking. Teachers 

should endeavour to diversify their teaching, increase students' interest in speaking and pay equal 

attention to speaking and other test-taking skills; parents should not put too much pressure on their 

students or set too high a target but rather keep a natural attitude, and students should try to speak up 

and make speaking a daily routine and an interest in their learning. It is believed that both the giver 

and the recipient have more to gain from future oral education. 
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