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 This study aims at finding out whether or not there’s an impact on students’ 
anxiety on their speaking performance. In addition, it also has an aim to identify factors relate to students’ reluctance that can hinder their oral performance. 
Observation, interview, and questionnaire have been used to collect the data 

which has then been analyzed in a qualitative way. 25 students of the second 

semester of English Department Universitas Nusa Cendana Indonesia have been 

selected as the subject of this research. Based on the findings and analysis, it 

can be revealed that students’ anxiety definitely has an impact on their 
speaking performance and this becomes one of the reasons why they find it 

difficult to express themselves in English. Many factors have been identified but 

only those which have been considered as the main ones are presented in this 

writing to answer the question of why the students have been reluctant in their 

oral performance. Knowing that their oral performance was severely hampered 

by the above-mentioned factors, several solutions have been recommended to 

make them easy to cope with their anxiety. 
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1.  Introduction 

 

Knowing a language is being able to speak it is one of the reasons why speaking skill is important to be 

learned by either ESL or EFL learners. Besides, in communicating their ideas orally students need this skill to 

get their messages across. There are still many other good reasons why speaking as one of the productive 

skills needs to be included in school or course curriculum to be taught by teachers. 

In teaching speaking, many teachers have made much effort to find good methods, strategies, techniques, 

media and teaching materials to make the most of it. They have tried hard to maximize every way in the 

teaching and learning process. However, many students still think that speaking is the most difficult skill they have to deal with. Students of high schools don’t really focus on this skill because they have to learn all integrated skills. Moreover, several EFL school teachers think that it’s not necessary to teach speaking skill separately in junior or senior high schools because it won’t be tested in either school or national exams. This 
implies that speaking is not considered an important skill to be learned by students of high schools. Why speaking isn’t really considered to be tested in many school exams because according to Clifford (1987), it’s 
not easy to be objectively assessed and time-consuming. Although speaking skill is neglected in many exams, 

people still believe that the ability to speak in the target language is the way to measure whether or not 

learners are successful in their learning process (Nunan, 1995). 

When students come to a higher degree (i.e. English Department), they have speaking skill as a core unit 

and compulsory subject to be taken. In this subject, many students find it difficult to deal with their oral 

performance and can’t perform well. Obviously, it can be seen that students’ reluctance in their oral 
performance is caused by various factors which are going to be identified through this study. Besides, 

problems encountered by them will also be discussed and elaborated here. 

 

 

2.  Materials and Methods 

 

On this section, we present literature review and methods we applied in conducting the study. Language 

learners will agree that speaking skill is important to be learned in order to be able to communicate in the 

target language. However, many EFL students think that being able to speak good English is not an easy 

process because speaking is considered the most difficult skill to be mastered (Brown et al., 1983). Teachers 

have to make much effort to deal with this condition.  The issue about students’ difficulties in their speaking performance has been raised by many people and a 
lot of concern has been shown in the forms of studies, researches, and writings. Many experts have particularly looked at students’ problems in speaking class from various angles. Most of them have tried to 
find solutions over those problems because the basic principle of teaching speaking is to make students use 

the language actively in communication. Ruan (2018); Dossoumou et al., (2018), Nehe et al., (2018), Ngadi et 

al., (2018), Hounhanou (2018), this is an essential starting point that has to be applied by EFL teachers and/or 

lecturers in teaching speaking. In order to make students speak good, fluent, and accurate English, teachers 

have to really understand the source of problems their students encounter in the teaching and learning 

process. Teachers have to find out factors which can potentially influence their students’ speaking 
performance. There are many influential factors that can contribute to students’ poor performance in speaking. 
However, only the main factors will be discussed here, such as performance conditions, affective factors, 

listening ability, topical knowledge, and feedback during speaking activities (Tuan & Mai, 2015): 

1) The issue of performance conditions is the first factor that can really influence students in performing 

their speaking ability. Different performance condition can have a different result. Nation & Newton 

(2009), strengthen this point by stating that all types of performance conditions (time pressure, 
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planning, the standard of performance, and the amount of support) can have an impact on students’ 
oral performance.  

2) A set of effective factors is the second important issue dealing with students’ affective domain. The 

effective side of language learning is very important to be taken into account (Oxford, 1990). Many 

aspects have been included in affective factors but the most popular ones are anxiety, motivation, and 

self-confidence (Krashen, 1982).  

3) How speaking and listening skills relate to each other comes as the third factor, called listening ability. 

One has to be able to receive well (through listening) in order to produce better (through speaking) 

(Doff, 1998; Shumin, 1997). This describes how close speaking and listening is. If speakers can’t comprehend what they are listening to, then there’ll be no communication as they won’t be able to 
respond.  

4) The next factor is topical knowledge. This factor is no less important than others because without having (good) knowledge about topics which are being discussed, students won’t be able to interact and participate in the teaching and learning process. Topical knowledge isn’t only about how students 

master the language they are learning but also about their knowledge about the world in general 

(Bachman & Palmer, 1996). It’s useless if students can speak the target language but don’t have enough 
knowledge to share.  

5) Feedback during speaking activities comes as the last but not least factor. This issue is quite tricky for teachers because when they give feedback in the middle of students’ presentation, they will distract 
them from their concentration and they might not be able to continue. However, if they decide to give feedback after the presentation, students might forget about the errors and/or mistakes they’ve 
committed in their presentation. In this case, teachers have to be very careful to decide when the right 

time to give feedback to students is, otherwise, they will be demotivated and this will make them stop 

talking (Harmer, 2001; Baker & Westrup, 2003). 

 

Those factors discussed above have become the basic elements for data analysis in this writing. Besides, 

problems usually encountered by students in their oral performance are also identified to be able to find 

solutions. 

There are 4 main problems quoted from Tuan & Mai (2015) which will be discussed here and they will be 

used in this study as well, they are inhibition, lack of topical knowledge, low-participation, and mother-tongue 

use. Inhibition is dealing with students who can’t perform well because they are shy and nervous and afraid of 
being assessed or judged by not only their teachers but also their friends when they make mistakes. This 

happens because these students feel that their friends are better than they are. The second problem is the lack 

of topical knowledge. This is more or less similar to the fourth factor (topical knowledge) mentioned earlier. Students do not have anything to say because they don’t understand about the topic, so they can’t say 
anything relates to the content of the discussion. Another problem with this lack of topical knowledge is 

students also have a lack of vocabulary that can prevent them from expressing what there are thinking (Baker 

& Westrup, 2003). Low participation in the third problem usually encountered by students in speaking class. 

This mostly happens to classes with a big number of students. In this case, not every student has enough time 

to talk because of the time limit. There might be students who never talk during the speaking class because 

other students or even teachers dominate the talk. The last and most popular problem in speaking is mother-

tongue use. This is a kind of general practice which usually occurs in EFL/ESL speaking classes. Students who 

speak similar native languages will tend to use their mother-tongue because it’s easier for them to communicate and share ideas, especially at the time when they lose their ideas and/or don’t know what to say 
due to limited vocabulary. 

Next, related to the research, this study has been conducted for one semester (16 meetings). The data has 

been collected by employing several instruments; they are observations, interviews, and questionnaire. The 

respondents are 25 students of the second semester of English Department of Nusa Cendana University.  Class observations have been carried out in order to see students’ speaking performance, particularly, their 
reluctance in delivering their oral presentation. In finding out whether or not students’ anxiety has impacts on 
their speaking performance, a set of the questionnaire has been delivered to these 25 students to be filled in. 

The questions in the questionnaire are mainly about what they think about their speaking performance, what 

problems they think they have during their presentation, what factors they think have great influence on their 
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performance.  10 out of 25 students have then been selected randomly to be interviewed. The purpose of the 

interview is to allow students to elaborate their answers in a more complete way. All the data gained have then been analyzed qualitatively in order to answer whether or not there’s an impact of students’ anxiety on 
their speaking performance as well as to identify factors and problems relate to students’ reluctance that can 
hinder their oral performance. 

 

 

3.  Results and Discussions 

 

The followings are the detailed analysis regarding findings and discussion of this study which consists of 

two parts; students’ anxiety and their speaking performance and problems that can hinder students’ oral 
performance. The data of the findings is presented in the form of pie charts and so the level of percentage will 

be clearly seen. 

 

3.1 Students’ Anxiety and their Speaking Performance 

 

 During the observations, it has been noted that most students could not perform well in their performance 

due to their psychological reactions. Several obvious and visible signs  about their performance have been 

noted, they are: they made many unnecessary errors and/or mistakes regularly, they couldn’t speak fluently because they paused awkwardly (stuttering and/or cluttering), they couldn’t continue their presentation 
because they started sweating and panic and so they lost control over what they would say (going blank), they used or inserted their native language in the middle of their presentation because they didn’t know the word(s) and/or expression(s) in English (lack  of vocabulary), few of them just kept silent and didn’t say a 
word during their presentation time. It has also been noted that several students showed their behavioral 

reactions, such as stammering, fidgeting, trembling, procrastination, and avoidance behavior which made 

them uneasy in their performance. 

The above-mentioned phenomena have also been strengthened by the students’ answers in the 
questionnaire and interviews related to influential factors in their speaking performance. They have come up 

with the level of percentage of various factors which have then been grouped into 5 categories based on what 

has been stated by Tuan & Mai (2015:9-10), they are performance conditions (time pressure, planning, the 

standard of performance, and the amount of support); affective factors (motivation, self-confidence, and 

anxiety) which have also been classified as psychological factors (Aouatef, 2015; Brown, 1994), listening 

ability; topical knowledge; and feedback during speaking activities. The big picture of the students’ answers can 
be found in the pie charts below: 

 

 
 

Figure 1. The student’s answers 

 Based on the students’ answers about influential factors in their speaking performance , the category of 
affective factors is on the  top level of their choice (29%), followed by topical knowledge (25%), listening 

ability (23%), performance conditions (19%), and feedback during speaking activities (4%). Since this 
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speaking performance, the discussion will only focus on affective factors.  

Affective factors contain three important aspects, namely motivation, self-confidence, and anxiety. In order 

to find out which aspect is more dominant, the students have also been asked to give their opinion about the 

most influential aspects that can hinder their oral performance. The data that shows their answers can be 

found in the following chart: 

 

 
Figure 2. The student’s opinion about the most influential aspects 

 

 It’s clearly seen from the chart that anxiety is the most influential factor which has severely debilitated their 

speaking performance (41%), followed by self-confidence (32%), and motivation (27%). These numbers of percentages have also been supported by students’ answers in the interview section. Most of them agree that 
anxiety is the most dominant factor in influencing the students’ speaking performance.  Based on the findings, it can be positively said that there’s an impact on students’ anxiety on their speaking 
performance. Those who have low-level of anxiety perform better than the ones with high-level of anxiety. 

This happens because the low-level anxiety students have high-motivation and self-confidence to help them perform better. This finding is in accordance with Krashen’s affective filter hypothesis in which he claims that 
language learners with low-level of anxiety and high-motivation and self-confidence will do better in learning 

and/or acquiring a language.  Although the main concern of this study is on the issue of anxiety, it doesn’t really address and make clear 
distinctions about types of anxiety (trait and state). This study is only focused on anxiety as a general issue. 

Considering the facts that students have such kind of psychological and behavioral reactions during their 

presentations which lead to the poor result of it, an answer to the previous question about whether or not there’s an impact of students’ anxiety on their speaking performances has already been clearly answered. 
 

3.2 Problems that can Hinder Students’ Oral Performance 

 

These 25 students have also identified their problems and difficulties in speaking EFL. Types of problems 

and their percentages can be seen below: 
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Figure 3. The students identified their problems and difficulties in speaking EFL 

 It can be read from the pie chart that students’ most dominant problem is inhibition (24%), followed by lack 

of topical knowledge (20%) and mother-tongue use (20%), low or uneven participation (19%), and low 

motivation (17%).  When they’re asked about their major problem in their speaking performance, all of them said that they’re 
shy and nervous about making mistakes. The extracts of interviews are presented below: 

 

Interviewer : Why do you think you can’t do well in your speaking performance? 

Student 1 : I feel nervous every time I have to stand in front of the classroom and talk. I always think I’m 
stupid and not as good as my other friends and this makes me hard to open my mouth and 

say a word. 

Student 5 : I’m shy and afraid of making mistakes. I don’t want my friends to laugh at me. 
Student 8 : My English isn’t good and that makes me shy to talk in front of my friends. I feel like I’m the 

most stupid student in the classroom every time I make mistake. 

 

Actually, these inhibition problems (Ur, 1996), can be overcome if these students have a good level of self-confidence. They don’t believe in themselves and always feel that they can’t compete with their other friends. 
These can trigger off their anxiety and will make them uneasy to do their oral presentation. 

Not knowing what to say or loss of ideas about the topics to be discussed or presented is another problem mostly faced by these students. It’s also known as lack of topical knowledge (Ur, 1996). The extracts can be 

found below: 

 

Interviewer : Do you understand all topics discussed in speaking class? 

Student 2 : Sometimes I don’t understand what my lecturer is talking about so I just sit quietly and listen 
to them. 

Student 4 : I don’t like talking if I don’t understand the topic. If I have to talk then I’ll go to the wrong 
directions and my friends will laugh at me. 

Student 10 : There are several topics which are difficult for me to understand. I don’t want to ask my 
lecturer to explain because everybody else doesn’t ask and I’m too shy to do that. 

 If students don’t really know about the discussion or presentation topic then they will have very little, if not 
nothing to say. This lack of topic knowledge will lead them to other problems; they are low or uneven 

participation, low motivation, and mother tongue use (Ur, 1996).  
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In another side, when they have nothing to say, they will tend to be ignorant, just sit and listen to others 

passively without participating and interacting, and this can be seen in the following extract: 

 

Interviewer : What do you usually do if you don’t understand what is being discussed? 

Student 3 : Nothing. I just sit quietly and listen to my lecturer.  

Student 7 : I try to focus on the topic, but if I still can’t follow it, I’ll give up and let it go. 
Student 9 : I’ll ask my lecturer to explain. If I don’t know how to ask in English, I’ll use Bahasa Indonesia. 

   

From their answers in the interviews, it can be assumed that having one problem (i.e. inhibition) will lead 

them to other problems (lack of topical knowledge, low or uneven participation, mother-tongue use, and low 

motivation) which eventually will give impact on their speaking performance. Since the root of the students’ 
problems relates much to psychological factors, they have to be treated in psychological ways, such as keep on 

motivating them to improve their speaking skill and other supporting skills (reading and listening) and 

components (grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation) as well as giving them positive feedback about their 

good work, no matter how small it is, in order to increase their self-confidence. Additionally, the low-pressure 

situation has to be created in facilitating students when they want to practice their speaking skill. By having a 

low-pressure situation, students will be more relaxed and might have better control over their performance. 

Another important solution is an encouragement. Students need to be encouraged all the time to make them feel secure. Once they’ve had the feeling, they can feel free to express whatever they want to say in their 
performance. 

 

 

4.  Conclusion 

 Having poor quality in speaking performance doesn’t make students stop being learners. They still have a 

chance to learn more and improve their skill through their teachers and themselves. The quality of their 

performance is basically affected by various influential factors and problems mentioned earlier which make 

them uneasy, fearful, uncomfortable and demotivated in delivering their tasks.  

Relating to the above-mentioned phenomenon, teachers and/or have to find strategies to create positive 

learning atmosphere which can help their students out of their comfort zones and start changing themselves 

to be braver, have more self-confidence and comfortable in delivering their presentation. Another important 

task has to be done by teachers and lecturers is to find relaxed and joyful ways to keep their students 

motivated and engaged in all speaking tasks assigned. By having good motivation, they can improve their oral 

performance better.  
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