PART ONE

TEST ANXIETY


The aim of this thesis is to show how anxiety affects language testing and how test anxiety influences the test-taking situation and which testing technique is most anxiety breeding. This part will concern theoretical foundations of second language anxiety connected with language testing.   

1.1  ANXIETY 


Anxiety is a psychological state characterized by tension and apprehension, foreboding and dread (Rathus, 1987, p.9). For Brown (1994, p.141), anxiety is associated with feelings of uneasiness, frustration, self-doubt, or worry. Scovel (1978, p.134) defined anxiety as ” a state of apprehension, a vague fear ”.


Anxiety reactions contain all aspects of functioning, from internal organic disturbances and skeletal muscle tension to an inability to concentrate. The individual suffers acute physical discomfort. The person may faint, or feel numb, or become chilled or flashed; one’s pulse becomes rapid and irregular, mouth becomes dry, pupils dilate, face flashes (Silverman, 1974, p.462). 


The research on anxiety suggests that anxiety can be experienced at various levels. At the deepest level - trait anxiety is a more permanent predisposition to be anxious, and at a more momentary, or situational level - state anxiety is experienced in relation to some particular events or acts (Brown, 1994, p.141; Coleman, 1997, p.7; Allwright and Bailey, 1991, p.173). People who show trait anxiety may experience persistent feelings of dread and foreboding - cognitions that something terrible can happen. They are chronically worried and concerned, and lack emotional stability. They feel a rapid heartbeat and respiration rate, muscule tension even if they perceive no environmental threat. State anxiety can be experienced by different people in different situations, because events have different meanings, based on different   values and learning histories (Rathus,1987, p.465; Young, 1999, p.28).     


Thus anxiety is a nervous feeling caused by fear. Anxiety reactions include all aspects 

of human functioning, from organic distempers to an inability to think. Anxiety is experienced on two levels: trait and state. Trait anxiety is relatively stable across occasions and state anxiety is provoked by a specific situation. 

1.2  LANGUAGE ANXIETY


Second language learning is a complex process involving a seemingly infinite number of variables. Total commitment, involvement, a total physical, intellectual, and emotional response is necessary in that process (Brown, 1994, p.5). Language learning can be affected by anxiety, however other factors such as learning strategies, attitudes, aptitude, and motivation, also play a role in successful second language learning. 



”Foreign language anxiety can be distinguished from other types of anxiety and it can have a negative effect on the language learning process” (MacIntyre and Gardner 1991, cited by Brown, 1994, p.142). Language anxiety is defined by Gardner and MacIntyre (1993, p.5) 

as the apprehension experienced when a situation requires the use of a second language with which the individual is not fully proficient. It is seen as a stable personality trait referring to the propensity for an individual to react in a nervous manner when speaking, listening, reading, or writing in the second language. Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986, p.128) view language anxiety ’...as a distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom language learning arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process’.


The theory of development of language anxiety was established by MacIntyre and Gardner (Gardner and MacIntyre, 1993, p.6). They assume that it develops as a result of repeated, negative experiences with the foreign language and it is seen as a learned emotional response. The language learner, at the earliest stages, may experience a form of state anxiety,   a transient apprehensive experience. After repeated occurrences of state anxiety, the student will come to reliably associate anxiety with performance in the second language. Once it has developed, language anxiety can have a pervasive impression on the performance of language students, even affecting future learning. Spielberger ( 1962, cited by Skehan, 1993, p. 115)  reports that the influence of anxiety changes as a function of an ability level. He states a            tendency for facilitating anxiety in high-ability students, but for low-ability students, especially average-ability students, anxiety is associated with poor performance, or even failure.


Based on student interviews and other research, Young (1991) identifies six sources of language anxiety: personal and interpersonal; learner beliefs about language learning; instructor beliefs about language teaching; instructor-learning interactions; classroom procedures; and language testing (Johnstone, 1992, p.144). Bailey (1983) has suggested other possible sources of anxiety as: 

- comparison of oneself with other students, either for their performance, or for their anxiety

  levels

- one’s relationship with the teacher, either in relation to one’s perception of  the teacher’s                 

  expectations or one’s need to gain the teacher’s approval

- tests

- comparison with oneself, and one’s own personal standards and goals.

Other influences are also mentioned such as one’s competitiveness and one’s feelings of solidarity and friendship with one’s classmates as a factor likely to reduce anxiety (Skehan,1993, p.116). 


Three roots of foreign language anxiety have been identified: 

 1) communication apprehension, arising from learners’ inability to adequately 

     express mature thoughts and ideas

 2) fear of negative social evaluation, arising from a learner’s need to make 

     a positive social impression on others

 3) test anxiety, or apprehension over academic evaluation (Brown, 1994, p.142; Coleman, 

     1997, p.8). 


After reviewing the literature of language anxiety it can be assumed that language learning seems to be anxiety breeding and that anxiety is often a root cause of poor performance among language learners. Language anxiety appears when the individual is in a need of the use of a second language and is not fully proficient. A learner and teacher beliefs about language learning, interactions between them, classroom procedure and language testing are sources of language anxiety. Foreign language anxiety stems from apprehension of communication, negative social evaluation and test anxiety.

1.3  LANGUAGE TESTING


A test is a method of measurement a person’s ability or knowledge in a given area. It is a method contains a set of techniques, procedures, test items, which requires some performance or activity of the testee. A language test shows language behavior and draws general ability in a language (Brown, 1994, p.252). Language tests should measure general language proficiency and specific areas of linguistic knowledge as well as cultural and sociolinguistic variables (Whiteson, 1981, p.346). Oller (1975) assumes that a ”good test is one that not only provides valid and reliable information about the effectiveness of the student’s learning and the teacher’s instruction, but also functions as an integral part of the teaching-learning process by focusing on and giving practice in useful language skills’ (Whiteson, 1981, p.346). 


There are three most important reasons for language testing mentioned by Finocchiaro (1974, p.126):

a) to diagnose the specific feature of the language in which individual students or groups are

    having difficulties;

b) to help teachers gauge their ability as teachers;

c) to find out how much students have learned or achieved.


Language tests have many uses in educational programs. Teachers testing in order to discover students’ problems, weaknesses, or strengths and to ascertain their progress.


There are several kinds of tests. One way to classify them, according to Brown  (1994, pp 257-260), is to categorize four kinds of language tests, each with a specific purpose and with a particular criterion to be measured.

Proficiency Test 

A proficiency test is designed to measure language ability more generally. The content of a proficiency test is based on a specification of what candidates have to be able to do in the language in order to be considered proficient. 

Diagnostic and Placement Test 

A diagnostic test is created to diagnose a particular aspect of a language. The aim of this test is

to discover a learner’s problems, strengths, or weaknesses and to ascertain what further teaching is necessary. 

Aptitude Test 

An aptitude test predicts a person’s future success. It is designed to measure a person’s capacity of general ability to learn a foreign language and to succeed in it.

Achievement Test 

An achievement test is related directly to classroom lessons. It is limited to particular material covered in a curriculum and is typically given at set times of the school year 

(Finocchiaro, 1974; Hughes, 1989; Nuttall, 1996; Skehan, 1988;1989). 


Within each category of tests there is a variety of different possible techniques and procedure. Based on Hughes’s typology (1989) there are those which may be used to 

test grammar.

Multiple-choice - the item consists of a direct question or an incomplete statement, and two or more choices or responses, of which one is the answer and the others are distracters 

(Harris, 1969, p.7).
Completion - can be used to test a variety of structures. In completions, part of the sentence is given as a cue and the students finish the sentence either with a segment in which some syntactic or morphological change must be made according to the cue, or with a suitable segment of their own invention (Rivers, 1978, p.141).
Paraphrase - the student is require to write a sentence equivalent in meaning to one that is given. In this type of testing techniques such operations are performed as changing active voice into passive voice, direct speech into indirect speech, substituting phrases for clauses or clauses for phrases (Rivers, 1978, p.130).
Cloze procedure - it consisted of giving the student a passage in which every fifth or tenth word is deleted. The student fills the blanks in the text by guessing the missing words. 

The cloze procedure provides an interesting and thought-provoking exercise, which trains the learners to look carefully at all structural clues. It is also good preparation for attentive reading  

(Hughes, 1989; Oller, 1979, p.341; Rivers, 1987, p.289).


Language tests are used for diagnosing the difficulties which students encounter during language learning process, for helping teachers to measure their ability as teachers and for estimating how much students have learned. When constructing a language test the following testing techniques can be presumed: multiple-choice, completion, paraphrase, and cloze procedure among others.

1.4  TEST ANXIETY


Students are subjected to an increasing number of tests and evaluations, from the time they enter kindergarten until they complete high school. Although most students face these situations with normal amounts of nervousness, some of them do not cope well in testing situations and experience anxiety, which has a determinal effect on their test performances (Mealey and Host, 1992, p.147). 


Test anxiety is described as anxiety associated with taking tests and is regarded as a special case of anxiety. It is characterized by distress and uneasiness associated with test taking (Dykeman, 1994, p.114). 


For the aim of this thesis the following definition is adopted: ”Test anxiety is a complex multidimensional construct involving cognitive, affective, physiological, and behavioral reactions to evaluative situations” (Hancock, 2001, p.285). People are not born with test anxiety. Test anxiety appears to reflect a combination of high bodily arousal and negative thoughts, including critical self-evaluations. People with a high level of test anxiety show high levels of autonomic arousal during tests and they are likely to report bodily sensations like dryness in mouth and a faster heartbeat. On a cognitive level, they have more negative thoughts and are more self-critical than those with low test anxiety ( Rathus, 1987, p.488).
There are two components of test anxiety. The worry component refers to the cognitive concern about test taking and emotionality refers to perceived physiological reactions. Negative expectations and self-evaluation, preoccupation with performance and potential consequences are given as worry components (Hancock, 2001, p.285). The emotionality component is autonomic arousal and somatic reactions such as nervousness, discomfort, and tension (Eunsook, 1998, p.52). The typical bodily reactions to anxiety are: trembling hands, sweaty palms, nausea or ”butterflies in the stomach”, ache in the shoulders and back of the neck, dryness in the mouth, rapid heart rate, increased blood pressure, muscle spasms, shaking, flushes and headaches (Burke, 1999, p.24; Rathus, 1987, p.488).  ”Worry and emotionality are positively correlated; worry is negatively correlated with test performance; and findings regarding the relationship between emotionality and test performance have been equivocal” (Minor and Gold, 1985, p.82). The differences between the worry component and emotionality component lies in that the first issue concerns human mentality and the latter one is connected with the physical reaction to stress. Behavioral treatment such as stress reduction strategies and systematic desensitization have been found to reduce the emotional factor of test anxiety, while cognitive treatment such as attentional skill training has been found to eliminate the worry factor (Hancock, 2001, p.286). 


Much research has examined the possible causes of test anxiety and there have been identified two main sources. ”First, researchers believe that some highly test-anxious students have deficits in the organizational stage of test preparation, primarily inadequate learning or study skills” (Mealey and Host, 1992, p.147). Some students have problems with processing and organizing information in an effectively way for recall. Because of this, they have a high level of test anxiety. ”The second major cause of test anxiety stems from habitual, irrelevant, negative thoughts that some students have during a testing situation” (Mealey and Host, 1992, p.147). ”I am not smart enough”, ”I can’t do this” are common thoughts reported by test-anxious students during a test and distract they from it. Students focus on their fears, inadequacies, and past failures. Students may not realize they are involved in negative self-talk such as ”I can’t ever finish on time” or ”I am too stupid to ever do this work”. Pressure from parents and teachers cause self-statements that demand perfection. ”I have to get a good grade”, ”My parents will hate me if I fail” - such statements cause students to concentrate on themselves and their anxiety rather than focus on what they can do successfully (Wilkinson, 1990, p.26).


According to Mealey and Host (1992, p.148), there are three main categories of test-anxious students: those who

1.  know they are not well prepared for test and do not know how to prepare, and are worried

2.  have test preparation strategies and use them but become distracted during testing

3.  wrongly believe they have good strategies, do poorly on tests, and anxiously wonder

     why.

Young (1999, p.32) has found that a learner’s personal problems, such as low self-esteem, and interpersonal problems, like competitiveness and fear of losing one’s sense of identity are  potential sources of language anxiety.


Fear of failure in a test may begin at preschool, due mainly to teachers or others who have unreal expectations of learners and react negatively when learners fail to meet expectations. Test anxiety rises sharply through preschool and primary grades and there is a slight decline at high school and college level. Proneness to test anxiety is suggested in minority groups, regardless of sex or race; learners from troubled or divorced families; and later-born children rather than firstborn. Other researchers indicate high test anxiety among young females because parents and teachers expected them to cope in a man’s world

 (Burke, 1999, p.24). 


Test anxiety is a one of foreign language anxiety components. It is a specific form of anxiety
 connected with test taking and having an effect on exam performance. It appears that test anxiety has got different sources and causes. Learners are not able enough to prepare well for the test, or their personal problems do not allow them to concentrate on tasks in test taking situations. There are worry and emotionality components of test anxiety. The worry component concerns human mentality and the emotionality component is connected with the physical reaction to stress. Students are test-anxious because of their problems with test preparation strategies or negative thoughts they have during a test.

1.5  OVERCOMING TEST ANXIETY


Knowing the phenomenon of test anxiety it is important for a teacher to try to determine whether a student’s test anxiety stems from a more global trait or whether it comes from a specific situation at the moment (Brown, 1994, p.142). Most teachers recognize the condition of test anxiety as a type of behavior that shows fear of taking tests and often poor results in consequence. Teachers, in general, want their students to perform well on school tests so they can combat test anxiety and facilitate improved test performance (Syncamore and Corey, 1990, p.231). Among the methods for helping test-anxious or even test-nervous students, Mealey and Host (1992, p.147) present: teaching effective learning strategies, using cooperative learning, and providing a positive classroom atmosphere. 


Research (Mealey and Host, 1992, p.148) indicates that test-anxious students feel that they do not know how to learn and what to do with all of the information they read or study. Strategies such as mapping, text annotation, and self-questioning help learners encode and develop the material into a meaningful organization. Managing study time, predicting and preparing for different testing forms, checking the effectiveness of study plans are test preparation strategies helpful in reducing anxiety because of students’ active involvement in carrying them out.


Cooperative learning or studying in groups can help students overcome their problems and experience success. Students develop anxiety as a result of feeling alone and secluded. 

They persuade themselves that everyone is a better student than they are and create negative self- images that consolidate their anxiety. A social support strategy can reduce or eliminate negative feelings and get students ready to concentrate on the task of learning. They begin to feel part of a group, rather than feeling alone and isolated. Mealey and Host (1992, p.149) give other three advantages of using this strategy. First, students gain considerable insight and confidence by working together. They see how others approach the task and can imitate those approaches. Second, making responses in small groups is a positive experience. Students break the cycle of fear and state of inadequacy when they realize their capabilities by working together. Finally, students can use social support in reviewing for a test. They learn from each other what information is more or less likely to be on the test and how to differentiate main and supporting ideas. 

When creating a nonthreatening classroom and testing environment teachers help students feel more relaxed or less nervous before, during, and after a test. Students state that the teacher should not talk or interrupt and walk around during a test (Mealey and Host, 1992, p.149). They also want the teacher to review the material before a test. Some students note that they like to receive their graded tests as soon as possible after testing. Teachers can implement other activities in order to help their students lessen test anxiety. The day prior the testing, for example the teacher can explain several factors about the test: test format, test ceilings and time limits, and can give students hints about taking a test (Syncamore and Corey, 1990, p.233). Among approaches found by White (1999) to beat test-taking stress there are: systematic approach to relaxation and state of beliefs that students have about tests, about being at school, about succeeding, and about failing. The technique called condition relaxation is based on the classical paradigm made by Ivan Pavlov and properly practiced allows the person quickly to moderate symptoms of extreme stress. Three types  of beliefs predispose a student to high level of test-taking stress: unrealistic expectations, unreasonable evaluations, and inaccurate appraisals. Identifying negative thoughts and substituting accurate thoughts are important antidotes to excessive test-taking anxiety.

Knowing about test anxiety is very important for teachers. They should be able to identify those who are test-anxious and know how to help them. Detection of what students want and need to reduce their anxiety is an important step in creating a more positive test-taking situation. Respecting students’ wishes, therefore, is not unreasonable although teachers sometimes may not want to comply with them. 


Students during the test may experience anxiety because the test-taking situation is anxiety breeding for some of them. Different types of testing techniques can be perceived as more difficult or easier and consequently can influence the performance and the result of a test.

Among testing techniques mentioned above the multiple-choice seems to be found by students as the easiest one and with the least number of mistakes.


Anxiety is a nervous feeling caused by fear, is a part of life almost everyone experiences on some level. Foreign language anxiety can be distinguished from other types of anxiety and is felt by those who are in a need of the use of a second language but are not fully proficient. Language anxiety develops as a result of repeated, negative practices with the foreign language and it is seen as a learned emotional response. Test anxiety is a one of foreign language anxiety components and is connected with the test taking situation. Although most students face these situations with normal amounts of nervousness, some of them do not cope well in testing situations and experience anxiety, which has a determinal effect on their test performances. Test anxiety appears to reflect a combination of high bodily arousal and negative thoughts. There are two components of test anxiety: worry and emotionality. The worry component refers to the cognitive concern about test taking and the emotionality refers to physiological reactions. There have been identified two main sources of test anxiety. First, there are deficits in the organizational stage of test preparation. The second cause of test anxiety arises from habitual, irrelevant, negative thoughts that a student has during a testing situation. To overcome test anxiety learners should manage their study time, predict and prepare for different testing forms and check the effectiveness of their study plans. There is also a significant role of teachers in this process. They should be willing to reduce anxiety and help test-anxious students for example by creating a nonthreatening classroom and testing environment before, during and after a test.

*    *    *


The purpose of the second part is to present the results of the research on the relationship between testing techniques and test anxiety. 

