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The relationship between language anxiety and self-determined motivation has been
examined from various aspects in the applied linguistics domain. However, the direction
of the relationship tend to disagree. Some studies report positive correlation whereas
others (and in most cases) show negative correlation. To address this issue, the present
study attempted to evaluate in depth the relationship between these two variables.
We first qualitatively examined the types of language anxiety students face during
learning, and then assessed how motivational variables based on self-determination
theory can predict these identified types of anxiety. The results showed that sense
of competence and relatedness negatively predicted certain types of anxiety while
controlled motivation positively predicted only the general language anxiety. However,
perception of autonomy and autonomous motivation did not predict any sub-types of
language anxiety while sense of relatedness positively predicted psychological anxiety.
The findings are discussed in terms of their theoretical and educational implications for
language learning.

Keywords: language anxiety, L2 motivation, self-determination theory, basic psychological needs, emotions,
mixed methods, nonparametric tests, logistic regression

INTRODUCTION

Many second language (L2) students experience a certain level of language anxiety that emerges
from being involved with L2. Such feelings are challenging because they negatively affect learners’
engagement and involvement in language learning (Horwitz, 2001). Indeed, research shows that
language anxiety is associated with English as a foreign language (EFL) learning and has academic
as well as psychological implications (MacIntyre and Gardner, 1989; Alrabai, 2014; Oteir and
Al-Otaibi, 2019). Thus, emphasis is placed on the relationship between language anxiety and L2
motivation. Within the framework of Self-determination Theory (SDT) the relationship between
motivation and language anxiety tend to disagree (e.g., Noels et al., 2000; McEown et al., 2014;
Alamer et al., 2017; Oteir and Al-Otaibi, 2019; McEown and Sugita-McEown, 2020). Such mixed
results warrant further exploration of the relationship between these two key L2 psychological
constructs. For example, whether specific type(s) of language anxiety positively (or negatively)
predict certain type(s) of motivation is a critical issue to clarify because the results would lead to
quite different recommendations about instructional implications and research agenda. Therefore,
exploring different types of language anxiety students face and assessing the extent to which these
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sub-types predict motivational factors would enrich our
understanding of how language anxiety relate to various
motivational orientations.

Language anxiety is a situation-specific construct (Teimouri
et al., 2019) such that specific types of anxiety may emerge
among some students but not others. Therefore, language
anxiety has been assessed qualitatively in this study. Upon
understanding the types of language anxiety EFL learners exhibit,
a quantitative exploration of how these sub-types of anxiety
predict Students’ motivational orientations based on the SDT
perspective was conducted.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Language Anxiety
Anxiety is an important variable directly related to success in
language learning. Language anxiety “encompasses the feelings
of worry and negative, fear-related emotions associated with
learning or using a language that is not an individual’s mother
tongue” (MacIntyre and Gregersen, 2012, p. 103). It is a
psychological factor thought to be effective in determining the
level of success in the language learning process (Dörnyei, 2005).
Young (1992) describes anxiety in foreign language classrooms
as a complicated process that cannot be easily assessed, but which
inevitably affects L2 learning at different levels. Learning a foreign
language entails social interaction with others (possibly native
speakers) and takes into consideration the cultural aspects of the
target language. Horwitz et al. (1986) included “communication
apprehension” as one of the three components constituting
language learning anxiety: it is associated with the fear of
communicating with people, which might be reflected in a
sort of shyness. The second component is “fear of negative
evaluation”: learners avoid situations where they might be
negatively evaluated or might not satisfy expectations of others;
the third is “test anxiety”: learners might be anxious because
of tests or academic evaluation. Nonetheless, the researchers
asserted that language anxiety is more than the sum of these
parts and should be treated as a complex learning construct that
comprises beliefs, behaviours, and feelings inside and outside the
classroom that result from the overall language learning process.

A recent systematic review of language anxiety considers
anxiety a challenging issue in language learning and suggests that
researchers should aim for its complete understanding (Oteir and
Al-Otaibi, 2019). The review also identifies the effects of language
anxiety on language learning and groups them into five broad
categories based on how they affect the students: academically,
socially, cognitively, affectively, and personally. Specifically, the
review indicated that when learners express levels of language
anxiety they tend to exhibit low academic performance. Further,
they appear to be less interested in social interaction using
the L2. In addition, high anxiety prevents information from
reaching learners’ cognitive processing system, and thus, losing
an important portion of language acquisition. Furthermore,
because anxiety is an affective construct its impact on other
affective variables (such as attitudes and self-confidence) can be
observed. Finally, language anxiety affects learners’ personality

by making anxious learners more miserable, worried, forgetful
(Oteir and Al-Otaibi, 2019).

Further, a recent meta-analysis (Teimouri et al., 2019) has
shown the association between language anxiety and language
achievement among 105 different samples with roughly 20,000
sample size. The meta-analysis revealed a medium negative
correlation between the variables (r = −0.36). It was also noticed
that the strength of the relationship fluctuates depending on
situations such as educational levels, target languages, and types
of language anxiety. Alrabai (2014) observed that the major
fears of Saudi EFL learners were related to language classroom
settings. Specifically, learners indicated that they get nervous
about forgetting what they already know, go blank when they
try to say something without preparation, and feel panic when
they are asked by their language teacher to reply using English.
Alamer (2021b) also noted that learners with controlled type of
motivation appear to be less passionate about learning the L2
over a period of whole semester. Furthermore, a recent study
by Alamer and Lee (in press) has investigated the directional
relationship between language anxiety and L2 achievement over
time. Their study has shown that, contrary to the common belief,
it is language achievement that predicted language anxiety and
not the other way round. In addition, their study provided some
evidence that autonomous motivation was acted as a moderator
between the variables, such that with a high endorsement of
autonomous motivation high achievers students become less
anxious about their learning of the L2.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and
Motivational Orientations
SDT proposes that different orientations of motivation can be
delineated by varying degrees of self-determination expressed as
impersonal, external, somewhat internal, and internal (Alamer
and Lee, 2019; Alamer, 2021a). Thus, the influence of each
motivational orientation on language learners may be positive
or negative. There are four different orientations that belong to
two general types of motivation. First, intrinsic orientation reflects
the pleasure and enjoyment the learner feels in learning the
language. Second, identified orientation represents the learner’s
feeling that language learning aligns with the values in his/her life.
These two orientations form a more general type of motivation
called autonomous motivation. Introjected orientation refers to
the internal pressure driven by social obligations such as feelings
of guilt and shame if the learner fails in learning the language.
Fourth, external orientation reflects the learner’s intention to
learn L2 because of tangible or intangible rewards or to avoid
negative consequences. The motivation formed by these last two
orientations is called controlled motivation. Several studies have
empirically confirmed these four specific orientations and the
two general types of motivation (Gagné et al., 2010; Oga-Baldwin
and Nakata, 2017; Ryan and Deci, 2017; Alamer and Lee, 2019;
Alamer, 2021a).

Further, several studies within the language learning domain
have shown that autonomous motivation is associated with
positive learning outcomes, including increased engagement
(McEown et al., 2014; Oga-Baldwin and Nakata, 2017;
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Noels et al., 2019), BPN satisfaction (Noels, 2013; Alamer
et al., 2017; Alamer and Al Khateeb, 2021), metacognitive
awareness (Vandergrift, 2005), presentence and intended effort
(Noels et al., 1999; Noels et al., 2019), perceived usefulness of
language (Parrish and Lanvers, 2019), and ultimately, the greater
attainment of language (Noels et al., 1999; Oga-Baldwin et al.,
2017; Alamer and Lee, 2019). Moreover, these studies show that
controlled motivation is associated with negative linguistic and
non-linguistic outcomes, including a decrease in L2 achievement,
self-confidence, willingness to communicate, frequent use of
language and speaking fluency, and motivational intensity.

Basic Psychological Needs (BPN)
In addition to the motivational orientations described above,
SDT (2000, 2020) posits that individuals strive to develop an
environment where their Basic Psychological Needs (BPN) of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met. From SDT
perspective BPN are the essential components for learners
to grow and endorse autonomous motivation. In this way,
autonomy refers to a learner’s need to feel agency over his/her
action. Competence refers to a learner’s feeling of being effective
and competent in the learning process. Relatedness refers to the
feeling that the learner is connected to and receive care from
others. Researchers argue that when these needs are satisfied, L2
learners are expected to act autonomously to learn the language
effectively (Noels et al., 1999; Gagné and Deci, 2005; McEown
et al., 2014; Alamer and Lee, 2019; Alamer, 2021a; Alamer and
Al Khateeb, 2021).

Research has shown that L2 learners with satisfied basic needs
flourish, engage in, and achieve the language more effectively
than learners with frustrated basic needs (Noels, 2013; Alamer
et al., 2017; Oga-Baldwin et al., 2017; Noels et al., 2019; Alamer,
2021a). These findings extend support to Alamer and Lee
(2019), who studied the relationship between BPN and learning
emotions and found that more self-perception of BPN was
moderately and strongly associated with positive life and study
emotions, respectively. Further, the researchers indicated that
both competence and autonomy were negatively correlated with
life and study fear emotions, whereas more self-perception of
relatedness was associated with higher levels of both life and study
fear emotions (Alamer and Lee, 2019). This result is unexpected,
but research provides no clear explanation of why this is the case.
The present study may provide further knowledge in this area by
including different types of language anxiety in the assessment.

Anxiety, BPN, and SDT-Based
Motivational Orientations
Self-determined types of motivation are often assessed with
language anxiety to understand how these factors interrelate
to inform the learning process. However, empirical studies
investigating the relationship between the two factors have
indicated mixed results (e.g., McEown et al., 2014; Alamer
et al., 2017; Alamer and Lee, 2019; McEown and Sugita-
McEown, 2020). For example, social anxiety might influence
learners’ autonomy and consequently, language learning. Zhou
(2016) showed that students who experienced fear of public

speaking—as a sign of social anxiety in language learning—
perceived lower BPN and were less autonomously motivated,
although the negative correlation was rather low in magnitude.
Similar results were obtained from McEown et al. (2014) who
found that intrinsic motivation positively predicted scored in
language anxiety. However, other studies have provided strikingly
different results emphasising that autonomous motivation
is significantly associated with increased language anxiety
(McEown et al., 2014; McEown and Sugita-McEown, 2020).
Further, past research have consistently indicated that controlled
motivation has a positive correlation with language classroom
anxiety (Noels et al., 1999; McEown and Sugita-McEown, 2020;
Alamer, 2021b). These contradictory results may be attributed to
different reasons such as research design or the socio-educational
context of the study.

A more detailed study of the relationship among BPN,
SDT-based motivational orientations, and language anxiety was
conducted by Alamer and Lee (2019), who reported that
language anxiety was negatively associated with autonomy and
competence, whereas, it had an unexpected positive association
with relatedness. The researchers concluded that the Saudi socio-
educational context might influence Students’ mindset about
receiving feedback from others as implying low confidence of the
learner, thus resulting in an increased feeling of language anxiety.
Zhou (2016) observed that social anxiety did not correlate
with controlled motivation, and only negatively correlated with
self-autonomous motivation, thus, affecting classroom learning
orientation. In conclusion, the investigation into the relationships
between these variables has not been well understood, and further
empirical research is needed.

This Research
The literature review indicates that the relationship between
language anxiety and motivation requires further exploration.
One way to achieve this is to explore the types of language
anxiety students experience during L2 learning and explore the
association between these anxiety types and BPN and SDT-
based motivational orientations. Thus, the present study aims to
qualitatively identify the types of language anxiety EFL students
face during L2 learning in order to unpack what make learners
anxious. The study then quantitatively examines how BPN and
SDT-based motivational orientations predict different types of
anxiety. Thus, the present study follows the dominance research
design (Cohen et al., 2013), in which the qualitative part is
conceptualised as a starting point for the major part (i.e., the
quantitative part). To this end, the study attempts to answer one
research question:

RQ: How do BPN (i.e., autonomy, competence, and
relatedness) and SDT-based motivational orientations
(autonomous motivation and controlled motivation) predict the
emerged types of language anxiety?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants were invited to participate by filling out a
questionnaire that consists of quantitative and qualitative parts.
These parts are explained in the following parts.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 3 April 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 618655

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


feduc-06-618655 April 19, 2023 Time: 13:50 # 4

Alamer and Almulhim The Relationship Between Anxiety and Motivation

Qualitative Analysis
Respondents were asked through open-ended questions to
express what language anxiety concerns they face while studying
English. Students were asked three questions that were included
at the end of the questionnaire:

(1)- What difficulties (if any) do you face in the college language
learning experience?

(2)- Have you experienced any kind of pressure that made
language learning difficult? If yes, mention some of them.

(3)- Were anxiety or fear from failure barriers in your language
learning experience? How?

Open-ended questions allow students to elaborate on their
points (Cohen et al., 2013). Further, they provide a far greater
richness than fully quantitative data in exploring the number and
types of themes of the phenomena under investigation (DonYei,
2007). Data are presented thematically and Students’ responses
are analysed and discussed using the framework proposed by
Horwitz et al. (1986). Students responses were analysed and
discussed under the themes to which they belong. Respondents
anxiety appeared to fall under the following categories: language
proficiency anxiety, contextual anxiety, psychological anxiety,
and social anxiety.

Quantitative Analysis
To evaluate the relationships between language anxiety and BPN
and SDT-based motivational orientations, logistic regression
analysis was conducted using JASP (2020). Logistic regression
analysis allows researchers to deal with categorical variables in a
regression model in which the predicated variable is categorical
(such as types of anxiety), whereas predictor variables can be
continuous. We, thus, attempted to identify whether BPN and
SDT-based motivational orientations could predict the specific
types of anxiety that emerged from the qualitative analysis.
Students who expressed one of the four identified types of
anxiety were coded as (1), and those who expressed no such
behaviour were coded as (0) in the analysis. For precise results,
Cohen et al. (2013) indicate that beta (β) values of predictor
variables can be used as effect sizes, such that β values between
0–0.10, 0.10–0.30, 0.30–0.50, and > 0.50 are indicative of
weak, modest, moderate, and strong effect sizes, respectively.
Effect sizes are used in addition to the significance test (i.e.,
p-value) because the latter is perceived as limited in providing
detailed information about the magnitude of the association or
prediction among the variables (Hair et al., 2014). To evaluate
instrument reliability, McDonald’s composite reliability (ω) was
considered in addition to Cronbach’s α. This estimate assesses
the magnitude of association between variables and their error
terms. Thus, composite reliability accounts for the extent to
which different observed variables represent the general construct
(McDonald, 1970).

Participants
Participants were 134 EFL Saudi undergraduate students
studying English at a public Saudi University. Generally speaking,
the way of delivering the content of the language courses can

be described as didactic where students rely heavily on teachers’
lectures to learn the subject (Alrabai, 2014). Typically, students
in the university listen to the lectures, take notes, and follow
their teachers’ direct instruction, though some teachers may
show some supportive-teaching style (Alamer and Lee, in press).
Therefore, teachers teaching styles would have a noticeable effect
on their Students’ anxiety and motivation and are generally
similar to the other universities in the country (Alamer and
Lee, 2019). For example, students are required to complete eight
semesters which usually consume 4 years to get a Bachelor’s
degree in English language and Translation. It should be noted
that data collection took place in 2019 [before the spread of the
novel coronavirus (COVID-19)]. Participants ages ranged from
18 to 24 years (M = 21.2, SD = 1.03), and 57% of the participants
were male. The university review board approved the study
and granted permission to collect data from the students. An
invitation message was sent to all students via a Telegram channel
dedicated to sharing news and important announcements with
the students. Participants were invited to participate by clicking
on and completing an online questionnaire. Those who were
unwilling to participate were asked to simply refrain from
visiting the link or completing the online questionnaire after they
started taking it.

Instrumentation
The questionnaire consisted of four parts. Part one concerned
items that assessed Students’ BPN: 12 items from the BPN-L2
scale (Alamer, 2021a) were used, which elicits self-report about
Students’ satisfaction of the basic needs for autonomy (4 items),
competence (4 items), and relatedness (4 items). The answers
were rated on a five-point Likert scale. Example items are “I
am able to freely decide my own pace of learning in English”
for autonomy; “I feel I am capable of learning English” for
competence; and “My English teacher cares about my progress”
for relatedness (Cronbach’s α = 0.73, composite reliability = 0.76).
The second part consisted of 12 items taken from Alamer (2021a),
which assess Students’ SDT-based motivational orientations
based on two general types of motivation: autonomous and
controlled. Beginning with the instruction, “think of why are
you learning English and then select the extent to which
you agree with the following statements,” students were asked
questions that reflected autonomous and controlled motivation.
Answers to these questions were rated on a five-point Likert
scale. Example items are “because I enjoy learning English” for
autonomous motivation; “because I would feel ashamed if I
am not successful in English learning like my friend/family”
for controlled motivation (Cronbach’s α = 0.80, composite
reliability = 0.79). The third part focussed on overall language
anxiety as explained by Gardner (2010): 10 items elicit self-
report about Students’ language anxiety on a five-point Likert-
type scale. Example item is “I never feel quite sure of myself
when I am speaking in our English class” (Cronbach’s α = 0.88,
composite reliability = 0.86). The fourth part was an open-ended
question that asked the participants whether they felt anxious
while L2 learning.

Construct validity was assessed using exploratory structural
equation modeling (ESEM) (see Alamer, in press for a review).
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Robust diagonally weighted least squares method was used
for estimating the model because the data were deemed
ordinal. A measurement model including BPN, SDT, and
language anxiety as observed variables that belonged to six
latent variables was considered and tested. The results of this
comprehensive measurement model provided a good fit to the
data (χ2 = 241.033, df = 213, p = 0.09, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97,
GFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.03, RMSEA 90% CI: [0.00, 0.05],
SRMR = .09). Two error terms were allowed to covary between
items: external 1 and external 3 as well as introjected 2 and
introjected 3. These covariances were expected because the items
from the same constructs were possible tapping into common
aspects that observed variables did not capture.

RESULTS

Qualitative Results
This section aims to address barriers reported by the participants
in their English learning experience. The responses of the
students varied; while some learners appeared not to be facing
difficulties, others reported various encountered obstacles. The
major barriers faced by the students can be classified under
social, psychological, L2 proficiency, and other contextual and
academic barriers.

Social Anxiety
Some participants reported social barriers, while two others
agreed with the existence of social barriers but preferred not to tell
what the barriers were; some argued that social pressure comes
primarily from friends, followed by family members and finally
teachers. While family members tend to push their children
toward success and hard work to avoid failure, learners appear to
feel pressure when they themselves compare their performance
with other students. “Yes, those around me are better in English,”
a participant argued. Another said, “I compare myself with others
around me, and that makes me disappointed.” In contrast, one
participant shared her suffering, arguing that she had no “friends”
in class and that “I feel alone.” Thus, friendship in the classroom
can motivate, but might also cause social pressure. A third
participant reported hearing a few negative words from some
teachers. Although it was reported as a social barrier, it might also
be related to communicative competence.

Psychological Anxiety
When asked whether anxiety and fear of failure might be an
obstacle to fluency in English, some learners argued that concerns
such as losing a second chance to study the courses again, anxiety
causing attention deficit, and lack of co-operative colleagues in
the class might obstruct learning. “I was diagnosed with anxiety
by a psychiatrist but I don’t think it affects learning English but
it affects me in a different way such as the fear of failure,” said
one of the learners. Others added, “when I fear, I cannot focus”
and “fear and anxiety control me, make me depressed, and thus I
can’t study and understand.”

Further, one participant explained that “teachers mentioning
failure makes learners nervous, frustrated, and therefore they

can’t perform well.” It is therefore necessary that learners become
motivated. “If we don’t get motivated and supported, of course,
we might have troubles more than just anxiety and fear,” one of
the learners argued. Remarks such as “my ambition is to learn
English, and if I fail, I will be terminated to another department”
and “my marks will determine my future whether to continue in
the department or not” indicate that students might be forced
to focus on how to pass than how to learn. “I will just focus on
passing,” one participant argued, with others explaining that they
would not get promoted to the English department if they did not
pass the language courses. This pressurises students to learn to
pass. “Learning can’t be enjoyed under pressure,” said one female
learner. Although such pressure may motivate students to study
hard, over worrying may lead to unwanted results. “It would
affect my performance in the finals and reduce productivity,” said
one participant. On the other hand, a few learners appeared to
successfully channelise such kind of pressure. “It is natural that
we worry and fear,” said one, while the other argued, “this anxiety
should be deployed as a motive for studying harder.”

Language Proficiency Anxiety
Data showed that some learners faced difficulties related to
their language proficiency. Participants reported problems with
spelling, new terminologies, grammar, the accent of some
instructors, and the books being for advanced learners. “We
are being taught as advanced learners, although many of us
don’t know the basics,” argued a participant, whereas another
student blamed teachers for their focus on advanced learners
only. Further, a few participants criticised instructors for not
using their first language.

Contextual Anxiety
Some learners also reported a lack of focus, clarifying that
when many skills need to be learned at the same time, they
get nervous and consequently cannot perform well. Another
learner adds, “I am afraid of failure because of some non-English
required courses.” Other students have highlighted that elective
courses are one of the reasons to feel anxious about the language
levels getting low. One learner says “elective courses taught in
Arabic are too much and they prevent me from focusing on the
language studies.”

College requirements therefore appear to create additional
pressure on students.

Quantitative Results
Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations of
the study variables are presented in Table 1. In Figure 1,
histogram density is presented to show the patterns participants
exhibited when responding to variable items. It also helps in
determining the univariate outliers as well as the skewness
of the data. Inspecting these histograms, it turns out that
our data is not normally distributed. Thus, an alternative
correlation test to Pearson (r), namely Spearman’s rho (ρ),
is used, which assesses the strength of the relationships
when normality is not achieved. The results indicated that
BPN significantly correlated with autonomous motivation,
with competence showing the strongest association. However,
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only competence (among the BPN) negatively correlated
with controlled motivation. With regard to language anxiety,
controlled motivation was positively related to language anxiety,
whereas autonomous motivation had a negative association.
Among the BPN variables, competence and autonomy were
negatively correlated with language anxiety, whereas relatedness
appeared to show non-significant correlation.

Motivational Variables Predicting
Different Types of Anxiety
Table 2 shows the results of the logistic regression models
in which the three BPN variables and two SDT orientations
were set as predictors of the emerged types of anxiety. Model
1 presents the results of prediction of social anxiety, and
the model fit measures revealed that the model explained
only 7% of the variance in social anxiety, as indicated by
the R2

McF value. Further, only relatedness significantly but
negatively predicted social anxiety (B = −0.96, CI 95%: [−1.83,
−0.10], p = 0.02). That is, the more the need for relatedness
is satisfied among the students, the less they feel socially
anxious. None of the variables reached statistical significance.
Model 2 presents the results pertaining to the prediction
of psychological anxiety, which explained around 10% of its
variance. Specifically, competence was found to be significantly
but negatively predicting psychological anxiety (B = −1.33, CI
95%: −2.55, −0.14, p = 0.02), whereas relatedness was observed
to positively predict psychological anxiety (B = 1.03, CI 95%: 0.02,
2.11; p = 0.05). Model 3 reveals the results wherein achievement
anxiety was set as a predicted variable and the model explained
approximately 6% of the variance in achievement anxiety, as
shown by the R2

McF value. Nonetheless, the result showed that
competence was the only significant but negative predictor of
increased achievement anxiety (B = −1.33, 95% CI [−1.76,
−0.03], p = 0.04). Model 4 reflects the results for the contextual
anxiety variable, but the model showed a weak explained variance
of the variables (R2

McF value = 0.01). This weak explanatory
variance was reflected in the marginal coefficients, as they
were not statistically significant. Therefore, no motivational
variables predicted contextual anxiety. Finally, Model 5 presents
a linear regression analysis assessing the extent to which the
motivational variables can predict general language anxiety. The
model explained 24% of the variance in general language anxiety.
Further, perceived competence was the only negative variable
among BPN that predcicted general language anxiety (B = −0.80,
CI 95%: [−1.22, −0.38], p < 0.001). Satisfaction of relatedness
and autonomy failed to predict general language anxiety. With
regard to SDT-based motivational orientations, it was observed
that only controlled motivation positively predicted increased
general language anxiety (B = .38, CI 95%: [0.04, 0.73], p = 0.04),
whereas autonomous motivation failed to explain significant
variance in general language anxiety.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to qualitatively explore
the types of anxiety students encounter while learning English

as an L2. The study also assessed how satisfaction with BPN
(autonomy, competence, and relatedness) and the two general
motivational orientations of SDT (autonomous motivation and
controlled motivation) predict the experienced sub-types of
anxiety. Since previous research in language learning within
SDT have provided little consensus on the relationship between
language anxiety and motivational orientations (McEown et al.,
2014; Zhou, 2016; Alamer et al., 2017; Alamer and Lee, 2019;
McEown and Sugita-McEown, 2020), the present study aimed to
offer a clearer understanding of the relationship between these
two key psychological variables and how motivational variables
predict different forms of anxiety among L2 students.

Students’ Sub-Types of Language
Anxiety
The qualitative results revealed four types of language anxiety
among the participants: social, psychological, proficiency-
related, and contextual. These sub-types of language anxiety
partially conform with those found by Horwitz et al. (1986);
however, the present study provided some important qualitative
details. Socially, some students reported fear of communication,
especially with friends and less frequently with family members.
This kind of fear (e.g., Horwitz et al., 2010) seems to be related
to evaluative situations, that is, learners’ fear of unsatisfying
expectations of classmates or significant others. Thus, classroom
context appears to be inevitably evaluative. This form of
anxiety resonates with introjected orientation, a form of SDT
motivational orientation, in which learners may feel motivated
by social and inner pressures (Noels et al., 2000; Alamer et al.,
2017). L2 teachers can minimise this experience by, for example,
making sure that there are no pre-set expectations, and encourage
learners participate, even if they are likely to commit language
mistakes. It might also be beneficial for teachers to make
students aware of the fact that committing mistakes is inevitable
in the learning situations, and thus, there is no reason for
such fear in social participation. If other students seem to be
causing such pressure, teachers should prevent such situations
by implementing an appropriate disciplinary rule. Engagement
of students in such social situations may result in an unlikely
suffering of language anxiety (Dewaele and Al-Saraj, 2015).

Another factor that many students seemed concerned with
was the fear of failure and psychological anxiety. Some students
reported general fear from engaging in the classroom and
expressed feelings of pressure. It is, thus, important for teachers
to prepare students psychologically by making them aware of
how to positively channelise their anxieties (Horwitz, 2001).
Further, it is important for parents to encourage their children
and avoid putting pressure on them by mentioning failure.
Although teachers are required to continuously assess and
evaluate Students’ performance, it is also important to substitute
the consequences of failure by clarifying the good scenarios
following their success. This may help to relieve language
learners’ psychological anxiety and provide them with sufficient
motivation to proceeds in learning in the face of challenges.

Participants in the present study appeared to report one
common type of anxiety: proficiency-related anxiety. This is not
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FIGURE 1 | Histogram density of study variables. Autonomous, autonomous motivation; controlled, controlled motivation; Gen language anxiety, general language
anxiety.
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TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations Spearman’s rho (ρ) between the variables.

Autonomy Competence Relatedness Autonomous motivation Controlled motivation General language anxiety

Autonomy M = 4.07
SD = 0.66

Competence 0.46*** M = 4.32
SD = 0.63

Relatedness 0.23** 0.25*** M = 3.90
SD = 0.67

Autonomous motivation 0.33*** 0.49*** 0.22* M = 4.47
SD = 0.51

Controlled motivation −0.12 −0.11* −0.05 −0.03 M = 3.46
SD = 0.64

General language anxiety −0.25** −0.45*** −0.05 −0.22** 0.25** M = 2.99
SD = 1.30

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

surprising because many students, especially in the context of
Saudi Arabia, are test-oriented (Alrabai, 2014); thus, they may
be anxious about the exams and test in their language courses.
Here, L2 teachers can support students by increasing their self-
perception of language competence and facilitating a desire to
learn through a lifelong learning approach. Teachers should
stress that final marks are more about the progress the students
have made than a judgement of their language competencies.
This type of anxiety can be encountered by increasing Students’
competence needs, as suggested by previous studies (Noels et al.,
1999; Zhou, 2016; Ryan and Deci, 2017; Alamer and Lee, 2019).

Students also shared different types of anxiety which can be
combined under contextual anxiety. In several cases, students
may express short-term negative emotions or mood that is related
to the immediate learning situation (MacIntyre and Gregersen,
2012). Contextual anxiety is less critical compared to the other
three types of anxiety because the latter are long-lasting and
require deep cognitive and metacognitive strategies to address.
Nonetheless, contextual factors could be minimised by initiating
open regular discussions about the course, class environment,
and the types of language tasks being given to the students, so
that Students’ voices can be heard, eventually decreasing their
contextual anxiety (Ryan and Deci, 2000).

Predictive Validity of Motivational
Variables for Different Types of Anxiety
An important finding of our study is related to the robustness
of the motivational variables in predicting the above mentioned
types of language anxiety in addition to the general language
anxiety. Overall, results of the BPN variables revealed that
relatedness negatively predicted social anxiety but positively
predicted psychological anxiety, and competence negatively
predicted psychological, achievement, and general language
anxiety. Further, results of SDT motivational orientations showed
that only controlled motivation positively predicted general
language anxiety. Nonetheless, no variable predicted contextual
anxiety. These results partially support previous research
findings, explaining the role motivation plays in determining
Students’ level of anxiety (Noels et al., 2000; Alrabai, 2014;
Alamer et al., 2017; Alamer and Lee, 2019). Most importantly,

by exploring the emerging types of language anxiety and setting
BPN variables as well as SDT motivational orientations as
predictors, the current study further clarifies the relationship
between these sub-constructs. However, our results contradict
other empirical studies that observed a positive association
between general language anxiety and autonomous motivation
(McEown et al., 2014; McEown and Sugita-McEown, 2020).
The correlational analysis in the present study indicated that
autonomous motivation was negatively associated with general
language anxiety, but it did not predict any sub-types of
language anxiety. A possible explanation for this finding could
be attributed to the nature of the language being learned. Studies
reporting a positive association between language anxiety and
autonomous motivation often used languages other than English
in their evaluation of the association, whereas the present study
used English as the target language. Although these previous
studies did not provide direct interpretation of their results, one
could postulate that learning English is far more common than
any other language. Hence, it appears that Students’ feelings of
enjoyment and interest allowed the participants of the present
study to experience less language anxiety, especially inside the
classroom. As the same time, studying languages other than
English seem to entail a specific level of anxiety even when
enjoyment and interest are experienced. However, the present
study showed that relatedness predicted greater endorsement
of psychological anxiety. This is similar to findings of Alamer
and Lee (2019) who showed relatedness was positively correlated
with L2 life and study fear. However, these results are not very
encouraging because they contradict the claim that the basic
need for relatedness is one of the three needs that are essential
for learning and expanding knowledge. The results suggest that
those who felt connected with and cared for are likely to suffer
from psychological obstacles that are inherent in the learning
process, such as language ability and beliefs about one’s aptitude
in achieving the language. However, further work is required to
establish this link.

Pedagogical Implications
Our study has important implications for research on language
motivation and anxiety. First, since relatedness was noticed as
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TABLE 2 | Regression analyses predicting different types of language anxiety.

Model 1 | Motivational variables predicting social anxiety.

Deviance AIC BIC R2
McF

78.58 90.58 107.69 0.07

Model coefficients

95% Confidence interval

Predictor Estimate Lower Upper Std Est p

Intercept 0.46 −6.81 7.73 −2.24 0.90

Autonomy 0.27 −0.92 1.46 0.17 0.65

Competence −0.22 −1.35 0.90 −0.14 0.69

Relatedness −0.96 −1.83 -0.10 −0.65 0.02

Autonomous motivation 0.30 −1.08 1.67 0.14 0.67

Controlled motivation −0.15 −1.11 0.82 −0.09 0.76

Model 2 | Motivational variables predicting psychological anxiety.

Deviance AIC BIC R2
McF

79.41 91.58 108.53 0.10

Model coefficients

95% Confidence interval

Predictor Estimate Lower Upper Std Est p

Intercept 1.38 −2.24 8.33 −2.41 0.70

Autonomy 0.23 0.17 1.30 0.15 0.67

Competence −1.33 −2.55 -0.14 −0.84 0.02

Relatedness 1.03 0.02 2.11 0.70 0.05

Autonomous motivation −0.56 0.14 0.69 −0.26 0.38

Controlled motivation −0.16 -0.09 0.76 −0.11 0.72

Model 3 | Motivational variables predicting achievement anxiety.

Deviance AIC BIC R2
McF

125.88 137.88 154.99 0.06

Model coefficients

95% Confidence interval

Predictor Estimate Lower Upper Std Est p

Intercept 1.38 −1.35 9.34 −1.37 0.14

Autonomy 0.23 −0.66 0.99 0.10 0.70

Competence −1.33 −1.76 −0.03 −0.56 0.04

Relatedness 1.05 −0.62 0.81 0.06 0.80

Autonomous motivation −0.56 −1.47 0.46 −0.24 0.31

Controlled motivation −0.16 −0.78 0.62 −0.05 0.82

Model 4 | Motivational variables predicting contextual anxiety.

Deviance AIC BIC R2
McF

106.30 118.30 135.41 0.01

Model coefficients

95% Confidence interval

Predictor Estimate Lower Upper Std Est p

Intercept −2.91 −9.15 3.34 −1.77 0.36

Autonomy 0.04 −0.88 0.97 0.03 0.93

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 | Continued

Competence 0.04 −1.00 1.09 0.03 0.93

Relatedness 0.40 −0.43 1.23 0.27 0.34

Autonomous motivation −0.29 −1.46 0.87 −0.14 0.62

Controlled motivation 0.15 −0.64 0.93 0.09 0.72

Model 5 | Motivational variables predicting general language anxiety.

R R2 R2
Adj ANOVA F p

0.49 0.24 0.21 7.50 < 0.001

Model coefficients

95% Confidence interval

Predictor Estimate Lower Upper Std Est p

Intercept 5.27 2.68 7.85 − <0.001

Autonomy −0.12 −0.51 0.27 −0.06 0.55

Competence −0.80 −1.22 −0.38 −0.38 <0.001

Relatedness 0.30 −0.02 0.63 0.16 0.07

Autonomous motivation −0.19 −0.68 0.30 −0.07 0.44

Controlled motivation 0.38 0.04 0.73 0.18 0.03

a predictor of lower social anxiety, there is a possibility that
students who receive sufficient support from their language
teachers appear to feel socially confident. In other words, the
care they receive from people around them in the language
and social context makes students more relaxed while engaging
in and practising the language. Therefore, L2 teachers should
provide their students with important psychological needs
(i.e., relatedness) and connect well with them in order to
understand them. Second, self-perception of competence is a
significant predictor of lower endorsement of achievement and
psychological anxiety. This is not surprising, given the significant
position competence occupies in L2 motivation literature (e.g.,
Noels et al., 1999; Ryan and Deci, 2000, 2020; Oga-Baldwin and
Nakata, 2017; Alamer and Lee, 2019; Noels et al., 2019).

Moreover, the findings suggest that competent L2 learners
are less likely to suffer from and display anxiety related to the
learning process; they are more likely to feel capable of achieving
the language than those with less perception of self-competence.
As the results show, psychological anxiety that might arise from
engaging in different language tasks could affect those who feel
less efficient in learning the language. In addition, self-perception
of competence was found to be a negative predictor of general
language anxiety. Therefore, L2 teachers should inspect their
Students’ perception of competence as it explains why some
students experience greater stress about their ability to attain
the language and psychological anxiety related to their learning
process. In short, this variable explains several others variables
in the present study. Thus, L2 teachers should emphasise the
fact that learning entails a specific amount of effort that may
translate into achievement later on, and that the commonly held
belief among L2 students that only aptitude explain successful
achievement is not necessarily true. This may allow the students
to appreciate and reflect on their perception of competence,
although such a reflection may take time to sink in. Lastly,

one of the issues that emerge from our result is the positive
prediction of controlled motivation for general language anxiety.
That is, students who decided to learn the language to gain
external rewards and benefits, or simply engage in the language
tasks to impress the teacher and satisfy other people’s desires are
more likely to feel anxious while learning the language. Since
learning the language has not yet been internalised optimally
within Students’ sense of selves, students seem to feel anxious
about the language and its learning tasks.

It can also be postulated that the combination of language
anxiety and controlled motivation will prevent students from
acquiring the language smoothly (Zhou, 2016; Oteir and Al-
Otaibi, 2019). This is a clear opportunity for teachers to minimise
the endorsement of controlled motivation among their students.
They can, for example, remind the students about the internal
reasons for learning L2 and how this endeavour could be fruitful
for their personal improvement and growth. Students are to
be reminded that getting rewards or jobs in the future should
not be the main driver of their learning but its by-product
because this form of motivation makes them vulnerable to
increased language anxiety. Although there is nothing wrong
with planning to achieve high marks in the language courses,
students often feel enticed by these external motivators and forget
the intrinsic reason for learning; hence, teachers can regularly
check Students’ motivation and remind them about the reasons
behind learning and studying.

CONCLUSION AND LIMITATION

The main aim of the present study was to determine how
language anxiety is associated with language motivation. To
obtain a clearer perspective, we first qualitatively explored
potential aspects of language anxiety among the participants.
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We then set different types of motivation based on the SDT
theoretical framework as predictors of the different types of
language anxiety. To the best of our knowledge, this is the
first study to determine the association between these variables
using this approach. Therefore, the present research extends our
knowledge of the relationship between BPN and SDT orientation
and language anxiety and provides educational implications for
learning and teaching. Taken together, these results confirmed
findings of some previous studies but contradicted those of others
and serve as a basis for future empirical studies on these two key
L2 psychological factors.

Finally, a number of important limitations must be presented.
First, the present study has only explored the relationship
between language anxiety and motivation. Other key variables
can be included in future research to determine how the
larger set is interrelated. This can include language learning
strategies, learning effort, willingness to communicate, and
language achievement. In addition, the study’s participants are
only Saudi learners. Thus, no generalisation can be made outside
of this context. However, future research might examine the
role of these psychological variables and how they affect each
other, and the learning outcomes outside of Saudi Arabia for
comparison purposes. Further, a more comprehensive study

linking these variables in a hypothetical structural model can be a
useful step toward a fuller understanding of the interrelationship
between language motivation and anxiety.
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