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Abstract

Until high levels of proficiency have been reached, language learners do not have full control over what they
say in the target language (TL), how they say it and what image of themselves they project. Hence, learning
and using an additional language (L2) might pose a threat to one’s self-image. As a result, a reflection on how
students’ participation can be encouraged by minimising foreign language anxiety (FLA) in the L2 classroom
is warranted. After providing a focused overview of scholarship on FLA and its impact on L2 learning, we
consider the advantages of an approach whereby students reflect on the affective factors that impinge on the
L2 learning process while also improving their L2 proficiency. We then show how this can be achieved in

practice by presenting two possible activities, paving the way for future implementations in the classroom.

Finché non vengono raggiunti livelli elevati di competenza, gli apprendenti di una lingua non hanno il pieno
controllo di cio che dicono nella lingua target (TL), di come lo dicono e di quale immagine di sé stessi trasmet-
tono. Per questo motivo, I'apprendimento e l'utilizzo di una lingua seconda/straniera (L2) pud rappresentare
una minaccia per I'immagine di sé. Questo fenomeno rende necessaria una riflessione sulle strategie che posso-
no essere messe in atto per facilitare la partecipazione degli studenti e per ridurre al minimo l'ansia linguistica
(FLA) nella classe L2. Dopo aver fornito una panoramica della ricerca su FLA e sul suo impatto sull'appren-
dimento della L2, consideriamo i vantaggi di un approccio che fa riflettere gli studenti sui fattori affettivi che
influiscono sul processo di apprendimento della L2 mentre migliorano le loro competenze linguistiche. Mo-
striamo poi come questo possa essere realizzato nella pratica didattica presentando due possibili attivita che

possono essere implementate in classe.
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1. Introduction

Engaging students in classroom discussions is often viewed as a challenging task for teachers at the tertiary level
(e.g., Fry, Ketteridge, & Marshall, 2009). This is particularly true in language classes, where students are asked
to communicate in another language, and where avoiding embarrassment is more difficult. There is evidence
that silence can be perceived as a survival technique for some language students (Bao, 2015), a strategy put in
place to disguise the true level of their own language abilities to their teacher and peers. Many teachers may in-
terpret students’ silences as a disinterest in classroom activities, lack of concentration and unwillingness to par-
ticipate, rather than a manifestation of foreign language anxiety (FLA, see Bao, 2015). Hence, they may be
likely to force them to contribute to class discussions, following the biblical imperative “I command thee thou
shalt speak” (Jeremiah 1:7). For many students in language classes, however, silence is linked to FLA, a widely
researched area in Second Language Acquisition (SLA). The term refers to the feeling of apprehension, ten-
sion and even fear in situations in which students are asked to use the L2 (Dewaele, 2007; Maclntyre, 2017).
The construct describes “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to class-
room language learning arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process” (Horwitz, Horwitz, &
Cope, 1986, p. 128).

Despite the considerable amount of literature on FLA (e.g., Gkonou, Daubney, & Dewacle, 2017), most re-
search is theoretical in nature and mainly interested in delineating the factors that influence this phenomenon
and its impact on students’ success in language learning. Although studies often end with implications for
practice (e.g., Horwitz, 2017), various scholars have noted that in-depth discussions of practical classroom ac-
tivities for the management of quiet and silent students are still scarce (e.g., Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014;
Phillips, 1999; Young, 1999). While in other areas, such as L2 motivation, pedagogical implications are often
explored in depth and are sometimes the primary focus of academic articles (e.g., Amorati, 2020), there is a
scarcity of research on FLA connecting theory to practice (see, however, Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). This
can be explained by the fact that research on FLA has often been directed more to researchers rather than lan-
guage practitioners. Rose (2019, p. 895) notes that the paucity of teaching-related scholarship contributes to
the distancing between teachers and researchers. In recognition of this bias, this article aims to provide a more
practice-oriented review of the literature on the topic and to offer practical solutions that can be immediately
applied by teachers in their daily practice in the classroom. In doing so, we propose a pedagogical culture that
is more sensitive to the affective factors that influence language learning and to students’ psychological in-
vestment in the L2 learning process.

The article is structured as follows. First, we offer a general overview of past and recent research on FLA, fo-
cusing in particular on its causes and consequences. Second, we discuss what teachers can do in the classroom
to reduce students’ anxious states: from modifying instructional practices and classroom procedures, to pro-
moting activities where students can reflect on their language learning experiences and face their anxiety trig-
gers while also developing their L2 skills. In so doing, this article aims to pave the way for new lines of research
into suitable activities that can be implemented by language practitioners to help students deal with and over-

come their language anxiety.
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2. Overview of the literature
2.1 Causes and consequences of FLA

FLA has been defined as a sense of worry, negative self-perceptions, beliefs and emotional reaction experienced
by L2 learners, exacerbated by classroom situations where learners are required to express themselves in the L2
(Gregersen & Maclntyre, 2014; Horwitz et al., 1986; Maclntyre, 1999). It is considered the primary obstacle
experienced by learners in the L2 classroom (Alrabai, 2014), hence it is the most widely investigated emotion
in the field of SLA (Maclntyre, 2017). FLA has been recognised to have academic, cognitive and social effects
(see Gkonou et al., 2017 for a recent overview). On the academic level, it impacts achievement, self-perceived
language competence and often pushes learners to ‘overstudy’. Cognitive effects have been identified at all
stages. At the input stage, FLA represents an obstacle for the processing of information: it influences the speed
and accuracy of learning, and impacts on the short-term memory required to learn vocabulary and grammar
rules, among others. At the output stage, it affects the retrieval of information from long-term memory, the
fluency of speech and the complexity of sentences. On the social level, FLA affects students’ willingness to
communicate: anxious students tend to opt for risk-avoiding behaviours, such as speaking less or being silent,
and are more self-conscious and apprehensive, even when speaking in their first language (L1) in an L2
environment (MaclIntyre, Noels, & Clément, 1997; Steinberg & Horwitz, 1986). The literature on FLA has
identified various causes of language anxiety. Among these, we report the most significant factors associated
with FLA in Figure 1. As can be seen, these causes are often interconnected in the role they play on students’

anxiety.

1 - Instructional

practices and

classroom procedures

Causes of 2 - Counterproductive

4 - Underestimation )
' o anxiety beliefs about language
of one's own abilities

learning

3 - Fear of errors and

error correction

Figure 1: Main factors associated with FLA
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Instructional practices and classroom procedures (factor 1) are often perceived as anxiety producing (Young,
1991). In particular, FLA is linked to teacher-centred environments where power differentials, namely the
perceived differences in status between teachers and students, are constantly remarked (Dewaele, Magdalena
& Saito, 2019; Dewacle, Witney, Saito & Dewaele, 2018; Littlewood, 1981). It is also associated with activities
that create an atmosphere of competition, such as timed learning games (De Andrés & Arnold, 2009). Nega-
tive competitiveness and negative comparisons with other learners affect students’ self-concept and sense of
belonging to the group (Rubio-Alcald, 2014), thus contributing to feelings of anxiety and unpleasant learning
experiences (Bailey, 1983). Activities and assessment tasks that require unrehearsed speaking have also been as-
sociated with uneasiness (Dewaele & Al-Saraj, 2015; Horwitz et al., 1986, see also Kim, 2009; Price, 1991).
Anxious students may also have counterproductive beliefs about langnage learning (factor 2), ), which lead
them to negative self-evaluations. Students may think, for example, that their level of proficiency is not high
enough to enable them to speak and may hold unrealistic expectations of achieving native-like pronunciation
and/or proficiency. These beliefs have the potential to create a vicious circle, where learners afflict themselves
for not reaching these overly ambitious standards, hence convincing themselves that they are not good enough
to speak in front of the class. There is clear evidence that students link their learning process to their sense of
self (e.g., Simsek & Dornyei, 2017). When they try to communicate in another language, they do not have full
control of their language skills. The inability to authentically communicate who they are in the target language
is often associated with FLA (e.g., Gregersen & Maclntyre, 2014, p. 2; see also Cohen & Norst, 1989; Hor-
witz, 2017). This leads students to develop what Simgek and Dérnyei (2017, p. 55) call “anxious self”: an anx-
ious persona that is perceived as distinct and independent from their own self and which appears to be out of
their control. Students are sometimes unaware of the complexities involved in language learning and may
formulate unrealistic goals. Students’ negative self-comparisons with others (perhaps with native speakers),
competitive (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991) and perfectionist (Dewacele, 2017) nature may also result in anxiety.
In addition, students may make associations with previous negative language learning experiences and expect
them to occur again (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991; Rubio-Alcal4, 2014).

Students may also worry about making errors (factor 3), especially when asked to speak in front of the class
without any preparation (Mak, 2011). Students, in fact, are often worried about being judged by others and
can be apprehensive about being corrected in the classroom in front of their peers. This can create a vicious
circle: as errors are made, learners become more anxious, and the more errors they make, the less willing they
are to participate, as they try to protect their social image (Alrabaj, 2014). Perfectionist students are generally
more anxious learners (Dewaele, 2017; Flett, Hewitt, Su, Flett, 2016; Fujio, 2010; Stober & Joormann, 2001),
as «they spend their energy avoiding mistakes rather than focusing on learning» (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002,
p.563).

Anxious students may also underestimate their own abilities (factor 4) and tend to focus on the negatives ra-
ther than positives. They may, for instance, believe that their performance is riddled with more errors than
they actually produce and decide not to speak for fear of being ridiculed by others (e.g., Gardner, 1985; Gard-
ner & Maclntyre, 1993; Horwitz, 1988; Maclntyre & Gardner, 1991; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley, 1999;
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Philipps, 1992). Students’ negative self-evaluations can lead them to invest less energy in the learning process,

and to ultimately withdraw from language programs (Maclntyre et al., 1997).

2.2 Teachers’ role in counteracting FLA

As noted previously, despite the plethora of studies on FLA, scholarly literature has mainly contributed to a
theoretical understanding of the construct, with scholars providing language practitioners with limited practi-
cal suggestions to reduce its impact. As Gregersen and MacIntyre (2014) observe, there is not a single solution
that can eliminate FLA. However, there are a series of strategies that can be put in place to alleviate tensions.
Horwitz (2017, p. 42; see also Horwitz, 2013, p. 12) suggests, among other things, that teachers should be
mindful of students’ fears of errors (see factor 3) and correct them gently, acknowledge students’ discomfort
in using the L2, give students opportunities to talk about their experiences, and help them develop more realis-
tic expectations about language learning (see factor 1, factor 2). In addition, she argues that humour and
games should be used in the language classroom and that small-group rather than whole class activities should
be preferred (factor 1, see also Ewald, 2007; Young, 1991). An additional viable way to reduce FLA can be
through the promotion of positive (rather than negative) emotions in the classroom (factor 1, e.g., MacIntyre
& Mercer, 2014; Oxford, 2016).

2.2.1 Awareness-raising activities for anxious students

Awareness-raising activities aimed at challenging FLA can be put in place directly or indirectly (Rubio-Alcald,
2017). In the former case, teachers should organise targeted events to help students cope with high anxiety and
low self-esteem (see factor 4), for instance by means of workshops. In the second case, teachers could imple-
ment «activities and other methodological procedures in which students learn the language and are likely to
have a personal growth at the same time» (p. 208).

As FLA is a situation-specific construct, teachers should examine their own practice to create an anxiety-
reducing atmosphere in the classroom and to understand which activities and situations are more anxiety-
inducing for students (see factor 1). In line with the suggestions offered by scholars in this area (Horwitz,
2017; Maclntyre & Gregersen, 2012, p. 3), teachers could include more small-group activities in the curricu-
lum and be more sensitive towards error correction during class activities (see factor 3). As for learner-related
causes (i.e., students’ unrealistic beliefs about language learning, better understanding of their own anxieties),
following Rubio-Alcald (2017), teachers could propose activities that pursue a twofold objective: linguistic —
i.e., reinforcing language structures - and psychological - the students speculate on their language-anxiety trig-
gers and think about how they can overcome these negative, debilitating emotions while engaging in group ac-
tivities. In other words, teachers should implement a teaching approach that includes a focus on linguistic
forms within the context of broader communicative activities aimed at teaching content as well. This ap-
proach is in keeping with the principles of the communicative method (e.g., Spada, 2007) and also reflects the
tenets of Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), an educational pedagogy that builds on the in-
tegration of language and content (Villabona & Cenoz, 2021).

Riccardo Amorati, Beatrice Venturin — I command thee thou shalt speak’: Practical strategies and activities for counteracting foreign

language anxiety in the classroom

DOI: https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1970-2221/12350

44
(G0 &v-ric-tio |



Ricerche di Pedagogia e Didattica — Journal of Theories and Research in Education 16, 3 (2021). ISSN 1970-2221.

3. Integrating affective factors into classroom activities: some practical examples

In this section, we aim to present two activities that can be easily implemented in the classroom. In doing so,
we aim to contribute, to some extent, to showing that scholars working on FLA should be mindful about the
possible stakeholders of their research, i.e., teachers, and should explain in detail — and not vaguely — the peda-
gogical implications of their work for their daily practice.

Following Hadfield and Dérnyei’s (2013) mode of presentation, we provide key details on the two activities
and offer some further comments on each, particularly with regards to the information that we expect to elicit
from students. The activities presented here can be adapted for any language. In the procedure and comments
sections we describe what teachers can do in the classroom, drawing upon Balboni’s (2012) conceptualization
of the key features of a didactic unit. According to this scholar, learning activities should include the steps

summarized in the table below (Table 1).

Motivation The initial phase serves to develop motivation to make learning meaningful. Students make assumptions
and predictions about the learning content. Brainstorming activities are presented in the classroom, stu-

dents activate prior knowledge of the content.

Globality The material is presented. Through exercises and group discussion, students select information and confirm

the assumptions formulated in the “motivation” phase. Skimming and scanning activities are presented.

Analysis Students group the words in the text by semantic fields or form word networks (e.g., they create spider dia-
grams). They identify the linguistic/communicative forms studied under analysis and rearrange them in

grids. New grammar rules are discovered inductively.

Synthesis and  This practice phase consists in the application, fixation and re-use of the grammar rules, vocabulary, con-
reflection tent, and/or textual features under investigation. The learning activity ends with a final summary and re-

flection on the new content presented.

Table 1: Balboni’s (2012) steps for learning activities

Balboni (2012) also includes a final “assessment” phase, which we do not elaborate on substantially in the dis-
cussion of our activities, as the types of assessment tasks depend on the overall aims of the course in which the

activities are integrated.

3.1 Activity 1

Title Online resource: “Speaking a foreign language: challenges and suggestions to succeed”
Duration Around 5 classes (5 hours)

Level Elementary and intermediate levels

Communicative  Giving suggestions (elementary and intermediate levels), describing emotions (intermediate levels), de-

functions scribing past experiences (intermediate levels)

Psychological Factor 2: Challenge counterproductive beliefs about language learning (Cohen & Norst, 1989; Simsek &
aims Dérnyei, 2017)
Factor 3: Eliminate fear of errors and errors correction (Gregersen, 2003)

Factor 4: Foster realistic and positive views on students’ abilities (Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2013; Horwitz,
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2017)
Skills Writing, speaking
Possible lan- Imperative, modal verbs in the present indicative, verbs expressing emotions in the present indicative and
guage areas adjectives of emotions (elementary levels), modal verbs in the present conditional, hypothetical sentences,

imperative with pronouns (intermediate levels)

Table 2: Activity 1

3.1.1 Procedure and comments
3.11.1Day1
In the initial “motivation” phase students are shown some pictures that sensitise them about the importance
of emotions in language learning. The goal of the teacher is to make students aware of the relevance of the is-
sue to language learners, so as to justify pedagogically the group activity that will be proposed in the second
part of the activity:

1. Describe the pictures. What do they tell us about the experience of learning and speaking a foreign

language?
2. Can you relate to the experiences presented in the pictures? What causes difficulties in speaking in

your opinion?

ﬂ

_" -
g | =
NS

-*

Figure 2: Illustration by Ginnie Hsu. Retrieved from: https://www.babbel.com/en/magazine/reduce-foreign-language-

anxiety/
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to have to.tr nslare everyt,
in'my head before I say it

Do you know how frustrating it is > Vg :
ﬂ ng To have’people laugh in my face because,
;‘ . ; t’m struggﬁng 0 find the words?

—-—

E=n A

You:should try talking in my
S shoes for one mile. |

0{ course you don’t.

Figure 3: Gloria from the sitcom Modern Family on her struggles as a second language speaker. Image retrieved from the

internet (https://latinatvlover.wordpress.com/2018/04/05/do-you-know-how-smart-i-sound-in-spanish/)

After the students have commented the pictures in pairs or small groups, the class discusses the topic in ple-
num and the teacher creates a spider diagram with key words. Students are then explained that they will watch
a documentary on YouTube called “Second Language Anxiety” (Jarrell, Lee & Ta, 2016'). They are asked to
discuss in small groups what they think the video will be about:

1. What is “language anxiety” in your opinion? Can you guess?

2. What causes it? What do you think its effects are? Think about the previous discussion.
The teacher than shows the documentary, which discusses how FLA manifests and how it affects the learner.
It includes interviews with different L2 learners and presents an interesting account of their individual experi-
ences, which are likely to resonate with the experiences of other language students. Students can confirm the
hypotheses previously formulated on the content of the video. In the “globality” phase, students are presented
with questions related to the content of the video, e.g. “What is student X most anxious of when learning their
second language?”, “What anecdote do they recount?”, “How does student X feel about using the language
outside the classroom? Why?”, etc. Students could also be asked more complex questions relating to their
overall understanding of underlying themes, such as “Can you identify any common features in the experienc-

es of the learners?”.
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3.1.1.2 Day 2-4

In the second part of the activity students are explained that their goal is to create an online resource for lan-
guage students aiming to raise awareness about the language learning process, some obstacles that language
learners encounter and strategies to overcome them. Students are provided with an online space (e.g., a Padlet
wall) and a series of prompts, as well as some initial examples for each prompt provided by the teacher. Some

examples of prompts and models are provided in Table 3.

Prompt 1: When I speak a language, I feel... (TL structure: verbs of emotions and adjectives expressing emotions)
For example:
*  Dositive emotions: e.g., happy, intelligent, clever, etc.

*  Negative emotions: e.g., frustrated, worried, etc.

Prompt 2: Focus on the positives, not on the negatives...
Mention a positive and a negative in each sentence.
For example:
*  Surely your teacher understands that you are nervous, so don’t worry about making a mistake!

*  Learning a language is an impressive skill! It’s normal to make mistakes!

Prompt 3: Some “rules” for language learners (TL structure: imperative)
For example:
*  Create an atmosphere of solidarity in class, always offer help and advice to your classmates, and don’t be afraid to
ask for help from them and from your teacher.
*  Embracerisk! Learn from your own and others’ mistakes!
*  Don’t be afraid of your teachers’ feedback. Remember that they know very well what it means to learn a foreign

language.

Prompt 4: Suggestions for language learners (TL structure: conditional)
For example:
*  You should try to speak in class, even though you are not completely sure about the grammatical form of your sen-

tence.

Prompt 5: What I must/can do to improve (TL structure: modal verbs)
For example:
*  You can try new fun ways to improve your language; for example, you can do a language exchange with a student

who is studying your native language.

Prompr 6: Things I would like suggestions on (add to the list and offer suggestions to your classmates)
For example:
*  What should I do to feel less worried about talking in class? — You should think that no one is there to judge! Eve-

ryone makes mistakes — including native speakers! — and practice makes perfect!

Prompt 7: Errors are normal: Funny errors made in the L2
For example:

*  “Please shout the door” — Shouting at a door may not make it shut...

Table 3: Examples of prompts and models
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As can be seen, most prompts also target language structures (see Linguistic aims). Teachers can present
prompts containing grammar topics that have already been studied in class in order to consolidate them in the
context of a communicative activity with a practical objective and a specific audience (other L2 learners). If
presented in this way, the activity would not include the “analysis” phase identified by Balboni (2012) but
would rather be part of the “synthesis” phase, since its main linguistic aim would be to practise structures al-
ready presented previously. However, it is also possible to present new linguistic forms in the prompts and ask
students to analyse them inductively. For example, students could be asked to underline the new grammar
form presented in the linguistic input contained in the prompts and could then be encouraged to formulate a
rule inductively and apply it (analysis and synthesis phases). While we recommend that the activity on the
Padlet is conducted over three classes, the duration is variable and dependent on the number of prompts that
teachers decide to propose. At the start of each class, students are divided into small groups (3-4) and are asked
to work on a prompt for a set period of time. Each group then rotates and works on a different prompt by
adding additional points to the ones already listed and by providing suggestions for the points already given, in
case the prompt requires them to do so. The teacher acts as a facilitator and moves around groups to provide
assistance and support, as well as to encourage critical reflection on the topics discussed. At the end of the
group work, teachers are likely to be presented with students’ most common anxieties and their own ideas

about how to overcome them.

3.1.1.3Day 5

The activity is concluded by a final class discussion on the most common themes emerged (synthesis and re-
flection phase). The resource can be regularly updated by the whole class and can be shown to other year levels
to raise awareness of the intricacies of the language learning process. Students could also be asked to submit a
final reflective journal where they critically discuss what they have learnt in the activity and how it can be ap-
plied to their own experience as language learners. The journal should include both new vocabulary learnt and

specific language structures, so as to maintain a focus on the language as well. This could be part of the assess-

ment.

3.2 Activity 2

Title Emails to the Readers’ Club

Duration Intermediate level and possibly advanced

Level Around 6 classes (6 hours)

Communicative  Describing hopes, possibilities, opinions, expectations

functions

Psychological Factor 1: Creating a positive learning environment, reducing power differentials with teachers (Dewaele

aims et al,, 2019; Dewaele et al., 2018; Littlewood, 1981), competition (De Andrés & Arnold, 2009) and nega-
tive comparisons with peers, encouraging students’ self-concept and sense of belonging to the group (Ru-
bio-Alcald, 2001, 2014);

Factor 2: Minimising negative attitudes and negative expectations (Philipps, 1992);

Factor 4: Boosting students’ realistic views on their own abilities (MacIntyre et al., 1997; Onwuegbuzie et
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al., 1999).
Skills Reading, writing, speaking
Possible lan- Present and past conditional (intermediate level), hypothetical sentences - If clauses (intermedi-
guage areas ate/advanced level), subjunctive forms for languages that have this mood (intermediate/advanced levels)

Table 4: Activity 2

3.2.1 Procedure and comments

3.21.1Day 1

During the “motivation” phase, students are shown the trailer of the film /nside Out (available on YouTube™),
a computer-animated film that tells the story of a young girl and on how the five basic emotions in her mind -
joy, fear, sadness, disgust, anger — control her actions. The teacher’s goal is to have students reflect on the emo-
tions that impact on language learning. After watching the trailer students are encouraged to discuss what
happens in it and to describe how the mind is represented. They are then shown the picture displayed in Fig-
ure 4 and are asked to discuss the following questions in small groups (3-4 students):

1. Imagine that your mind includes the same emotions presented in the film and shown in the figure be-
low. Which of them do you feel when learning or speaking a language? Elaborate on your answer giv-
ing examples of scenarios where you feel different emotions.

2. Would you add any other emotions that better describe your experience or the experience of people

you know of other than the five represented here? Give practical examples.

facebook/PixarlnsideOut

Figure 4: Five basic emotions from the movie Inside Out (taken from
https://www.pinterest.com.au/pin/328410997828717355/)
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At the end of the group discussion, students are invited to write short sentences in the TL on an online space
(e.g., a Padlet wall) where they describe how they feel in the language classroom. Teachers can ask students to
follow these models:

*  When doing speaking activities in the classroom I often/usually/always feel/get...

*  When doing group work in the classroom I often/usually/always/sometimes feel/get...
Teachers can include scenarios in the classroom that they believe to be more anxiety inducing, so as to receive
direct feedback from students about how they feel. The activity also aims to have students revise emotion-
related vocabulary, particularly adjectives and verbs of emotions, which will be used in the following stages of
the activity. To conclude this part, the teacher can solicit a classroom discussion in plenum, where students are
asked to identify the most common emotions that were mentioned in the previous phase and to give sugges-

tions on how to overcome the negative feelings and capitalise on the positive ones.

3.21.2Day 2-3

During the second phase of the activity, students are told that they will work on the advice column of an
online magazine specialised in language learning, contributing both as “readers” and as “language experts”. As
readers, they will turn to the column and write a letter to the experts to ask for advice on their language learn-
ing experience, and how to deal with and overcome their fears and anxiety in the classroom. As experts, they
will act as language specialists and will be asked to write a letter in response to the readers’ questions and pro-
vide suggestions on how to approach the language learning process effectively and confidently. Students are
supported in building the expertise required for their role as experts. First, in the “globality” and “analysis”
phases of the activity (Balboni, 2012), students are shown examples of letters to the Reader’s Club and expert
opinions prepared by their teachers. Table 5 displays an example of a model letter and answer that could be

presented.

Letter from a reader

Dear Club,

1 am a third-year university student of Italian. I need some advice on how to participate more actively in class and on how to im-
prove my language proficiency. I think that speaking in front of the whole class is very stressful. When I speak, I bave the impres-
sion that everyone is judging me, so I freeze. I believe my classmates have done more progress than me in Italian, and I'm ashamed
of speaking.

The positive side is that I think our teachers are very patient and understanding, although they expect a lot from us. They told us
about their experience when they were learning languages. I didn’t imagine that they also had the same problems we are having
now with Italian when they studied English!

What should I do to overcome my fears and speak freely in class?

Expert’s answer
Dear student,

1 understand your worries very well, I think they are common to lots of language students. I also think that reflecting on them is
the first step to overcome them. When I studied at university, I bad the same anxieties, especially when I bad to speak in front of
the whole class. I thought we were supposed to speak only when we could express everything perfectly, that it was more important to
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express ourselves perfectly than pass on the message and that having an accent was something to be ashamed of. I didn’t realise how
useful it was to learn from our own and our classmates’ mistakes. I also realised how common it is to underestimate our level and
focus on our errors and flaws rather than our progress.

Today, though, I see the bright side of mistakes and I think a student should focus on the progress made, rather than on what there
is yet to learn. I also think it is very important to create a relaxed atmosphere in the classroom and that classmates should encour-

age each other.

Table 5: Example of a letter for the Reader’s Club and an expert opinion

These texts are presented as part of reading comprehension activities and are followed by questions in the TL
on the content of the letters (globality phase). A few examples of questions to propose may be:

e What are the reader’s main concerns described in the letter?

e How does the reader see the teacher?

*  How does the teacher show sympathy towards the student’s experience?

*  What is the language expert’s first suggestion?

*  What kind of experience does the language expert share?

*  What are the main aspects the language expert suggests focusing on?

*  What is the language expert’s view on the classroom experience?
Students are also encouraged to observe and analyse the language structures used in the texts (analysis phase),
for example present and past conditional, present and past subjunctive (see Language areas), as they are invited

to use them later in their own production phase.

3.21.3 Day 4-6

Subsequently, students move on to the synthesis and reflection phase, where, in pairs, they take the role of
both “readers” and “experts” in turn. First, they write emails to each other about problems or difficulties en-
countered in their L2 experiences. Then they exchange these emails and provide suggestions to each other in
writing. In their answer as experts, students are invited to provide practical examples that build upon what
they have learnt in the previous phase of the activity, and are also encouraged to refer to personal experiences,
if relevant. The same activity can be repeated with different pairs and implemented across more lessons.
Throughout the activity, the teacher acts as a facilitator, moving from one pair to another and providing sup-
port and assistance. At the end of the synthesis and reflection phase, students are invited to share their ques-
tions and answers with the class on a Padlet, and are given the option to anonymise their responses if they
wish. To conclude, a final classroom discussion is proposed to reflect on the activity, the main problems iden-

tified by the students and the key strategies to overcome them.

4, Conclusions

This paper has presented an overview of strategies to reduce learners’ anxieties in the classroom. Previous
scholars (e.g., Rubio-Alcald, 2017) have recommended that activities in the classroom should be structured in

such a way so as to both teach the language and pursue psychological aims, such as challenge FLA and pro-
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mote positive emotions. Our article offers practical suggestions regarding how this can be achieved in practice
through the implementation of two activities that can be adapted to learners of various levels and of different
languages. The activities presented engage three of the main language skills - writing, reading and speaking -
and follow the model of the didactic unit proposed by Balboni (2012), with students progressing from an ini-
tial motivation phase to a final synthesis and reflection on the material presented. In the current form, our ac-
tivities are clearly broad in scope and objectives. In future research, we aim to present anxiety-reducing activi-
ties catered to specific languages (e.g., Amorati, forthcoming, for Italian L2) and to empirically test their im-
pact on students’ well-being and emotional investment in L2 learning. In light of the paucity of practice-
oriented research on FLA, more scholarly attention should be devoted to teachers’ perspectives on anxiety and

to the development of easy-to-implement strategies to reduce its effects in the classroom.

" Jarrell, G.,, Lee, K, & Ta, H. (2016). Documentary: Second Language Anxiety. Retrieved from:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HsCZNL4uwpg

" Padlet is a web app that enables learners and teachers to include images, links, videos and documents on an online “wall” that
can be made public or private. It is particularly effective for collaborative group activities and to create online repositories of
material.

i Trailer of the film Inside Out - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=seMwpPOyeu4
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