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ABSTRACT 

 

Learners who experience communication apprehension (CA) have a tendency to 

avoid and withdraw from interactions, and subsequently have reduced opportunities for both 

language learning and mastery of language specific skills through verbal interactions in the 

classroom. There is a lack of understanding of CA phenomenon among young learners 

resulting in difficulty to identify and address CA at an early age. This research used a mixed 

method design through four studies to understand CA among young learners (11 – 12 years 

old) in Malaysian primary school classrooms.  

Study 1 (presented in Chapter 2) identified the association of individual trait factors, 

namely gender, ethnicity and personality traits on the total CA, classroom communication 

fear, general communication fear and stranger communication fear of 614 Malaysian primary 

school learners. It employed a cross-sectional quantitative design survey method. Study 2 

(presented in Chapter 3) and Study 3 (presented in Chapter 4), used the qualitative multiple 

case study research design to explore the behaviours of five high CA learners and five low 

CA learners respectively. Learners’ interactional behaviours with their teachers and in 

relation to CA were identified through classroom observations, and both teacher and learner 

interviews. Study 4 (presented in Chapter 5) explored six English language teachers’ 

perceptions of CA through a qualitative design comprising semi structured interviews that 

focused on their understanding of the causes, characteristics, impact and mitigation strategies 

of CA. 

Firstly, the regression analyses revealed that higher neuroticism personality and 

Indian ethnicity uniquely predicted higher general and stranger CA scores, while higher 

extraversion and openness personalities, and being a male learner uniquely predicted lower 

total CA scores. However, the regression analyses and the chi-squared test in this research 
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highlighted that at a young age, gender attributes may only play a small role for the influence 

on learners’ CA. Secondly, behavioural observations highlighted specific behaviours (e.g., 

gaze behaviours, facial activities, and body movements) that were found to be different as 

well as similar between young learners with high CA and low CA. Studies 2 and 3 identified 

a combination of CA behaviours instead of individual behaviours among the high CA 

learners. Although both high CA and low CA learners displayed smiling and glancing away 

behaviours, there were specific nuances that differentiated them as high CA and low CA 

behaviour. Thirdly, teachers’ perceptions of CA causes were interconnected with their 

perceived CA mitigation strategies. Although they demonstrated an understanding of 

learners’ CA in the classroom context, their reported classroom practices and questioning 

strategies were not drawn from instruction that could effectively mitigate learners’ CA in the 

classrooms. 

Through the studies conducted in this thesis, this research extended current 

knowledge on the CA phenomenon to young learners, specifically on the prominent 

characteristics of young learners with CA (i.e., traits and behaviours) during interactions with 

teachers in the Malaysian classroom context. Although there are similarities in CA among 

young learners and adult learners, young learners differ by demonstrating more smiling 

behaviours, and also by the additional associations found between specific personality traits 

(i.e., openness and emotional sensitivity) and CA. By unravelling the prominent behaviours 

and traits reported in this research, this research has implications for the language learning 

classrooms to identify and mitigate learners with CA. Future studies can focus on further 

exploration of these characteristics as possible markers and indicators of CA among young 

learners. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

“There never will be enough research on communication apprehension 

until the effects of high CA can be prevented for everyone” (McCroskey, 

2009, p.169) 

 

This thesis reports on communication apprehension (CA) experienced by 11-12 year 

old primary school learners in the Malaysian context. To understand  the CA phenomenon 

among these young learners1, the individual traits and behaviours that are associated with CA 

are examined through the use of quantitative and qualitative research designs comprising 

survey, classroom observations, and teacher interviews. It is important to understand the CA 

phenomenon especially among young learners as CA has been demonstrated to have 

detrimental effects on learners’ language learning (Joyce et al., 2006; McCroskey & 

Anderson, 1976; Pappamihiel,  2002;  Zheng,  2008). By giving emphasis on young learners’ 

CA, it would subsequently enable CA to be mitigated at an early stage before it develops 

further with age. This introductory chapter presents an overview of the present research. This 

chapter begins with the background of the research and the influences for the decisions made 

to conduct this present research on the integration of individual traits and behaviours 

associated with CA. It is then subsequently followed by the aims of conducting the research, 

the research questions, significance of the research, and ends with the research paradigm as 

well as the conceptualisation of research and how the thesis is structured. 

 

                                                

1 In this thesis, the term ‘young learners’ is used to refer to primary school learners, to ensure 
consistency with past studies in the field of language learning and anxiety that involved primary school learners 
of the age of 12 and below (e.g., Butler, 2015; Nilsson, 2019; Yim, 2014).  
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1.1 Communication Apprehension 

McCroskey (1970) first coined the term CA to refer to  “an individual’s level of fear 

or anxiety associated with either real or anticipated communication with another person or 

persons” (p. 269). Individual experience of CA may occur in various modes of 

communication such as speaking, writing, or singing (Bodie, 2010; Crocker et al., 2016). 

Specific to the spoken mode of communication, the experiences of CA are known as oral CA. 

Oral CA can be related to anxiety about communication and avoiding communication such as 

communication reticence and unwillingness to communicate (Hunter et al., 2014; McCroskey 

et al., 2014), or specific to communicative contexts, e.g., on a one-to-one basis, in groups, in 

meetings, or public speaking (Beatty et al., 1998; Byrne et al., 2012; McCroskey, 2009; 

Wrench, et al., 2007). CA is a phenomenon that is not specific to a type of communication or 

to a particular situation but a phenomenon that may vary from one individual to another 

because of differences in individuals’ anxiety threshold (Zheng, 2008). CA therefore, can  

result in a number of individual differences in the effectiveness of communication, amount of 

communication, and desire for communication (Richmond & McCroskey, 1998). Although 

CA can be defined according to anxiety behaviours or contexts, McCroskey’s (1970) 

definition of CA applies to all communication contexts or communication channels, thus 

adopted in this research. 

Following the broad application of McCroskey’s (1970) definition of CA, McCroskey 

(1983) conceptualised a CA continuum that comprises four specific types of CA. One end of 

the continuum is the trait-based apprehension, and the other end of the continuum is state-

based or situational apprehension (Figure 1.1). Trait-based or trait-like CA occurs when an 

individual experiences anxiety in all communicative situations, including imagined social 

interactions (Bodie, 2010; Choi et  al., 2015; McCroskey, 2009). Trait-like CA is enduring 

and more likely to recur over an individual’s lifetime, while situational CA occurs when an 
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individual is inclined towards having feelings of anxiety only in a specific communicative 

situation, it is transitory and it fluctuates over time (Hunter et al., 2014). Moving from the 

trait end to the situational end of the continuum, are the four types of CA: (i) CA as a trait, 

(ii) CA in a particular situation (context-based), (iii) CA with a given audience across 

situation, (iv) CA with a given individual or group in a given situation. Figure 1.1 below from 

Richmond et al. (2013, p.34) displays the various types of CA and where they are positioned 

in on the continuum.  

 

Figure 1.1 

Communication Apprehension Continuum (Richmond et al., 2013) 

 

 

First, CA as a trait or trait-like CA is a personality-type orientation toward a specific 

type of communication across various contexts. Next, CA in a particular situation or context-

based CA is when individuals are fearful or anxious about communicating in a specific 

context, while not fearful or anxious in another context. Third, CA with a given audience 

across situation or audience-based CA is an enduring orientation toward communication but 

with a given person or group of people. Fourth, CA with a given individual or group in a 

given situation or situational CA is a transitory orientation toward communication with a 

given individual or group of people. Understanding the various types of CA is important as 
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Hunter et al. (2014) argued that the distinctions of these CA types allow instructors and 

teachers to design teaching responses that will mitigate learners’ anxieties. 

Based on the specifications of these four types of CA, it may be viewed that CA as a 

trait, is inherent, while the remaining three types i.e., CA in a particular situation, CA with a 

given audience across situation and CA with a given individual or group in a given situation  

are associated with one’s environment. These different types of CA do not necessarily 

represent different types of individuals, rather the types of CA one may face, and it is even 

possible to experience more than one at the same time (McCroskey, 2011). While 

McCroskey’s continuum views each CA as exclusive, it is possible that traits such as gender 

and personalities interact with one’s environment which comprises a combination of context, 

audience, and situation to impact on the extent of the CA. For instance, adult female learners 

were found to have significantly higher CA in specific contexts such as oral presentations and 

meetings, but they were not significantly different than male learners for talking in groups 

(Loureiro et al., 2020).  

The perspectives of CA in the classroom are shifting from the social learning 

paradigm, which views CA as a behaviour developed through reinforcement and modelling, 

i.e., nurture (Beatty et al., 2001), to the communibiology paradigm, which argues that all 

important communication processes and behaviours as expressions of temperament or in 

other words, genetic inheritance, i.e., nature (Beatty & McCroskey, 2000; Beatty & 

McCroskey, 2009). Based on the social learning paradigm, CA is viewed as a behaviour that 

individuals learn early in life and CA behaviours may be corrected through training and 

intervention methods (Bodie, 2010; McCroskey, 2009). The social learning researchers are 

focused on investigating the measures for reducing or treating CA. Communibiology views 

CA as innate and somewhat incurable (Hazel et al., 2014; Hickson & Stacks, 2010), thus it 

focuses on creating environments to assist learners with high levels of CA to cope with their 
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anxiety. Teaching communication skills helps learners with high CA to manage their anxiety 

or difficulties and lessen their CA experiences especially in communicative scenarios in the 

classroom (Blume et al., 2013). However, I argue that CA could be viewed as an interaction 

of both nurture (environment/situation) and nature (trait), as it is possible that the 

development of CA may be led by both learners’ experiences as well as innate attributes. 

There have been variations in past findings to explain the way in which environment 

and traits influence CA. Research on CA has found that home and school environments 

influence learners’ CA (Carabeo & Juanillas, 2022; Daly & Friedrich, 1981; McCroskey et 

al., 1981). For instance, specific to home environment, it has been indicated that parental 

styles such as authoritarian and permissive styles were associated with high anxiety among 

learners (Timpano et al., 2015). Specific to school environment, it has been established that it 

is especially important for learners to have a safe, comfortable and positive classroom 

environment in order for their CA to be alleviated (Carter & Hansford, 1999; Inada, 2021). 

However, it has also been found that the environment has only small effects on CA (Beatty & 

Pascual-Ferra, 2016) but traits has been found to play an important role in CA (Beatty et al. 

1998; Jung & McCroskey, 2004; Opt & Loffredo, 2000). For instance, neuroticism and 

extraversion personality traits have  been found to be positively and negatively associated 

with learners’ CA (Hammick & Lee, 2014; MacIntyre & McKay, 2019). Nonetheless, I argue 

that environment and traits do not influence CA independently but they both interact for the 

influence on CA.  

In relation to the influence of the interaction between environment and traits on CA, it 

is important to note that past studies have shown how CA was impacted by the learners’ 

traits, particularly gender and personality, as well as the environment. Studies revealed that 

female learners experienced more anxiety than male learners. Rafek et al. (2014) reported 

that among Japanese learners who enrolled in a language immersion programme at a 
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university in Malaysia, the anxiety levels of female learners were higher than the male 

learners. Although female learners have been found to generally have higher levels of CA, it 

was suggested that female learners’ higher levels of anxiety could be due to an interaction 

between gender and emotional traits such as confidence, security and superiority (Rafek et 

al., 2014). Moreover, female learners have been found to be prone to feeling more anxious as 

they have been found to have higher level of metacognitive worrying thoughts i.e., their 

worry is uncontrollable (Bahrami & Yousefi, 2011). Specific to the environment and 

contexts, Loureiro et al. (2020) compared CA levels among male and female learners within 

the Social and Human Sciences department in a University in Portugal and revealed that 

female learners in the study were more anxious than male learners in communication contexts 

such as meetings and oral presentations. As it is evident that trait and environment play an 

interactive role for the influence on learners’ CA, this research takes on both social learning 

as well as communibiology views of learners’ CA, by examining the traits of learners as well 

as the classroom practices which may have an impact on learners’ CA. This may provide a 

more comprehensive understanding of CA, in which the aetiology of CA experiences has yet 

to be established by the literature (McCroskey, 2011; Russ, 2013) and past studies have not 

given sufficient attention to understand the concepts and experiences of CA (Hazel et al., 

2014; Hickson & Stacks, 2010). 

 

1.1.1 Communication Apprehension Manifestations 

The manifestations of high CA levels across situations or traits could be 

physiological, behavioural, and emotional. Physiological manifestation of CA refers to 

physical symptoms or bodily reactions. The possible physiological manifestations of high CA 

include sweaty palms, shaking knees, increased heart rates, disfluencies of speech and 

quivering voice (Bodie, 2010). Behavioural manifestations are the observable verbal or non-
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verbal actions when learners engage in communication. The behavioural manifestations of 

individuals with high CA include avoiding communicative situations (McCroskey, 1997) and 

using minimal verbal and nonverbal communication with others which can hinder, debilitate, 

and negatively affect relationships (Hunter et al., 2014).  High levels of CA have been linked 

with maladaptive behaviours such as high levels of self-criticism, ongoing social anxiety, 

depression, and self-injury, all of which disrupt normal relationships and interpersonal 

interaction (Shahar et al., 2012). The emotional manifestations of high CA refer to 

individuals’ feelings when they are communicating with others and these include feelings of 

disquiet, uneasiness, apprehension, or nervousness (Byrne et al., 2012; McCroskey, 2009). 

Individuals may also experience intruding thoughts such as thinking about being negatively 

judged or appear incompetent (Bodie, 2010). In addition, emotional manifestations of high 

CA have been linked to social emotional consequences as individuals with high CA may 

have high levels of negative thinking and negative attitudes toward themselves and also 

others (Shi et al., 2015). These past studies that have explored manifestations of CA 

predominantly involved adult learners in public speaking and oral presentation contexts, and 

these studies conducted are dated as recent literature have not given much attention to CA 

manifestations. Thus, there is a need to explore CA manifestations in the current time, 

focusing on young learners in classroom contexts. 

Although the physiological, behavioural and emotional manifestations of CA have 

been explored, there is a lack of knowledge on whether these manifestations of CA are 

applicable across different age groups and to learners in the recent years. Past studies on 

general anxiety have shown that children’s anxiety experiences are different from adults’ in 

many ways (Beesdo et al., 2009; Mian et al., 2012; Washington, 2009). Firstly, at an older 

age, middle childhood to early adolescence children experience greater anxiety as they have 

reached a higher developmental level to understand their environment better and have a 
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greater tendency to have personal and social challenges than younger children (Washington, 

2009). Secondly, the types of symptoms of anxieties differ according to age groups. A 

comparison of general anxiety’s internalised symptoms between children below three years 

old and above three years old indicated that the older children, when feeling anxious, had the 

tendency to display more concentration difficulties such as difficulty paying attention and 

appearing to be restless while the younger children displayed more worrying related 

symptoms (Mian et al., 2012). In addition, when comparing the physical symptoms of general 

anxiety across elementary, middle school and high school learners, Mazzone et al. (2007) 

revealed that middle school learners who were transitioning to the adolescence stage in life, 

demonstrated more prevalent symptoms of restlessness, tenseness, and shaking than 

elementary and high school learners. Given the general anxiety differences between learners 

of different age groups, I argue that without a clear understanding of the manifestations of 

CA in young learners, the question of whether the manifestations of CA established by past 

studies are generalisable and applicable to young learners, remains open.  

 

1.1.2 Communication Apprehension in Educational Contexts 

While CA among young learners can occur in many situations, its presence in the 

educational context can be detrimental to young learners’ learning. In the educational 

contexts, particularly in schools and classrooms that require the use of a non-native language, 

there are several contributing factors that have been identified to increase fear and anxiety 

among learners to communicate. One of the most salient causes of CA is the fear of negative 

and peer evaluation (Byrne et al., 2012; Carabeo & Juanillas, 2022; Molnar & Crnjak, 2018). 

Learners fear that they will be negatively perceived and evaluated by their peers in the 

classroom for their mistakes in their spoken language, thus leading to an increase in their CA 

in classroom contexts (Byrne et al., 2012). The fear of being monitored by everyone in the 
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class, especially in specific communication situations such as group interactions,  and  public 

speaking has been shown to be associated with difficulties to speak and little control over 

their performances.  

While past studies have shown that fear of negative and peer evaluation as a 

contributing factor to CA in the classroom, Horwitz et al. (1986) specifically relates CA as 

one of the constructs of foreign language anxiety (FLA). Within the FLA framework, there 

are three constructs (CA, fear of negative evaluation and test anxiety) that represent FLA, 

which are predominantly performance oriented anxieties. Horwitz et al. (1986) defined CA as 

“a type of shyness characterized by fear or anxiety about communicating with people” 

(p.127). Besides CA, FLA is also associated with test anxiety or “a type of performance 

anxiety stemming from a fear of failure” (p.127), and fear of negative evaluation in any 

social, evaluative situation (Horwitz et al., 1986). These FLA constructs subsequently hinder 

English as a foreign language (EFL) and English as a second language (ESL) learners’ 

concentration while speaking (Horwitz & Young, 1991; Pappamihiel,  2002;  Zheng,  2008). 

However, the FLA framework narrowly focuses on the performance orientation of CA by 

separating negative evaluation from CA, in which I view that based on the evidence shown in 

the literature, fear of negative evaluation is not independent from CA, rather a factor that is 

highlighly relevant to learners’ development of CA especially in educational contexts. Thus, 

the FLA framework by Horwitz et al. (1986) will not be further pursued in this study. 

 High CA in the classroom can lead to negative implications. Anxieties experienced 

by learners relevant to speaking have been associated with low academic performance and 

participation in EFL and ESL classrooms (Joyce et al., 2006; McCroskey & Anderson, 1976; 

Pappamihiel,  2002;  Zheng,  2008). High CA negatively influences learners’ ability to adapt 

to the environment and achieve their goals, whereas learners who experience lower CA tend 

to adapt faster to new learning environments (Rafek et al., 2014). CA can also be an 
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inhibiting factor of learners’ development of adequate communication skills which then leads 

to learners’ poor participation in the classroom (Allen & Bourhis, 1996; Cristobal & Lasaten, 

2018; McCroskey & Anderson, 1976). Learners with high CA may still choose to opt out of 

critical discussions even though they may have the knowledge to contribute (Blume et al., 

2013). In addition, learners may also be hesitant to voluntarily interact in the classrooms as a 

result of not being able to construct grammatically correct sentences as well as not having the 

knowledge on the topic of discussion (Malik et al., 2021). As CA is detrimental to classroom 

learning, there is a need to understand the CA phenomenon in order to create supportive 

classroom environments in the early stages of language learning for young learners with high 

levels of CA (Carter & Hansford, 1999).  

CA in the educational contexts has been widely associated with gender and 

personalities. Adult female learners have been shown to be more anxious than male learners 

in general but their CA seems to be situational (e.g., Loureiro et al., 2020; see Section 1.1). 

Past studies seem to suggest that personality traits have a greater influence on CA than 

gender. Common personality traits associated with CA include introversion/extroversion, 

neuroticism, psychoticism, and shyness. CA has been found to be to be positively correlated 

with personalities that reflect negative emotionality such as neuroticism and psychoticism but 

negatively correlated with personalities that reflect sociability and positive emotionality such 

as extraversion (Dwyer & Cruz, 1998; Jung & McCroskey, 2004; Neulip et al., 2003; Opt and 

Loffredo, 2000). Past studies have also shown that personality traits did not influence CA in 

isolation but the influence of personality traits is associated with the specific communicative 

contexts. While shy individuals have also been associated with having high CA (Babapoor et 

al., 2018; Malik et al., 2021), Hammick and Lee (2014) specifically found that shy 

individuals experienced less CA in virtual worlds than in face to face contexts.  
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Just like past studies on gender and CA, the association of personality traits and CA 

have been predominantly based on tertiary learners (e.g., Dwyer & Cruz, 1998; Jung & 

McCroskey, 2004; Neulip et al., 2003). However, unlike gender, it has been established that 

individuals’ personality may not be stable across the lifespan. In relation to the big five 

personality model that consists of extraversion, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

and neuroticism, it has been established that the dominance of these personality traits differs 

across different age groups as a result of the normative developmental factors (Costa et al., 

2019; DeYoung, 2006). For instance, neuroticism and extraversion decreases, while 

agreeableness and conscientiousness increases over the lifespan (Costa et al., 2019). 

Although it has been argued that the consistency of an individual’s personality is more 

common as drastic changes in personality traits rarely occur (Roberts & Caspi, 2003), it is 

also important to consider the changes in personality that has been found to occur, regardless 

of the extent in which an individual’s personality trait changes along with age. Specific to the 

big five personality model, extraversion and neuroticism are considered fundamental traits of 

learners with CA (Beatty et al., 1998). However, I view that it is important to understand the 

association of young learners’ personality with CA, beyond extraversion and neuroticism 

traits as the literature that has established these personality correlates are predominantly 

based on adult learners.  

While individual traits are important, the situation or one’s environment i.e., 

contextual experiences, have been shown to play a role in learners’ CA. The socioeconomic 

status plays a role in the experiences of CA as learners from less privileged background have 

been associated with higher levels of CA (Coetzee et al., 2014). It was suggested by Coetzee 

et al. (2014) that the lack of resources and finances of educational institutions limits learners’ 

opportunities to develop language ability and subsequently the confidence in communication. 

In addition to the importance of socioeconomic status, the racial composition may also play a 
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role in learners’ CA in a multi-ethnic context. Learners representing a majority population 

experience lower CA as the racial composition of the context influences how comfortable 

learners feel (LaRochelle & Karpinski, 2016). However,  the influences of racial 

compositions may be subjective to each context. As LaRochelle and Karpinski (2016) 

examined the racial differences in CA among White, African-American and Asian 

undergraduate learners of a university in which the majority of the learners were African-

Americans, it is unclear whether similar findings will be observed in a multi-ethnic country 

like Malaysia where majority of the learners are multilingual or bilingual. As the influence of 

ethnicity is specific to culture of each context, these differences need to be further examined 

locally.  

In general, while there have been very limited CA studies on young learners, several 

studies conducted on adult learners have shown that the communicative context plays a role 

in the CA experiences. Virtual communication has been found to be a more comfortable 

environment for communication or discussion, whereby learners express themselves better in 

addition to feeling less CA (Hammick & Lee, 2014). In addition, it has also been 

demonstrated that the overall levels of CA have been high or above average in specific 

communication contexts, such as, group discussions, meetings, conversations, public 

speaking (Burk, 2001; Jalleh et al., 2021; Loureiro et al., 2020). More specifically, it has been 

found that adult learners were more anxious in more spontaneous communicative contexts, 

i.e., group discussions and conversation contexts (Jalleh et al., 2021) as well as public 

speaking contexts (Burk, 2001; Byrne et al., 2012). However, specific to classroom 

communicative context, past studies on adult learners have mainly focused on public 

speaking context and oral presentations (e.g., Gallego et al. 2022; Gregersen, 2005; Kalra & 

Siribud, 2020), and had not considered the commonly occurring and important learning 

situation, teacher-learner interactions.  
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In addition to the CA experienced in various educational contexts, it is also 

noteworthy that limited past evidence has suggested that learners aged 9-12 years old begin 

to experience a more prominent increase in CA (Keaten et al., 1997; McCroskey, 1981; 

Watson, 1989). It has been found that the levels of CA increases with age from kindergarten 

through secondary school (Keaten et al., 1997; McCroskey et al., 1981). In Keaten et al.’s 

(1997) study that was conducted in Japan, there was an upward trend in the level of CA 

experienced by learners from kindergarten to high school. Similarly, an earlier comparative 

study on Swedish and American learners by Watson et al. (1989) also found that CA was 

significantly and positively associated with age. Watson et al. (1989) observed that in both 

contexts, learners between five to eight years old had significantly lower CA than learners 

between ages nine to eleven. McCroskey et al. (1981) argued that the exposure to a school 

environment itself is a potential factor that contributes to the increase in CA. Similarly, it was 

also suggested by Keaten et al. (1997) that the classroom environment plays an important role 

in the increase of CA levels across ages. However these studies have not examined the 

plausible contributing factors established among tertiary learners, such as gender, personality 

and ethnicity, but only suggested the possibilities based on their findings on CA constructs. If 

CA is a phenomenon that involves interactions between different traits and the environment, 

then it is not surprising that one’s intensity of CA changes with age. Thus, focusing on young 

learners may help prevent the increase in CA levels at a younger age through appropriate 

interventions. Although these studies were not recently conducted, it is important to not 

disregard the past findings that have found CA to be positively associated with age (Keaten et 

al., 1997; McCroskey et al., 1981).  
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1.1.3 Communication Apprehension Measurement   

Measuring CA has been a key issue in research in the past (McCroskey, 1997) and 

several instruments have been developed to identify and measure CA e.g., Perceptions of 

Speaking Ability (Ayres, 1986), Cognitive Public Speaking Orientation (Motley & Molloy, 

1994), Cognitively Experienced Speech Anxiety (Beatty et al., 1976), Personal Report of 

Public Speaking Anxiety (McCroskey, 1970) Communication Anxiety Inventory (Booth-

Butterfield & Gould, 1986) and Personal Report of Communication Apprehension 

(McCroskey, 1982). However, these instruments were developed specifically for adult 

learners, while a more age appropriate instrument for young learners is the Personal Report of 

Communication Fear (PRCF; McCroskey et al., 1981).  

The PRCF instrument has been used by past studies to examine the CA among young 

learners in primary schools (e.g., Bolls & Tan, 1996; Carter & Hansford, 1999; Keaten et al., 

1997; Watson et al., 1989). Specific to the communicative contexts, the PRCF consists of 

items in relation to young learners’ fears towards general, stranger, and classroom 

communications which are highly relevant to young learners (Keaten et al., 1997). Other 

existing instruments such as McCroskey’s Personal Report of Communication Apprehension 

(PRCA–24; 1982) is an extensively administered test for individuals to indicate their 

apprehension towards communicating in different contexts (e.g., Burk, 2001; Coetzee et al., 

2014; Honeycutt et al., 2009; Loureiro et al., 2020). However, the PRCA measurement 

consists of four factors as each factor focuses on apprehension in relation to a specific 

context, i.e., one-on-one interpersonal (dyadic) communication, public speaking, group 

communication, and meeting communication. Thus, out of all the available and reliable 

measures of CA, the PRCF is the most suited measure of this study due to the appropriateness 

for the administration on young learners. As such, for the purpose of this study, the PRCF 

instrument is adopted to examine the CA of young Malaysian primary school learners. 
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Further details of this instrument is presented in the first study of this thesis (see Section 

2.2.3). 

Despite the wide area of CA investigations, the methodology used in these studies 

have heavily relied on the use of questionnaires such as the PRCA that was established by 

McCroskey (1982). Only a handful of studies have incorporated qualitative methods, i.e. 

interviews, to understand the levels of CA experienced by learners (e.g. Byrne et.al, 2012; 

Dwyer, 2000; Francis & Miller, 2008). Another commonality among these studies is that 

participants of these studies are mostly tertiary level learners and only a few studies have 

investigated CA among young learners (e.g., Carabeo & Juanillas, 2022; Keaten et al., 1997; 

McCroskey et al., 1981). Thus, to address the gap in literature on CA phenomenon among 

young learners,  this research explores young learners’ CA through both quantitative and 

qualitative methods.  

In addition to a lack of empirical evidence on young learners’ CA, there is also a lack 

of understanding of the CA phenomenon in the real-life setting. Past studies have mainly 

focused on experiment based observations (e.g., Giannakakis et al., 2017; Harrigan & 

O’Connell, 1996; Hirokawa et al., 2004; Lindberg et al., 2021) that involved learners being 

observed in lab settings whereby there weren’t other learners apart from their interlocutors 

present in the room. However, observations in lab settings may restrict the generalizability of 

the observed behaviours and may not entirely be representative of the actual behaviours in a 

naturally occurring situation (Heyman et al., 2014). In line with that, it has been established 

that there are differences in relation to eye movement behaviours in experimental setup and a 

real-life setting, as social hypervigilance gaze behaviour was not observed in the real life 

setting, while it was present in the lab setting (Konovalova et al., 2021). Although there have 

been studies on learners’ anxieties that were conducted in real-life or naturalistic settings, 

they mainly focused on public speaking and oral presentations, rather than authentic 
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interactions in the classroom (e.g., Gallego et al., 2022; Gregersen, 2005; Kalra & Siribud, 

2020), therefore highlights the need for behaviours to be observed during authentic 

interactions in real-life classroom settings. 

 

1.1.4 Communication Apprehension and Teacher Perceptions 

Many studies in this field turn to the experiences of teachers for informative insights 

on learners’ anxieties (e.g., Chuang, 2019; Inada, 2021; Tran, Baldauf & Moni, 2013). 

Teachers’ views are important as teachers are engaged with learners on a daily basis (Mak, 

2011) and learners spend considerably more time interacting in school than at home (Tran 

and Moni, 2015). It has been established that teachers’ quantitative ratings of learners’ CA, 

such as CA levels, appear accurate and reliable, especially in identifying highly anxious and 

non-anxious learners (Gregersen, 2007). In line with this notion, I view that teachers are in a 

position to observe learners in the classroom context and can therefore provide valuable 

perspectives on learners’ CA. In addition, teachers also play an important role in addressing 

CA of learners (Carter & Hansford, 1999; Knight et al., 2016; Meluch et al., 2019). Thus, it is 

meaningful to obtain teachers’ perspectives on young learners’ CA, as it will provide insight 

into how English language teachers view CA among young learners, and their current 

understanding of CA phenomenon.  

Teachers’ views of learners’ anxieties are particularly important as it influences their 

pedagogical decisions in the classroom. Tran, Baldauf & Moni (2013) found that when 

teachers viewed learners’ anxiety levels as less severe than they were, it influenced their 

decision that anxiety was not important to be addressed in the classroom. In addition, in a 

study by Gkonou & Miller (2019) it was found that teachers used their understanding of 

learners’ anxious behaviours as a tool to identify learners’ anxieties in specific classroom 
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tasks, and subsequently modified their tasks to create a less stressful learning experience for 

their anxious learners.  

While the influence of teachers’ perceptions of learners’ general anxieties on their 

classroom practices has been established, there is still a lack of understanding of teachers’ 

perceptions of CA. Teachers’ perceptions of CA have been mainly focused on causes, 

implications and mitigation strategies, which will be discussed in chapter 5 (see Section 

5.1.1). However, their observations on learners’ traits and behaviours in relation to CA in the 

classroom context have not been the focus. Therefore, I view that it is important to obtain 

teachers’ perspectives on young learners’ CA in relevance to not just the causes, implications, 

and mitigation strategies of CA, but also the traits and behaviours of learners. This would 

meaningfully contribute to our understanding of the CA phenomenon among young learners 

in the classroom context. 

 

1.2 Context of the Research: Malaysian Primary School Classrooms 

The target participants of this research were Malaysian primary school learners. Under 

the national education system in Malaysia, primary education is compulsory for all 

Malaysians and is academic based (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2013). There are mainly 

7 types of primary schools in Malaysia, namely national school, national-type Chinese 

school, national-type Tamil school, special education school, religious school, private school 

and other programme schools. Malaysian primary schools also consist of single gender based 

schools and co-educational schools. The primary schools in Malaysia are for children 

between the ages of 6+ to 11+ years old.  

It is common to find Malaysian school classrooms filled with learners from different 

ethnic, cultural, and religious background as Malaysia is a multi-racial country. In a country 

as diversified as Malaysia, the majority of the learners are multilingual or at least bilingual. 
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As specified in the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013-2025 (Ministry of Education 

Malaysia, 2013), bilingual proficiency is one of the National Education Philosophy’s vision 

in which the aspiration is that “every student will be proficient in Bahasa Malaysia as the 

national language and in English language as a second language and the international 

language of communication” (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2013, p. 2.7). In addition to 

the importance given to these two languages, in vernacular primary schools (i.e., national-

type Chinese school and national-type Tamil school), ethnic languages such as Mandarin and 

Tamil are respectively permitted as mediums of instruction for all other subjects (e.g., 

History and Moral). Specific to national school, national-type Chinese school, and national-

type Tamil school, although the medium of instruction may be different, the curriculum and 

aspirations remain the same across these types of schools. In this research, Malaysian primary 

school learners of these three types of schools (i.e., national school, national-type Chinese 

school and national-type Tamil school) were identified as the sample participants. 

Regardless of the types of schools, English language has been institutionalised as the 

official second language based on the Education Ordinance since 1957. In regard to the position 

of English language in the Malaysian context, the Ministry of Education Malaysia implemented 

the Standards-Based English Language Curriculum (SBELC) in 2013 and one of the objectives 

of the English Language curriculum for primary schools in Malaysia is that “by the end of Year 

6, primary learners should be able to competently demonstrate ability to communicate with 

peers and adults confidently and appropriately in formal and informal situations” (p.4). It is 

notable that communication in English language is given emphasis by the Malaysian education 

system and effective communication in the classroom is emphasised in teaching and learning 

of English as a second language (Thuruvan & Yunus, 2017). However, an existing area of 

problem among some Malaysian primary school learners is their communication skills (Samat 

et al, 2019) and it has been found that they are afraid to communicate in the classroom due to 
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fear, shyness, and anxiety (Nijat et al., 2019). This recurrent problem among Malaysian 

learners has drawn me to explore the CA phenomenon further as it is evident that in addition 

to the significance of communication skills, understanding the issues surrounding learners’ 

communication is an area that needs attention. 

Communication is an important skill to be mastered by learners at an early age, 

however, the command of the English language among Malaysian learners differ widely (Pillai 

& Ong, 2018). As argued by Jalaluddin et al. (2008) and Mohtar et al. (2015), one of the main 

problems among Malaysian learners is the inability to be a proficient English language speaker 

upon completion of their secondary education. Mohtar et al. (2015) asserted that this is 

predominantly due to the lack of foundation in the language from early on at primary school 

levels. To help their learners establish a strong language foundation in their early years, 

teachers need to first address the possible obstacles in the language learning process which 

includes learners’ anxieties. It has been widely established that learners’ anxieties impedes the 

language learning process (Horwitz, 2001, 2010; MacIntyre, 1995; Yahaya et al., 2021; Zheng, 

2008). More specifically, anxieties in relation to communication has been found to be a highly 

challenging obstacle in the language learning process (Carabeo & Juanillas, 2022; Woodrow, 

2006) and the most common type of anxiety experienced by learners in the language learning 

classrooms (Ohata, 2005). Specific to CA, without explicit knowledge on learners’ CA 

phenomenon, teachers may not be able to accurately identify learners with CA (Gregersen, 

2007). Therefore, it is important to establish the traits among young learners in Malaysia, how 

CA behaviours are shown in young learners, and how much Malaysian English language 

teachers know about CA. Obtaining this information builds the foundation to develop research 

instruments to further understand teachers’ ability to identify CA and innovate mitigation 

strategies specific for young learners’ CA. 
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1.3 Summary of Research Gaps  

Overall, the phenomenon of CA has been studied since the last four to five decades 

(McCroskey, 2009), however there are existing gaps in the literature on CA that restricts the 

attainment of a more comprehensive understanding of CA specific to young learners. Firstly, 

most of the studies have predominantly focused on the CA phenomenon among adult, 

learners (e.g., Blume et al., 2013; Burk, 2001; Byrne et.al., 2012; Coetzee et al., 2014; 

Dwyer, 2000; Francis & Miller, 2008; Honeycutt et al., 2009; LaRochelle & Karpinski, 2016; 

Loureiro et al., 2020; Opt & Loffredo, 2000; Shi et al., 2015), only a few studies have 

investigated CA among learners in primary schools (e.g., Carabeo & Juanillas, 2022; Keaten 

et al., 1997, McCroskey et al., 1981; Watson et al., 1989). There is a lack of understanding on 

CA phenomenon among young learners. As anxieties experienced by younger individuals 

may be different than older individuals, it is not widely understood whether the CA 

phenomenon that have been heavily examined on adult learners, are applicable to young 

learners or children. Therefore, this is addressed in the present research in order to obtain a 

better understanding on CA of young learners.  

Secondly, the understanding of factors that contribute to CA remain inconclusive.  

Although past studies aimed at exploring a single trait or environmental factors, the trait of 

learners and their environment may interact and contribute to the manifestation of learners’ 

CA. In addition, individual traits such as gender, personality and ethnicity have also been 

studied in isolation, and the interaction among these traits has not been collectively examined 

in relation to learners’ CA. 

Thirdly, there is a lack of understanding of CA in regards to the presence of specific 

behaviours associated to language learners’ CA. Behavioural manifestations of anxieties are 

known to differ across different age groups, as such it is unclear whether the behaviours 

established by past studies based on adult learners are applicable to young learners. 
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Understanding CA behaviours specific to young learners will enable teachers to observe and 

identify the young learners with high CA and subsequently provide them with the support to 

reduce their CA.  

Fourthly, the existing literature lacks understanding on CA experiences in various 

multi-ethnic contexts. As there may be variations in CA based on ethnicity as a result of the 

different practices and norms driven by their social ethnic backgrounds, CA needs to be 

examined among learners of various ethnic backgrounds. Exploring CA in a multi-ethnic 

context like Malaysia, particularly how young learners’ traits interact with their environment 

and types of CA in the learning of English, would deepen the understanding on the variations 

in the CA experiences among ESL learners.  

Fifthly, there is also a lack of understanding on how learners experience CA during 

interactions with teachers in real-life classroom context. Past studies have predominantly 

focused on public speaking and oral presentations. In addition, the past studies that have 

explored learners’ behaviours in relation to CA have mainly been conducted in lab settings. 

Thus, examining CA specific to teacher-learner interactions in the real-life classroom would 

be able to further strengthen our understanding of CA among language learners. 

 

1.4 Research Aims and Questions 

This research intends to: 

1) identify the association of individual trait factors on the communication 

apprehension of Malaysian primary school learners.  

2) explore the behaviours of high communication apprehension learners in an ESL 

classroom from qualitative and objective perspectives. 

3) explore the behaviours of low communication apprehension learners in an ESL 

classroom from qualitative and objective perspectives.  
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4) explore English language teachers’ perceptions of Malaysian primary school 

learners’ communication apprehension 

 

In order to rationalise the aforementioned aims, this research sought to answer the 

following research questions (RQ); 

RQ 1: What are the associations of individual trait factors (i.e., gender, ethnicity, personality 

traits) and CA of Malaysian primary school learners?  

RQ 1a:  What is the association between gender and CA levels of Malaysian primary 

school learners? 

RQ 1b: What is the association between ethnicity (i.e., Malay, Chinese, Indian, and 

mixed-ethnicity) and CA levels of Malaysian primary school learners? 

RQ 1c: What is the interaction between gender and CA levels of Malaysian primary 

school learners, with the five different personality traits, i.e., extraversion, 

openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism? 

RQ1d: What is the interaction between ethnicity and CA levels of Malaysian primary 

school learners on five different personality traits, i.e., extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism?  

RQ 1e: Which individual traits (i.e., gender, ethnicity, personality traits) predict the 

communication apprehension scores (i.e., total CA, classroom communication 

fear, general communication fear, and stranger communication fear scores) of 

Malaysian primary school learners? 

RQ 2: How do Malaysian primary school learners with high CA behave when answering 

teacher questions in English in the ESL classroom? 

RQ 3: How do Malaysian primary school learners with low CA behave when answering 

teacher questions in English in the ESL classroom? 

RQ 4: How do English language teachers’ perceive Malaysian primary school learners’ CA? 
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1.5 Significance of the Research 

Through examination of the association of personality and behaviours with CA among 

young learners, this research aimed to make theoretical and practical contributions to the field 

of communication and education in several ways. First, the findings of this research will add  

to the existing theoretical knowledge of the behaviours and traits of language learners with 

CA and specifically of young learners in Malaysian classroom context. This will address the 

current shortage of research and understanding of CA among ESL and EFL learners in 

contexts similar to Malaysia and will subsequently extend the existing body of knowledge on 

CA among language learners.  

This research will also provide contribution to the understanding of young learners’ CA 

in terms of the interaction between young learners’ traits as well as the environment and 

context in which young learners communicate. The early learning stage is particularly 

important in the development and mitigation of learners’ CA. As such, the findings of this 

study will generate a more comprehensive understanding of the CA phenomenon among 

young learners which may be used as a guide by teachers and future studies to identify and 

understand CA among young learners as well as to understand the influence of traits and 

environment on CA.  

From a methodological point of view, this research contributes a more meaningful 

qualitative and quantitative approach for looking into CA. Currently, there is a heavy reliance 

on questionnaire and self-perceived CA. In line with that, this research will strengthen 

understanding of the CA phenomenology through both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches. Qualitative approach is important in communication studies as “qualitative 

approaches to human communication may provide more insights and different insights than 

quantitative approaches” (Treadwell & Davis, 2019, p.259). Although the number of studies 

on CA continues to rise, there is still limited qualitative contributions.  
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1.6 Research Paradigm  

To answer the research questions raised, the study adopts the pragmatism perspective 

that focuses on selecting designs and methods “based on ‘what works’ and answering the 

stated research questions” (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010, p.279). Pragmatism promotes the use 

of mixed methods as a pragmatic way to understand human behaviour. In line with the 

worldview, my research employed a range of research designs to examine and explore the 

CA phenomenon among young learners. The process of the research involved both 

quantitative and qualitative data collection methods.  

In Study 1, a quantitative method was employed and surveys were administered to 

614 ESL learners between ages eleven and twelve from various type of national schools in 

Malaysia i.e., national school, national-type Chinese school, national-type Tamil school. In 

order to examine the association of learner traits with CA, the survey was used to examine 

the demographic, personality, and CA data, of ESL learners.  

In Study 2 and Study 3, both qualitative (i.e., observations, interview and eye 

tracking) and quantitative (i.e., survey) methods were used to explore learners’ behaviours in 

relation to their CA. Ten ESL learners were selected from the survey participants of Study 1 

to participate in the observations. To observe learners’ behaviour, their interactions with the 

English language teacher in the classroom were video recorded and their eye movement 

behaviours were examined using eye tracking method. Additionally, semi structured 

interviews were conducted with the 10 observed ESL learners and their respective English 

language teachers. The teachers and learners were interviewed to triangulate the data on 

learners’ CA, behaviours and personalities, and to obtain teachers’ perceptions of young 

learners’ CA. 

Study 4 used an entirely qualitative approach to explore teacher perceptions of 

learners’ CA. Part of the semi-structured interviews that were conducted with the six English 
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language teachers from Study 2 and Study 3 were used to analyse their perceptions of young 

learners’ CA specific to the learner characteristics, CA causes, CA implications, CA 

mitigation strategies, and their classroom practices. 

 

1.7 Conceptual Framework 

In intending to obtain a holistic understanding of CA phenomenon among young 

learners, it is important to explore various elements that are associated with CA. The 

conceptual framework of this research consists of two main elements, i.e., learners’ traits and 

behaviours in relation to CA. In addition to these two elements, it is also important to 

understand the possible causes, implications, and mitigation strategies of CA, to obtain a 

more comprehensive understanding of CA experienced by young learners. Figure 1.2 

illustrates the conceptual framework of this research. With this conceptual framework, this 

research consists of four specific studies that examined and explored these constructs of 

young learners’ CA. 
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Figure 1.2 

Conceptual Framework 
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According to communibiology paradigm, it is important to understand the traits of 

learners as it highlights that CA is a result of an individuals’ trait or the nature of an 

individual. Although the communibiology paradigm frames CA to specifically be a result of 

an individual’s extraversion and neuroticism personality traits, based on the evidence in the 

literature, there are also other traits that have been informed to represent and have an 

influence on learners’ CA. In addition to personality, the two other trait factors that have been 

identified as influential factors to CA are gender and ethnicity. Thus, Study 1 examines the 

association between the three aforementioned individual traits factors with CA which is 

presented in chapter two. In this research, gender and ethnicity were gathered through 

surveys conducted, while personality traits were informed by teachers and learners through 

surveys and interviews.  

Another important element that has been identified to be representative of learners’ 

CA is the behaviours. It has been informed by the current literature that there are behavioural 

manifestations of CA and these behaviours can be categorised as verbal and nonverbal 

behaviours. Therefore, upon examination of the individual trait factors associated with young 

learners’ CA, the third and fourth chapters present Study 2 and Study 3, which respectively 

explores the behaviours of learners with high CA and low CA during interaction with 

teachers in the classroom, specific to these two broad categorisations. The behaviours are 

predominantly explored through observations in the classroom and further strengthened by 

teachers’ observation of the specific learners’ behaviours. 

Apart from the two characteristics of learners (i.e., trait and behaviours) that have 

been identified for this research, there are three other areas i.e., causes, implications and 

mitigation strategies of CA, that have been identified to be important in obtaining a complete 

understanding of the CA phenomenon. There are specific causes of CA that have been 

reported to be relevant among learners, such as fear of peer, and negative evaluation, prior 
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communication experiences, as well as lack of language proficiency and content knowledge. 

As a result of these factors, learners may experience CA in the classroom context which may 

therefore have implications on learners. These implications are specific to learners’ academic 

performance and achievements. More specifically, CA has been found to have negative 

impact on learners. Therefore, the impact of CA on learners highlights the need for effective 

mitigation strategies to be implemented by teachers. Specific to learners’ CA, teachers play 

an important role as not only are they engaged with learners on a daily basis but they are also 

in a good position to provide valuable insights based on their extensive observations of their 

own learners. Thus, chapter five presents Study 4, which encapsulates teachers’ points of 

view of  not just the traits and behaviours of learners, but also the causes, implications, and 

mitigation strategies of CA. 

 

1.8 Structure of the Thesis 

This section explains the organisation of the thesis based on the six chapters, 

including four chapters on four individual studies, i.e., individual trait factors and CA (Study 

1), behaviours of high CA learners (Study 2), behaviours of low CA learners (Study 3), and 

teachers’ perceptions of CA (Study 4). This first chapter provided the background of the 

research as well as the research context, and the research gaps were identified. This chapter 

then outlined the research aims and objectives as well as the significance of this research. 

Following that, the philosophical perspective and research design were presented. Then, the 

chapter illustrated the conceptual framework of this thesis. 

As this thesis comprises four individual studies, the studies are respectively framed 

and reported in chapters two, three four and five. The second chapter presents Study 1 which 

is an examination of the association between individual traits factors with CA. More 

specifically, Study 1 reports on the association of young learners’ gender, ethnicity and 
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personality traits with their overall CA as well as CA subdimensions (i.e., classroom, general 

and stranger CA) . The third chapter presents Study 2 which explores the behaviours of 

learners with high CA during interaction with teachers in the classroom. This exploratory 

study reports on the verbal and nonverbal behaviours displayed by five young learners with 

high CA. Subsequently, the fourth chapter presents Study 3 which is an exploration of the 

behaviours of young learners’ with low CA during interaction with teachers in the classroom. 

In addition to reporting the verbal and nonverbal behaviours displayed by five young learners 

with low CA, this chapter also discusses the similarities and differences of the behaviours 

displayed by the five low CA learners and the five high CA learners from Study 2. The final 

study, i.e., Study 4, is presented in chapter five. This final study explores teachers’ 

perceptions of young learners’ CA. It reports on the perceived causes of CA, characteristics 

of learners, implications of CA, CA mitigation strategies, as well as the teachers’ reported 

classroom practices.  

In each of these individual studies, the respective chapters contain the specific 

background, methodology, results, discussion, implications, limitations and conclusion. The 

rationale for structuring the thesis based on the individual studies was to provide a more 

focused review of literature as well as a detailed account and clarification of methodologies 

used to answer each research questions in accordance to the research aims. Table 1.1 

provides an overview of the aim, background and method for each of the four individual 

studies in this thesis.  By systematically reporting the four studies in this thesis, it allows this 

research to be reported in a more comprehensive and structured manner in relation to the 

various elements relevant to CA (i.e., learners’ traits and behaviours, as well as the perceived 

causes, implications, and mitigation strategies of CA) that this research examined and 

explored.  
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Table 1.1 

Overview of the Aim, Background and Method for each of the Individual Studies in This Thesis 

STUDY 1 
(Chapter Two) 

STUDY 2 
(Chapter Three) 

STUDY 3 
(Chapter Four) 

STUDY 4 
(Chapter Five) 

Aim: To identify the association 
of individual trait factors on the 
communication apprehension of 
Malaysian primary school 
learners 

 

Aim: To explore the behaviours 
of high communication 
apprehension learners in an ESL 
classroom from a qualitative and 
objective perspectives 

Aim: To explore the behaviours 
of high communication 
apprehension learners in an ESL 
classroom from a qualitative and 
objective perspectives 

Aim: To explore English 
language teachers’ perceptions 
of Malaysian primary school 
learners’ communication 
apprehension 

Background 
- Framing the concepts of 

individual traits – Trait theory 
and social identity theory 

- Gender differences in CA 
- CA experiences and differences 

based on ethnicities 
- The influence of personality 

traits on CA 
 

Background 
- Behavioural manifestations of 

high CA learners 
• verbal behaviours 

associated with high CA 
• non-verbal behaviours 

associated with high CA 
- Contextualisation of CA 

phenomenon in the classroom 
context 

- Teacher-learner interactions in 
the classroom context 

 

Background  
- Behaviours of low CA learners 

• verbal behaviours 
associated with low CA 

• non-verbal behaviours 
associated with low CA 

 

Background  
- Teachers perceptions of CA 

• Causes of CA 
• Implications of CA 
• Mitigation strategies of 

CA 
- Teachers’ classroom practices 

and role 

Method 
- Cross sectional research design 

(Quantitative approach) 
- Identification and justification 

of instruments used to obtain 
learners’ self-reported CA and 
personality scores 

Method 
- Collective case study research 

design 
- Five learners with high CA 
- Identification and justification 

of coding scheme to analyse 
behaviours 

Method 
(A replication of Study 2) 
- Five learners with low CA 

 

Method 
- Qualitative interview approach 
- Six English language teachers 
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- Identification and selection of 
appropriate statistical tests to 
examine the associations of 
individual trait factors and CA 

 

- Identification and justification 
of coding scheme to analyse 
teacher questions and learner 
answers 
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Chapter six is the final chapter of this thesis and it summarises the key findings of 

each study as well as highlights the significance and original contribution of this thesis. It 

also presents the overall implications, limitations, and suggestions, for future research that are 

drawn based on this research. 

 

1.9 Conclusion 

In summary, past studies on CA showed that there is a lack of understanding in young 

learners’ CA as most studies have contributed knowledge of CA phenomenon based on adult 

learners. In line with the need to have a better understanding of young learners’ CA, this 

research examines and explores young learners CA in terms of learners’ trait and behaviours 

as well as teachers’ perceptions of learners’ CA. The thesis is structured based on four 

individual studies. The next chapter is on Study 1 and it will examine the associations of 

individual traits with young learners’ CA. 
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CHAPTER TWO: STUDY 1 - INDIVIDUAL TRAIT FACTORS AND 

COMMUNICATION APPREHENSION 

 

Trait factors such as gender, ethnicity, and personality, have been established by past 

studies to be associated with learners’ CA. Although these trait factors among adult learners 

have been found to interact with each other for the influence on CA, however, there is a lack 

of understanding on the interaction between these traits and how they associate to young 

learners’ CA. In this chapter, I present Study 1, which aimed to identify the association of 

individual trait factors on the CA of Malaysian primary school learners. The trait factors that 

have been identified and selected for this study are gender, ethnicity, and personality traits. A 

cross-sectional quantitative research design was used and a total of 614 Malaysian primary 

school learners participated in this study.  

 

2.1 Background 

CA may be experienced in various communicative contexts and it is important to 

understand that the communicative contexts relevant to young learners may not be entirely 

parallel or be reflexive of the communicative contexts that have been identified by the body 

of literature on adult learners’ CA. As highlighted in the introduction chapter (see Section 

1.1.3), the four main communicative contexts that individuals may experience fear of 

communication are one-on-one interpersonal (dyadic) communication, public speaking, 

group communication, and meeting communication (McCroskey, 1982), and these 

communicative contexts have been widely examined by past studies on adult learners (e.g., 

Burk, 2001; Coetzee et al., 2014; Honeycutt et al., 2009; Loureiro et al., 2020). However, it 

may be argued that young learners may not have exposure to these specific communicative 

contexts. McCroskey et al. (1981) identified that examining young learners’ fear of 
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communication with teachers in the classroom, fear of communication with strangers, and 

fear of communication in general, are relevant and appropriate for learners across primary or 

elementary and secondary schools. Specifically, classroom communicative context has been 

identified to be one of the most important contexts in understanding CA among young 

learners (Bolls & Tan, 1996; Carabeo & Juanillas, 2022; Garrison & Garrison, 1979).  

Regardless of the communicative contexts, it is important to understand that the 

development of CA among learners can be viewed as a gradual process. At an older age i.e., 

high school or secondary school, CA becomes a stable trait among learners, whereas young 

learners’ CA can be significantly influenced by several factors such as school environment, 

communication patterns and parent characteristics (Daly & Friedrich, 1981). Daly & 

Friedrich (1981) argued that the influence of the individual factors also plays a role in the 

development of young learners’ CA. For instance, the way in which young learners react to 

the influential factors are heavily dependent on young learners’ characteristics. Specific to 

young learners, it is unclear whether learners’ traits or characteristics would interact with 

each other and have an influence of their CA. 

Trait has been defined by Carr and Kingsbury (1938) as a “conceptual attribute or 

definition of the reactive nature of an individual” (p.497). This definition is based upon the 

characteristics of an individual who society views as of sufficient importance to one’s 

identify and name, as well as characteristics which are regarded as manifestations or 

expressions of an individual’s constitutional nature. This definition still prevails in 

contemporary studies of traits (e.g., Hardy, 2014; Sandu et al., 2020) because it emphasises 

the predictive nature of traits in which traits are believed to be not directly observable, rather 

deduced from individuals’ behaviours. Although McCroskey’s (1983) theory of CA 

conceptualises CA in a continuum that defines one end of the continuum to be attributed to 

an individual’s trait, however, it specifically focuses on personality type orientation and 
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doesn’t offer a comprehensive understanding of how wider traits may have an influence on 

CA. Two theories, social identity theory, and trait theory, underpin the role of the trait factors 

in understanding an individual’s nature. 

Firstly, in social identity theory, an individual’s identity is grouped based on social 

categories or social groups that they belong to (Hogg & Abrams, 1998). A social group is a 

set of individuals who have a common social identification or identify themselves as 

members of the same social category (Stets & Burke, 2000). Social identity theory is 

important in taking into account how individuals of similar social groups or backgrounds are 

influenced by their social traits, and the influence that it may have on their behaviours and the 

way in which their thought processes are framed (Korte, 2007).  In line with the social 

identity theory, it can be derived that a society is made up of many social categories such as 

ethnicity, gender, religion, and social class. Specific to these specific social categories, this 

study examines the association of ethnicity and gender of learners with their CA.  

Secondly, according to trait theory, individuals differ from one another based on the 

intensity and strength of basic trait dimensions (Worthy et al., 2020). Trait theory is one of 

the approaches to examine and explore characteristics of an individual (i.e., personality). 

Trait theory provides a groundwork to understand in the influence of individual traits that are 

specific to personality factors, and the influence it has on human behaviour (Novikova, 

2013). The trait approach to understanding human personality has led to the development of 

the big five model, i.e., extraversion, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness and 

neuroticism (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2014). In line with this, in this present study, the 

personality traits in terms of the big five model are examined. In depth review of each 

individual traits in relation to CA are discussed in the following sub sections. 
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2.1.1 Gender Differences in Communication Apprehension  

A considerable amount of studies have explored CA and gender associations among 

adult learners. It has been found that female learners have higher overall CA and also in 

specific communicative contexts such as in meetings, public speaking (Lang et al., 1998; 

Loureiro et al., 2020; Rafek et al., 2014) as well as in classroom (Jaasma, 1997). A similarity 

shared between these studies that have found higher levels of CA among female learners is 

that the gender differences were observed among university learners (e.g. Lang et al., 1998; 

Loureiro et al., 2020; Rafek et al., 2014).  

Gender has been found to interact with communicative contexts and have an influence 

on learners’ CA. For instance, female learners have been found to be more anxious and less 

participatory for both oral and written forms of communication in comparison to male 

learners (Loureiro et al., 2020), and also female learners were found to be less willing to 

participate in communication activities (Lang et al., 1998). Specific individual traits of 

female learners have been indicated to be contributing factors that lead to their comparatively 

higher level of apprehension. (Bahrami & Yousefi, 2011; Rafek et al., 2014). Higher CA 

among female learners may be explained by individual factors such as confidence, security, 

and superiority (Rafek et al., 2014), as well as the presence of comparatively more 

metacognitive worrying thoughts (Bahrami & Yousefi, 2011).  

Jaasma (1997) found that the female learners had greater fear of evaluation, lack of  

communication competence, and lack of communication confidence, which led to their belief 

that female learners’ comparatively higher CA can be explained by their lower self-esteem. 

However, it may be argued that this old study may not be reflective of female learners in 

some contexts. More recent study by Kumar et al. (2015) found that there were no significant 

difference in the fear of negative evaluation among male and female adult learners in India. 

However, it is also important to note that there are interactions found between gender and the 
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influence of fear of negative evaluation on learners’ social choices such as creating new 

friendships (Davila & Kornienko, 2022). For instance, Davila & Kornienko (2022) found that 

female learners with lower fear of negative evaluation were more likely to maintain and 

create new friendships as compared to male learners. This is indicative that specific attributes 

such as fear of negative evaluation may play a significant role in learners, while gender may 

play a mediating role in the influence of social engagements. Thus, it may be argued that for 

learners’ CA, gender may interact with other factors to have an influence on learners’ CA 

phenomenon. 

Although gender differences in the CA levels experienced among tertiary learners are 

evident in literature, similar findings of gender differences were not observed among young 

learners. In the study conducted by Keaten et al. (1997) on Japanese school learners, there 

were no significant gender differences found in the level of CA experienced by the learners 

across all schooling grades, which included learners from kindergarten up to high school. 

Interestingly, Donovan and MacIntyre (2004) also found that there was no significant 

difference in the CA levels between young male and female learners, i.e., junior high and 

high school learners, but they observed significant difference between genders in tertiary 

level whereby female learners had significantly higher CA than the male learners. It is 

possible that the gender influence of adult learners are greater, as young learners’ CA are 

influenced by external factors such as the environment rather than their innate trait (Daly & 

Friedrich, 1981). However, while there is a considerable amount of literature on gender 

differences in the CA levels, very little is known about the gender differences among young 

learners’ CA. It is unclear whether the dominant view of the literature that demonstrated the 

association of female learners with high CA (e.g., Jaasma, 1997; Loureiro et al., 2020; Rafek 

et al., 2014) would be replicable with young learners. Due to discrepancies in literature and 
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the lack of evidence to strongly suggest how gender is associated with CA of young learners, 

this study examined the association of gender and young learners’ CA. 

 

2.1.2 Ethnicity and Communication Apprehension 

Ethnicity is multidimensional as various factors such as race, origin or ancestry, 

identity, language, and religion, contributes to the representation of ethnic groups in society 

(Nagaraj et al., 2015). The conceptualisation by Yinger (1986) combined complex and 

important constructs to form a holistic meaning of ethnicity:     

Thus ethnicity has come to refer to anything from a sub-societal group that clearly 

shares a common descent and cultural background (e.g. the Oneida Indians or, on a 

slightly higher level of generality, the Iroquois, the Turkomans in Iran, or Albanians  

in  Yugoslavia), to persons who share a former citizenship although diverse culturally 

(Indonesians in the Netherlands), to pan-cultural groups of persons of widely different 

cultural and societal backgrounds who, however, can be identified as 'similar' on the  

basis of language, race, or religion, mixed with broadly similar statuses (Hispanics in 

the United States). (p. 23) 

Based on Yinger’s (1986) conceptualisation of ethnicity, it is notable that ethnic 

compositions within societies are uniquely formed and comparisons of ethnic groups in 

literature need to carefully consider the contextualisation of ethnic groups. As this study only 

focuses on one nationality i.e., Malaysians, the level of abstraction is not an issue in the 

grouping of learners based on their ethnic identities. Concurring with recent social science 

studies' adoption of Yinger's conceptualisation in defining the term "ethnicity" (e.g., Kim 

2006, Nagaraj et al., 2015), this study also applies Yinger's perspective of "ethnicity" to 

embody a broad and inclusive concept that represents groups of individuals with similar 

cultural and racial identity. 
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Although CA is a phenomenon experienced by everyone to various extents (Beatty et 

al., 1998), there have been significant differences observed among learners of different ethnic 

background. These differences were observed in studies that have compared CA of learners 

from in different countries such as Japan, USA, Sweden, Taiwan and South Africa (e.g. Hsu, 

2004; Keaten et al., 1997; LaRochelle & Karpinski, 2016; Neuliep et al., 2003). Based on 

literature, a trend can be seen that Asians have been found to have higher CA than Americans 

(Hsu, 2004; Keaten et al., 1997; Neuliep et al., 2003). However, the higher level of CA 

experienced by Asians seemed to be influenced by their surrounding cultural practices and 

norms (Neuliep et al., 2003).  

The distinctive difference of CA experienced by Asians, compared to individuals of 

different cultural backgrounds (e.g. Americans) may be a result of the cultural influence 

when responding to the CA items/measures which involves self-evaluation or self-reflection 

that may be subjective in regard to individual modesty (Hsu, 2004). Self-conceptions and 

self-reflections may be driven by culture (Kashima et al., 2004) as culture influences the way 

in which one feels and thinks about themselves and various aspects of their lives (Suh, 2000). 

More specifically, across the Asian and Western cultural contexts, evidence suggest that there 

are differences in an individual’s self-perceived traits (Choi & Choi, 2002; Su et al., 2013; 

Suh, 2000) as well as their self-construal and emotions (Nezlek et al., 2008). Thus, it may be 

inferred from the body of literature that individual experiences and self-conception of anxiety 

(i.e., CA) may differ across cultures and there are cultural subjectivity involved in self-

evaluation or self-reflection. As such, ethnic context in this study is given importance based 

on the possible cultural influences. 

In line with the contextualisation of ethnic groups, ethnicity interacts with the 

communication context for the influence on CA. In a study conducted by Coetzee et al. 

(2014), CA levels of the different ethnic groups (i.e., Indian, White, and African) in the South 
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African context were not significantly different. It was noted in their study that the 

participants were from various cultural backgrounds but they suggested that ethnic profiles 

may be too simplistic to been used as a general proxy for cultural influence. Coetzee et al. 

(2014) instead emphasised that environment may play a more meaningful role. For instance, 

although the Indians in their South African cultural linkage to India, but they have been 

living and are exposed to the South African culture, therefore, their ethnicity profile needs to 

be contextualised. This was supported by Phinney et al. (2001), as it was highlighted that the 

degree of ethnic and cultural influences may differ based on the varying degrees of cultural 

retention and adaptation. Thus, it may be argued ethnic groupings may not be made entirely 

based on their descent and cultural background, but instead grouped based on the same 

exposure to the context (i.e., Malaysian-Indian, Malaysian-Chinese). As emphasised by 

Byrne et al. (2012), it is important to examine CA phenomenon in various cultural contexts. 

This outlined the importance of examining the ethnic influence on CA in the Malaysian 

context, as Malaysia is made up of different cultures and ethnicities, therefore it is unclear 

whether the ethnic groups in Malaysia would have an influence on young learners’ CA. 

Specific to the Malaysian context, learners may distinctively differ based on their 

ethnic background, but they live in a context that may have multicultural influence in their 

everyday life. As conceptualised by Yinger (1986), ethnicities are uniquely represented 

within each society and there are wide variations in the grouping of ethnicities. In Malaysia 

there are three major ethnicities, i.e., Malay, Chinese, and Indian. It is estimated that the 

Malaysian population as of 2021 is 32.7 million with the ‘Bumiputera’ (the name of the 

indigenous population, with Malay being the largest in this category), Chinese and Indians 

making up 69.8 %, 22.6% and 6.8% of the population respectively (Department of Statistics 

Malaysia, 2021). As Malaysia is made up of different cultures and ethnicities, there is a 

diversity in the languages spoken at home, exposure to other languages outside of home, 
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which include Malay language, English language, as well as a number of Chinese dialects, 

Indian languages, and other minority languages (Rajadurai, 2004). Malaysian learners usually 

speak their mother tongues at home, but those with parents of higher social economic statuses 

may speak English (Pillai & Ong, 2018). Specific to language spoken in schools, although the 

English language is a compulsory language in the formal education at primary and secondary 

school levels, national school learners use the national language (i.e., Malay language) as the 

main medium of instruction, while vernacular school learners use their respective ethnic 

languages (Azman, 2009). 

 

2.1.3 Personality Traits  

Personality  is  the  dynamic  organization within the individual of those 

psychophysical  systems  that determine  the characteristic,  behaviour and thought. 

(Allport, 1961, p.28) 

CA has been linked extensively with personality traits. Although various personality 

models have been used to study the association of personality traits with CA such as 

Eysenck’s big three temperaments (e.g., Jung & McCroskey, 2004, Neuliep et al., 2003) and 

16 Personality factors (e.g., Butler, 1986; McCroskey et al., 1976), the big five model of 

personality has been extensively discussed and have been recommended by many researchers 

to be a very reliable model (Goldberg, 1990; Busato et al., 1998; McCrae & Costa Jr, 1999). 

While the big five model has been widely used in social science studies in the past (e.g., 

Filipiak & Lubianka, 2021; Jin-Young, 2015; MacIntyre & McKay, 2019; McIlroy et al., 

2015), it has also been regarded as a comprehensive measure of personality as the five factors 

account for most of the personality based variations in human behaviours (Goldberg, 1990; 

Paunonen, 2003) 
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2.1.3.1 Big Five Personality Model. This big five personality model contains 

extraversion, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism (Goldberg, 1990). 

The development of the big five personality model was driven by the intention to have a 

comprehensive model to represent human traits (McCrae & Costa Jr., 1999). However, there 

have been variations in the factors within each personality dimension, which is due to the 

broad and inclusive nature of the big five model (John & Srivastava, 1999). The big five 

personality model is broad and inclusive as it adopts the basic tenets of trait theory in which 

“individuals can be characterized in terms of relatively enduring patterns of thoughts, feeling, 

and actions” (McCrae & Costa Jr., 1999, p.140). Nonetheless, John et al. (2008) reviewed the 

constructs of the model and provided short definitions for the each of five personality 

dimensions to represent each trait in a succinct manner. Table 2.1 contains the short 

definitions for the each of five personality dimensions as summarised by John et al. (2008) 

based on their review of literature. Based on their simplified definitions, (i) extraversion is an 

individual’s energetic approach, (ii) openness is related to an individuals’ breadth, depth, 

originality, and complexity of an individual’s mental and experiential life, (iii) agreeableness 

is an individuals’ prosocial and communal orientation towards others, (iv) conscientiousness 

is an individual’s socially prescribed impulse control, and (v) neuroticism reflects an 

individual’s emotional stability and even-temperedness with negative emotionality. 

 

Table 2.1 

Definitions of Each Big Five Dimension (John et al., 2008, p.138) 

Big Five Dimensions Short Definitions 

Extraversion Energetic approach toward the social and material world and 
includes traits such as sociability, activity, assertiveness, and 
positive emotionality.  
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Openness Describes the breadth, depth, originality, and complexity of an 
individual’s mental and experiential life 
 

Agreeableness Contrasts a prosocial and communal orientation towards 
others with antagonism and includes traits such as altruism, 
tender-mindedness, trust, and modesty 

Conscientiousness Describes socially prescribed impulse control that facilitates 
task- and goal-directed behaviour, such as thinking before 
acting, delaying gratification, following norms and rules, and 
planning, organizing, and prioritizing tasks 

Neuroticism Contrasts emotional stability and even-temperedness with 
negative emotionality, such as feeling anxious, nervous, sad, 
and tense 

 

The literature has suggested that personality traits are not constant across age, instead 

it may change along with age (Roberts & Mroczek, 2008; Wortman et al., 2012). In line with 

the change of personality traits in humans, one of the main highlights of this model is that the 

five personality dimensions have been found to be enduring dispositions that reflect 

individuals’ pattern of behavioural changes across lifespan (Costa & McCrae, 1992). 

Relevant to the target participants of this study, the big five personality model has also been 

successfully used on young learners ages 4-12 (e.g., Asendorpf & Aken, 2003; Lamb et al., 

2002; Mervielde et al., 1995) and it has been found that among young learners, there is a 

tendency for them to become less extraverted and more agreeable and conscientious as they 

grow older (Lamb et al., 2002). In addition to the changes in personality traits in accordance 

to age, it has also been established that the correlates of young learners’ big five personality 

with social inhibition, aggressiveness, and outcomes of school achievements are stable even 

with their age development (Asendorpf & Aken, 2003), thus proving that the correlations 

with personality traits are consistent. As this model has been found to be reflective of young 

learners’ personality tendencies, I found that this is the most suitable model for the purpose 

of this study on understanding the association of young learners’ personality and with CA. 
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In addition, the big five personality model is “an empirical generalization about the 

covariation of personality traits” (McCrae & Costa Jr, 1999, p.139) and has cross-cultural 

generalizability. The model has been extensively adapted in educational settings across 

various cultures such as United Arab Emirates, Belgium, China, England, Malaysia, Iran 

(e.g., Al-Samarrai & Alsalhi, 2023; Feyter et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2023; McIlroy et al., 2015; 

Teh et al., 2011; Zohoorian et al., 2022). Specific to each trait, neuroticism, openness, and 

conscientiousness have been particularly found to have robustness and they have a good 

cross-cultural replicability, while extraversion and agreeableness may be more sensitive to 

cultural contexts (Rolland, 2002). Nonetheless, these traits are a good representation of 

human traits as they can be characterised across cultures (Allik, 2005).  

In regard to the instruments of the big five personality model, it has been widely 

measured through Costa and McCrae’s (1992) NEO Personality Inventory-Revised (NEO-PI-

R) (e.g., Hsu, 2004; Kristense et al., 2009), and the most commonly used instrument in recent 

studies is the John et al.’s (1991) Big Five Inventory (BFI) which consists of 44-items with 5 

Likert-scale (e.g., Jin-Young, 2015; MacIntyre & McKay, 2019). However, a limitation with 

these instruments is that it was designed for adults and consists of various aspects of an 

adult’s life in which young learners or children are not likely to have experienced. A more 

age appropriate instrument in the Pictorial Personality Traits Questionnaire for Children 

(PPTQ-C) by Mackiewicz & Cieciuch (2016). The PPTQ-C was developed by taking into 

consideration the level of children’s cognitive development, in which it consists of simple 

and easier statements with fewer items and lower language complexity, thus suitable for 

children aged 7-13. This instrument is also a picture-based assessment in which is age 

appropriate for young learners as before the age of 12, individuals’ thought processes are 

based on mental representations in relation to concrete events, experience or objects (Case et 

al., 2001; Demetriou, 2004). This instrument has also been used by past studies to examine 
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young learners’ efforts in classroom, locus of control and gender differences associated with 

personality traits (Apascaritei et al., 2021; Filipiak & Lubianka, 2019, 2021). Although there 

have been various instruments developed, the scope for each trait across these instruments is 

aligned with John et al.’s (2008) simplified definitions of the big five personality traits. 

 

2.1.3.2 Personality Traits and Communication Apprehension. Beatty et al. (1998) 

proposed that CA is a temperamental expression, and it is a blend of introversion and 

neuroticism personality, more specifically, it is a result of high neuroticism and low 

extraversion. Beatty et al. (1998) conceptualised that the specific traits (i.e. avoidance 

tendencies, behavioural disruption, distorted perceptions, and unpleasant affect) that are 

associated with high trait CA are the manifestations of high neuroticism and low 

extraversion. Findings of several other studies have further supported the notion that 

extraversion and neuroticism personality traits greatly associated with CA (e.g., Hsu, 2004; 

Jung & McCroskey, 2004; Neuliep et al., 2003). However, these past studies appear to have 

given unequal attention to the various personality traits when investigating CA correlates. In 

studies conducted by Hsu (2004) and Neuliep et al. (2003), they have particularly focused on 

the extraversion and neuroticism dimensions, while disregarding other personality traits.  

Although literature has supported the view that CA is a blend of neuroticism and 

extraversion, earlier studies have also found inverse associations of CA with the following 

personality aspects; emotional maturity, adventurousness, self-control, dominance, 

confidence, surgency, tolerance for ambiguity, hard-driving, competitive, ambitious, hostile,  

impatient, and achievement oriented (Butler, 1986; McCroskey et al., 1976; Weaver et al., 

1997). For instance, learners with high CA were less adventurous as they were found to be 

more timid and restrained as compared to learners with low CA who were found to be bold 

and spontaneous (Butler, 1986). In addition, positive associations between self-confidence, 
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inferiority complex, and shyness with CA have also been established (Hammick & Lee, 

2014; Malik et al., 2021). For instance, learners with high CA were found to be shy as they 

preferred to be unnoticed and unobserved. It is evident that these various personality traits 

have been associated with CA, however, to have a more comprehensive representation of 

personality traits, big five model has been particularly highlighted to be a robust model that 

captures the various trait tendencies of individuals (McCrae & Costa Jr, 1999). Thus, I view 

that the big five personality model is a comprehensive model, and unsurprisingly a 

commonly used model in recent CA studies (e.g., Jin-Young, 2015; MacIntyre & MacKay, 

2019).  

Besides extraversion and neuroticism, past studies have also shown contradicting 

findings of how other personality traits influence CA. It has been found that openness 

personality traits to be negatively associated with CA as learners who were more adventurous 

and open to experiences had experienced lower levels of CA (Jin-Young, 2015; McCroskey 

et al. 1976; Sloan & Slane, 1990). However, in a more recent study, MacIntyre & McKay 

(2019) found that openness personality traits did not have a significant association with CA 

of learners. Similarly, past CA studies have also gathered contradicting findings on the 

associations of agreeableness and conscientiousness personality traits with CA. In Jin-

Young’s (2015) study, out of the five personality traits, agreeableness and conscientiousness 

were found to have no significant associations with CA of learners. In contrast, MacIntyre & 

McKay (2019) found that agreeableness trait positively predicted CA, while Weaver et al. 

(1997) concluded that hard-working trait, which is theoretically categorised under 

conscientiousness personality dimension, was negatively associated with CA. Based on these 

findings, it may be summarised that while CA is consistently related to neuroticism and 

extraversion personality traits, the evidence for openness, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness, has been contradictory. These past studies were also fully focused on adult 
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learners in tertiary levels (e.g., Hammick & Lee, 2014; MacIntyre & McKay, 2019; Malik et 

al., 2021). To my knowledge, no study has examined the association between young learners’ 

personality traits and CA. As personality constructs among adults and children have found to 

be different (Shiner & Caspi, 2003), it is questionable as the whether the traits that we see in 

adults are associated with CA in young learners.  

 

2.1.4 The Current Study  

The main aim of this current study is to identify the association of individual trait 

factors with the communication apprehension (CA) of Malaysian primary school learners. 

The individual trait factors examined in this study were: (i) gender, (ii) ethnicity, and (iii) 

personality traits. Based on the CA classification protocol of McCroskey et al. (1981) and 

Watson et al. (1988), learners were categorised into two groups based on their CA levels i.e., 

high CA and non-high CA.  

The following RQs were formed and accordingly, hypotheses were drawn based on 

the respective research questions as well as based on previous studies’ findings: 

RQ 1a: What is the association between gender and CA levels of Malaysian primary 

school learners? 

H1a:There will be more female learners with high CA compared to male 

learners. 

RQ 1b: What is the association between ethnicity (i.e., Malay, Chinese, Indian, and 

mixed-ethnicity) and CA levels of Malaysian primary school learners? 

H1b: There will be a difference in the occurrence of high CA vs non-high CA 

according ethnicity groups. 
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RQ 1c: What is the interaction between gender and CA levels of Malaysian primary 

school learners, with the five different personality traits, i.e., extraversion, 

openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism? 

H1c: The mean scores of the five personality traits, i.e., extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism, will differ based on 

gender and CA levels. 

RQ1d: What is the interaction between ethnicity and CA levels of Malaysian primary 

school learners on five different personality traits, i.e., extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism?  

H1d: The mean scores of the five personality traits, i.e., extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism, will differ based on 

ethnicity and CA levels. 

RQ 1e: Which individual traits (i.e., gender, ethnicity, personality traits) predict the 

communication apprehension scores (i.e., total CA, classroom communication 

fear, general communication fear, and stranger communication fear scores) of 

Malaysian primary school learners? 

H1e: The three individual traits i.e., gender, ethnicity, and personality scores, 

would add significantly to the prediction of CA scores among Malaysian 

primary school learners. Male learners and two of the five personality 

traits, i.e., neuroticism, and agreeableness will negatively predict the CA 

scores. three of the personality traits, i.e., extraversion, openness, and 

conscientiousness, will positively predict the CA scores. Ethnicity 

groups will also predict the CA scores. 
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2.2 Method 

2.2.1 Research Design 

A quantitative survey research design was employed. Specifically, this study used a 

cross-sectional research design in order to understand the associations of individual trait 

factors with communication apprehension among the Malaysian primary school learners. The 

rationale for using this research design is to collect breadth of data from large samples and 

the intention to generalize from the sample obtained to the target population (Creswell, 2014; 

Leavy, 2017). 

 

2.2.2 Participants 

The target participants of this study were Malaysian primary school learners. The 

survey was administered to learners from eight national primary schools in Malaysia which 

consisted of national school, national-type Chinese school, and national-type Tamil school, 

situated in three states in the central region of peninsular Malaysia i.e., Kuala Lumpur, 

Negeri Sembilan and Selangor. These schools were selected via convenience sampling in 

order to obtain and facilitate full cooperation from the learners, teachers, and school 

administrative boards. All learner participants of this study were from the same academic 

level, Standard 5 and Standard 6 (11 -12 year olds). Learners of this particular age group 

were chosen because learners were needed to have cognitive maturity to respond to the 

instruments that require them to reflect on themselves and how anxious they feel. In line with 

ethnic composition in the Malaysian context as well as taking into consideration that 

Malaysia is a multiracial country and mixed marriages are common, the ethnicity of 

participants were categorised into four groups i.e., Malay, Chinese, Indian, and mixed-

ethnicity. Learners who identified themselves as Indian or Punjabi were categorised under the 

same group “Indian” due to their cultural similarities. Learners who identified their ethnicity 
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as a combination of two or more (i.e., Malay - Chinese, Malay - Indian, and Chinese - Indian) 

were categorised under “mixed-ethnicity” group. 

 

Table 2.2 

Frequency Counts of Schools and Demographic Data 

 Number of 
Learners Percentage 

School 
A National-type Tamil school 45 7.33 
B National school 117 19.06 
C National school 29 4.72 
D National school 63 10.26 
E National school 111 18.08 
F National-type Chinese school 29 4.72 
G National school 220 35.83 

    
Gender 
 Female 222 36.16 
 Male 392 63.84 
 
Race 
 Malay 420 68.40 
 Chinese 35 5.70 
 Indian 135 21.99 
 Mixed-ethnicity 24 3.91 
 
Language Spoken at Home 
 English 104 16.94 
 Malay 404 65.80 
 Mandarin 27 4.40 
 Tamil 71 11.56 
 Others 8 1.30 
 
Language Spoken with Friends 
 English 106 17.26 
 Malay 416 67.75 
 Mandarin 29 4.72 
 Tamil 63 10.26 
 Others 0 0 

 

Table 2.2 shows the frequency count of participants based on schools, gender, 

ethnicity, as well as language spoken at home and with friends. The survey was administered 
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to a total of 624 Malaysian primary school learners. However, only 614 learners’ responses 

were analysed. Seven  learners’ responses were excluded from the data analysis due to 

incomplete responses, while three other learners did not fit the ethnicity type (Malaysian 

Malay, Chinese, Indian, or mixed-ethnicity) criterion.  

 

Figure 2.1 

Clustered Bar Count of Ethnicity by Gender 

 

Figure 2.1 shows the distribution of the 614 participants of this study based on gender 

and ethnicity. Out of the 614 participants, Malay learners comprised of 68%, Indian learners 

comprised of 22%, while Chinese and mixed-ethnicity learners comprised on 6% and 4% 

respectively. In addition, male learners in this study comprised of 64%, while female learners 
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comprised of 36%. There was an unequal distribution of the sample, however, due to 

convenience sampling, the ethnicity and gender of learners could not be controlled. 

 

2.2.3 Instruments 

The survey that was administered to the learners consisted of three sections. The first 

section of the survey was on the demographic background of learners i.e., gender, and 

ethnicity, as well as language spoken at home and with friends.  

The second section of the survey was adapted from Mackiewicz & Cieciuch's (2016) 

PPTQ-C. This questionnaire was developed by Mackiewicz & Cieciuch (2016) to measure 

the Big Five factors among young individuals through self-reporting. Mackiewicz & 

Cieciuch's (2016) PPTQ-C is appropriate for this study due to its number of items and the 

language used, and it has found to have good theoretical validity as well as found to be a 

highly reliable questionnaire to assess children’s personality traits (Mackiewicz & Cieciuch, 

2016). This questionnaire has been developed in order to overcome the complications in line 

with measuring children’s personality and the highlight of this instrument is that the 

personality traits are represented by pictures that portray the particular behaviours. 

Mackiewicz & Cieciuch (2016) were careful to present the characters in each picture to be 

unisex in order to ensure suitability for both boys and girls to answer the questionnaire. 

Therefore, it was decided that PPTQ-C was the most suitable questionnaire to fulfil this 

present study’s needs and aims. 

The third section comprises the Personal Report of Communication Fear (PRCF; 

McCroskey et al., 1981). The PRCF is a 5-point Likert scale that consists of 14 statements on 

an individual’s self-evaluation of their feeling towards communicating. The PRCF was 

designed to measure levels of CA of elementary and secondary school learners and it is to be 

administered in written form to older children who could read, and orally to preliterate 
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children (McCroskey et al., 1981). The objective of this scale is to identify the levels of CA 

of primary and secondary school learners and it consists of fourteen statements with five 

response options i.e., strongly agree, agree, unsure, disagree, and strongly disagree. Through 

a principal component analysis, Keaten et al. (1997) identified three subdimensions of the 

PRCF scale in which the instrument focuses on, i.e., classroom communication fear (CCF), 

general communication fear (GCF), and stranger communication fear (SCF), proving that the 

scale is multidimensional. The first subdimension, i.e., CCF, consists of five statements 

related to learners’ classroom communication fear. The second subdimension, i.e., GCF, 

consists of five statements related to learners’ communication fear in general. The third 

subdimension, i.e., SCF, consists of three statements related to learners communication fear 

with strangers. Table 2.3 below shows the respective statements for each of the three 

subdimension. These subdimensions are used for the analysis in this study and the reliability 

of these subdimensions as reported by Keaten et al. (1997) are reported in Section 2.2.3.2. 

 

Table 2.3 

List of Statements for each PRCF Subdimension 

Subdimension Item Number Statement 

CCF 2 I look forward to talking in class. 

3 I like standing up and talking to a group of people 

4 I like to talk when the whole class listens. 

6 I like talking to teachers. 

8 I like it when it is my turn to talk in class.  

 

GCF 5 Standing up to talk in front of other people scares me.  

7 I am scared to talk to people.  

10 When someone asks me a question, it scares me. 

11 There are a lot of people I am scared to talk to. 
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13 I like it when I don't have to talk. 

 

SCF 1 Talking with someone new scares me. 

9 I like to talk to new people. 

12 I like to talk to people I haven't met before. 

 

The survey was presented in dual language i.e., English and Malay language. The 

survey was first translated by two translators who have good language proficiency and 

competency in both English and Malay languages. The first translator was an international 

school teacher whose first language is the Malay language, and has a Bachelor’s degree in 

Teaching of English to Speakers of Other Languages as well as a Master’s degree in Early 

Childhood Education. The second translator is a national secondary school teacher who 

teaches English and History (subject that is taught in Malay language) and has a Master’s 

degree in Psychology as well as a PhD in Education. The translation process involved three 

steps. First, all instructions and items of the three sections of the survey were forward 

translated to the Malay language by both the translators. Then, the translated surveys were 

exchanged between the translators to be back translated to English to check for equivalency 

(Son, 2018). Lastly, as a result of the translation and accuracy check, the wording of specific 

items from the original instruments were modified to maintain consistency between the 

English and Malay languages. Through joint discussion, the modification of the language 

structures and word choices were agreed by both the translators. However, only the sentence 

structures and specific words were altered for this present study to ensure that the meaning of 

each item was maintained. For instance, “when other children play” was changed to “when 

others play”. In addition the use of contractions were also removed, e.g., “doesn’t” was 

changed to “does not”, to ensure learners do not misread the items. 
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2.2.3.1 Scoring PPTQ-C. For Mackiewicz & Cieciuch's (2016) PPTQ-C, each of the 

items were rated on a 5-point scale in which ‘Definitely’ situated on the left was given a 

score of “1” while ‘Definitely’ situated on the right was given a score of “5”. The higher the 

score (i.e., closer to 5) indicates the higher level of the specific trait. Appendix C presents 

Mackiewicz and Cieciuch's (2016) guide for analysing the PPTQ-C questionnaire . Based on 

the guide, items 2, 4, 6, 10, 12, and 14 need to be given a reverse score. Each personality 

dimension is the total score of the three items for each dimension. For example, summing up 

the score of items 1, 6 (reverse scored) and 11 will provide the score of extraversion 

personality dimension. Mackiewicz & Cieciuch's study with primary school learners aged 

between seven to thirteen years old reported that the Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients 

for extraversion was .50, openness was .44, agreeableness was .67, conscientiousness was 

.61, and neuroticism was .62, with each scale consisting of 3 items each (Mackiewicz & 

Cieciuch's, 2016). In this present study, the Cronbach alpha values for the entire sample were 

low, i.e., extraversion α = .36, openness α = .33, agreeableness α = .50, conscientiousness α = 

.48, neuroticism α = .30. However, it is important to note that the number of items within 

each scale impacts the alpha values (Ercan et al., 2007). Nevertheless, the interpretation of 

this study’s analysis was done with the consideration of this limitation.  

 

2.2.3.2 Scoring PRCF. To compute the CA scores, the third section of the survey 

which consisted of Personal Report of Communication Fear (PRCF) scale by McCroskey et al. 

(1981) were calculated based on the guides of PRCF. Appendix C consists of the PRCF scoring 

guide as specified by McCroskey et al. (1981). The PRCF scores ranged from 14 to 70, with a 

higher score indicating higher level of apprehension. 

In addition, the three subdimensions of the PRCF scale that were identified by Keaten 

et al. (1997) i.e., CCF, GCF and SCF, were computed and included as dependent variables. 
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For each of these subdimensions, the scores of items specific to each subdimension added 

and then divided by the number of items respectively. The rationale for diving the score by 

the number of items is driven by the variation in the number of items across the three 

subdimensions. For instance the number of items for CCF was five, while the number of 

items of SCF was three, thus the total for CCF was divided by five and the total for SCF was 

divided by three. The scores computed for these three subdimensions ranged from 1- 5, in 

which higher number indicated higher specific communication fear. Prior to calculating the 

scores of each subdimension, items 1, 5, 7, 10, 11, 13, and 14 were reverse coded to account 

for negative-positive wording. The following procedures were used to calculate the scores for 

the three subdimensions.  

• CCF = (item 2 + item 3 + item 4 + item 6 + item 8) ÷ 5  

• GCF = (item 5 + item 7 + item 10 + item 11 + item 13) ÷  5  

• SCF = (item 1 + item 9 + item 12) ÷  3  

McCroskey et al. (1981) reported that the reliability coefficients of the 14 items of the 

PRCF as .79. For the subdimensions, it was also reported that the Cronbach’s alpha values 

for CCF was .75, GCF was .64 and SCF was .71 (Keaten et al., 1997). In this present study, 

the PRCF as well as the three subdimensions, CCF, GCF and SCF for the entire sample, were 

found to have low Cronbach alphas valued of .63, .57, .52 and .39 respectively. 

 

2.3.3.3 Pilot Study: Survey. The pilot study for the survey was conducted with 50 

Standard 6 learners from a national primary school. The aim of the pilot study was to assess 

(i) the suitability of the research description in the instructions on the information sheet, as 

well as (ii) the appropriateness survey questions with young learners. During the pilot study, I 

administered the survey to the participants and verbally explained the instructions to them. I 

read each question to them and gave them further explanation on the specific items upon their 



Individual Trait Factors and Communication Apprehension 

 

57 

request. Once they completed the survey, five male learners and five female learners were 

interviewed in order to obtain their opinions regarding the survey in general, and specifically 

on the items. The interview questions were driven by the objectives of this pilot study. 

Example of the interview questions include “Do you think you would have been able to 

answer all the questions if the Malay translation was not given?”, “Do you think you would 

have been able to answer the questions without my explanation/assistance?”.  

It was found that the participants understood better when the instructions were 

verbally explained to them rather than when they read the written instructions on the survey 

by themselves. Although the participants claimed that the instructions were understandable, 

they preferred verbal explanation as they found the instructions on the information sheet to be 

lengthy and they did not understand certain terminologies used (i.e., communication 

apprehension). As such, in the actual study, the instructions on the information sheet and 

consent from were verbally explained and each question was read out to the participants. In 

addition, I also found during the pilot study that the dual language provided was helpful as 

some of them preferred to read the items in the Malay language and were able to understand 

better as they had an option to read the items in the Malay language whenever they were not 

able to fully understand the English version. Thus, for the actual study, the survey consisted 

of dual languages. 

 

2.2.4 Data Collection and Analysis 

2.2.4.1 Data Collection Procedure. This study was approved by the Faculty of Arts 

and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee of the University of Nottingham Malaysia 

(FASS2018-0014/SoEd/PR18017509). The ethics approval obtained applied to all studies 

reported in the subsequent chapters. This study followed the University of Nottingham’s 

research code of conduct and the data collection only begun upon receiving the ethics 

approval from the Research Ethics Committee.  
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The school principals were approached and permission to conduct the survey in the 

respective schools was obtained. The surveys were then administered to the participants in 

their respective classrooms in the presence of their teacher. First, the information regarding 

the study was verbally explained to them and then their consent to participate in the survey 

was obtained. The learner participants in this research (Study 1, Study 2 and Study 3) only 

participated upon giving their written consent and agreeing to take part in this research after 

they had understood the nature of the research and what they were required to do (see 

Appendix A). Written consent was also obtained from their parents and school principals (see 

Appendix A).  

Prior to completing each of the survey section, a verbal explanation of its content was 

given. In addition, each of the survey items were read out loud in classroom and when 

participants needed assistance or did not understand specific items, clarifications were then 

given to the respective participants. To ensure that language was not a barrier in 

understanding the survey items, each of the items were first read in English, then followed by 

the Malay language. Clarifications were also given in both languages. Upon completion, the 

participants were reminded that if they felt uncomfortable to answer these questions, they 

may withdraw their participation. Similar to the pilot study, the entire process of survey 

administration for each class took approximately 30-40 minutes.  

 

2.2.4.2 Data Analysis. The variables of the study include personality trait scores, 

ethnicity groups, gender, and CA scores (total CA, CCF, GCF, SCF). Additionally, learners 

with high CA were identified based on the cut-off point of one standard deviation above the 

PRCF mean of the sample (McCroskey et al., 1981; Watson et al., 1988). The mean score for 

sample of this study was 36.54, and the standard deviation was 8.22. Therefore, learners who 



Individual Trait Factors and Communication Apprehension 

 

59 

scored 45 and above were categorised as high CA and the rest were categorised as non-high 

CA in this study.  

All data analyses were conducted using IBM-SPSS Statistics version 28. This study 

utilized the Pearson chi-square test of independence to analyse the differences in gender and 

ethnicity between learners with high and non-high CA levels. The factorial ANOVA tests 

were used to examine the interaction between (i) gender and CA levels on personality traits 

and (ii) ethnicity and CA levels on personality traits. While the hierarchical multiple linear 

regression tests examined the individual trait factors that predict the learners’ CA scores. All 

tests were performed at two-tailed level, and p-value less than .05 were regarded as 

statistically significant. 

Research Questions 1a and 1b. For RQ 1a (What is the association between gender 

and communication apprehension of Malaysian primary school learners?), this study 

investigated whether there is an association between gender and CA levels. As both variables, 

gender (male, female) and CA levels (high CA, non-high CA), were categorical, the Pearson 

chi-squared test of independence was used (Peers, 2006). Similarly, for RQ1b (What is the 

association between ethnicity and communication apprehension of Malaysian primary school 

learners?), in order to investigate whether there is an association between ethnicity and CA 

levels, Pearson chi-square test of independence was conducted because both the variables, 

ethnicity (Malay, Chinese, Indian, mixed-ethnicity) and CA levels (high CA, non-high CA) 

were categorical. 

Research Question 1c and 1d. (RQ 1c) What is the interaction between gender and 

communication apprehension of Malaysian primary school learners on personality traits? 

(RQ 1d) What is the interaction between  ethnicity and communication apprehension of 

Malaysian primary school learners on personality traits? Factorial ANOVA tests were 

conducted to answer both these research questions. Prior to conducting these tests, I 
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examined the types of data, normality and homogeneity of variance (Peers, 2006; Warner 

2012). Skewness, kurtosis, Shapiro-Wilk test of normality and Levene's test of error 

variances of the personality scores were calculated to ensure that the data met the 

assumptions of ANOVA.  

In order to examine the interaction between gender and CA levels on personality traits 

for RQ 1c, five 2x2 factorial ANOVA tests were conducted, one for each of the five 

personality traits, i.e., extraversion, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 

neuroticism. The independent variables of gender and communication apprehension were 

categorical and each contained two levels: male and female; high CA and non-high CA. The 

dependent variables were the total scores of the personality traits. Each of these factorial 

ANOVA tests were used to determine the: (i) main effect of gender on personality traits, (ii) 

main effect of CA levels on personality traits, (iii) and interaction effect of gender and CA 

levels on personality traits. 

Similarly, for RQ 1d, this study examined the interaction between ethnicity (Malay, 

Chinese, Indian, and mixed-ethnicity) and CA (high CA and non-high CA) levels on 

personality traits by conducting five 2x4 factorial ANOVA tests, one for each of the five 

personality traits. Each of the 2x4 factorial ANOVA tests were used to determine the: (i) 

main effect of ethnicity on personality traits, (ii) main effect of CA levels on personality 

traits, (iii) and interaction effect of ethnicity and CA levels on personality traits; each 

significant effect was followed up by a Bonferroni post hoc analysis with adjusted alpha level 

of .0125 to identify which pairs of means differed significantly.  

Research Question 1e. For RQ 1e (What individual traits predict communication 

apprehension of Malaysian primary school learners?), four hierarchical multiple linear 

regression analysis were performed to explore the individual trait factors that predicted the 

learners’ overall  CA level (total CA scores), and the levels of CCF, GCF, SCF. Prior to 
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analysing the data using hierarchical multiple linear regressions, the assumptions of variable 

types, outliers, linearity, normally distributed errors, multicollinearity, independent errors, 

normality and homoscedasticity were ascertained (Field, 2018; Hanneman et al., 2013), and 

the outcomes are reported in Appendix D. 

Table 2.4 specifies the variables included the two models of each respective 

hierarchical multiple linear regressions. For each of the hierarchical multiple linear 

regressions, in the first model, gender and ethnicity were included as control variables. As the 

both gender and ethnicity variables consisted of more than 2 categories, the variables were 

entered as dummy variables. The Malay ethnicity and female gender were used as the 

reference group for ethnicity and gender variables respectively. In the second model, the 

scores of the five personality traits, i.e., extraversion, openness, agreeableness, 

conscientiousness, and neuroticism, were included as a block to explore how they related to 

learners’ CA scores.  These steps of variable inclusion were identical for the four hierarchical 

multiple linear regression which examined the total CA, CCF, GCF and SCF scores 

respectively.  

 
Table 2.4 

Hierarchical Multiple Linear Regressions’ Models for Analysis 

Model Variables Dummy Codes 
Model 

1 
Gender 

Femalea 

Male 
Ethnicity 

Malayb 

Chinese 
Indian 
Mixed-ethnicity 
 

 
not Female = 0, Female = 1 
not Male= 0, Male = 1 
 
not Malay = 0, Malay = 1 
not Chinese = 0, Chinese = 1 
not Indian = 0, Indian = 1 
not Mixed-ethnicity = 0, Mixed-ethnicity 
=1 
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Model 
2 

+ Five personality scores 
Extraversion  
Openness 
Agreeableness 
Conscientiousness 
Neuroticism 

 

Note.. a Reference group for gender; b Reference group for ethnicity 

 

2.3 Results 

2.3.1 Association of Gender and Ethnicity With Communication Apprehension  

The chi-squared tests of independence were performed to examine whether there is an 

association of gender (female and male) and ethnicity (Malay, Indian, Chinese, and mixed-

ethnicity) with CA levels (high CA and non-high CA) among Malaysian primary school 

learners. As only learners who scored one standard deviation above the sample mean were 

classified as high CA, it was expected that the distribution of learners in these two groups 

would not be equal, and unsurprisingly there only were fewer learners in high CA group (i.e., 

16.29%) compared to the non-high CA group (i.e., 83.71%). Table 2.5 shows the gender and 

ethnicity distribution of CA among Malaysian primary school learners and the chi-square 

statistics. 

The first chi-square test of independence was performed to examine whether there 

was a significant association between gender and the two levels of CA. It was hypothesised 

that there will be more female learners with high CA compared to male learners.  The 

frequency of occurrence for male and female learners was not significantly different between 

the high CA and non-high CA groups, X2 (1, N = 614) = 0.18, p = .68. The second chi square 

test of independence was performed to examine whether there was a significant association 

between ethnicity and CA levels. I hypothesised that there would be a difference in the 

occurrence of high CA vs non-high CA according to ethnicity groups. Similar to gender, it 

was found that the frequencies of occurrence of high and non-high CA among the Malay, 
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Chinese, Indian, and mixed-ethnicity were not significantly different, X2 (3, N = 614) = 4.33, 

p = .23. These results indicated that there were no significant differences in the occurrence of 

high CA and non-high CA based on gender and ethnicity. These were in contrast to past 

findings of adult learners that showed that the CA of female learners were significantly 

higher than male learners (e.g., Lang et al., 1998; Loureiro et al., 2020; Rafek et al., 2014) as 

well as the differences that exists the levels of CA across various ethnic groups (e.g., Hsu, 

2004; Keaten et al., 1997; Neuliep et al., 2003) 

 

Table 2.5 

Gender and Ethnicity Distribution of Communication Apprehension Levels and Chi Square 

Test of Independence 

  
n % 

 Pearson	Chi-Square	
   X2 df p η2 

Gender     0.176 1 .675 -. 017a 

 Female        
 High CA 38 17.1      
 Non-high CA 184 82.9      
 Male        
 High CA 62 15.8      
 Non-high CA 330 84.2      
         
Ethnicity     4.329 3 .228 .084b 

 Malay        
 High CA 65 15.5      
 Non-high CA 355 84.5      
 Chinese        
 High CA 10 28.6      
 Non-high CA 25 71.4      
 Indian        
 High CA 22 16.3      
 Non-high CA 113 84.2      
 Mixed-ethnicity        
 High CA 3 12.5      
 Non-high CA 

 
21 87.5      

Note. N = 614. X2 = Person Chi-Square statistic, η2	=	effect	size.		
a Phi effect size score; b Cramer’s V effect size score	
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2.3.2 Association of Personality and Communication Apprehension  

As the findings of the chi-square tests revealed that individual traits i.e., gender and 

ethnicity were not significantly associated with the levels of CA, these individual traits were 

further examined to understand whether gender and ethnicity interacted with the high and 

non-high CA levels and have an effect on the five personality traits i.e., extraversion, 

openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism. Factorial ANOVA tests were 

conducted. It was hypothesised that the mean scores of the personality traits will differ based 

on gender and CA level, and will also differ based on ethnicity and CA level. The data met 

all assumptions of ANOVA, types of data, normality and homogeneity of variance (see 

Appendix D). 

 

2.3.2.1 Interaction between Gender and Communication Apprehension, and 

Personality Traits. The results of the Factorial ANOVAs for the effects of  gender and 

communication apprehension levels on each of the five personality traits are presented in 

Table 2.6.  

 

Table 2.6 

Factorial ANOVA for the Effects of Gender and Communication Apprehension Group on 

Personality Traits 

Dependent Variable Effect F(1, 610) p ηp2	 
Extraversion 
 

Gender 0.099 .753 .000 

CA Group 22.811 <.001*** .036 
Gender x CA Group 0.579 .447 .001 

Openness 
 

Gender 6.236 .013* .010 

CA Group 9.890 .002** .016 
Gender x CA Group 0.795 .373 .001 
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Note. N = 614. ηp2	=	Partial Eta Squared; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

 

Extraversion.  The 2x2 ANOVA revealed no significant main effect between gender 

and extraversion scores (F(1, 610) = 0.099, p = .753), which indicated that male and female 

learners did not significantly differ in their extraversion scores. There was however a 

significant effect between CA levels and extraversion score (F(1, 610) = 22.811, p < .001, ηp2	

=	.036), as non-high CA learners (M = 11.95, SD = 2.73) had significantly higher 

extraversion mean scores than high CA learners (M = 10.50, SD = 3.10). The main effect of 

level of communication apprehension yielded a small effect size of 0.036, indicating that 

3.6% of the variance in the extraversion scores was explained by level of communication 

apprehension. Finally, there was no interaction effect between gender and CA levels on 

extraversion (F(1, 610) = 0.579, p = .447).  

Openness. In the second 2x2 ANOVA, it was found that there was a significant main 

effect between gender and openness scores (F(1, 610) = 6.236, p = .013, ηp2	=	.010), as 

female learners (M = 12.22, SD = 2.46) had significantly higher openness mean scores than 

male learners (M = 11.30, SD = 2.82), with a small effect size, 0.10. Similar to gender, there 

was also a significant main effect between CA levels and openness scores (F(1, 610) = 9.890, 

p = .002, ηp2	=	.016). Learners in the non-high CA group (M = 11.77, SD = 2.71) had 

Agreeableness Gender 1.190 .276 .002 

CA Group 4.962 .026* .008 

Gender x CA Group 0.005 .946 .000 
Conscientiousness 
 

Gender 0.364 .546 .001 

CA Group 7.693 .006** .012 

Gender x CA Group 1.437 .231 .002 
Neuroticism Gender 0.187 .666 .000 

CA Group 28.254 <.001*** .044 

Gender x CA Group 0.239 .625 .000 
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significantly higher openness scores than learners in the high CA group (M = 10.91, SD = 

2.72). However, there was no significant interaction found between these two variables on 

openness scores (F(1, 610) = 0.795, p = .373). 

Agreeableness. The 2x2 ANOVA with agreeableness as the dependent variable 

revealed that there was no significant main effect for gender (F(1, 610) = 1.190, p = .276) as 

male learners (M = 12.15, SD = 2.66) and female learners (M = 12.46, SD = 2.30) had similar 

agreeableness scores. In contrast, there was a significant main effect between CA levels and 

agreeableness scores (F(1, 610) = 4.962, p = .026, ηp2	=	.008). Learners with non-high CA 

(M = 12.36, SD = 2.48) had significantly higher agreeableness mean scores than those with 

high CA (M = 11.74, SD = 2.77). As findings revealed the significant main effect between 

CA levels and agreeableness scores, it was concluded that 0.8 % of the variance in the 

agreeableness scores was explained by CA levels. However, similar to the 2x2 ANOVA for 

the other personality traits, there was no significant interaction effect between gender and 

level of communication apprehension on agreeableness (F(1, 610) = 0.005, p = .946). 

Conscientiousness. The fourth 2x2 ANOVA showed no significant main effect for 

gender (F(1, 610) = 0.364, p = .546), which indicated that the conscientiousness scores of 

male (M = 11.99, SD = 2.85) and female (M = 12.42, SD = 2.67) learners were not 

significantly different. There was however, a significant main effect between CA levels on 

conscientiousness scores (F(1, 610) = 7.693, p = .006, ηp2	=	.012) which indicated that 

learners with non-high CA (M = 12.27, SD = 2.77) had significantly higher conscientiousness 

mean scores than those with high CA (M = 11.51, SD = 2.80). The findings also revealed that 

1.2% of the variance in the conscientiousness scores was explained by CA levels. There was 

no significant interaction effect between gender and CA levels (F(1, 610) = 1.437, p = .231). 

Neuroticism. 2x2 ANOVA revealed no significant main effect between gender and 

neuroticism scores (F(1, 610) = 0.187, p = .666). Male (M = 7.16, SD = 2.68) and female (M 
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= 7.22, SD = 2.91) learners did not have significantly different neuroticism scores. Similar to 

the previous four personality scores, a significant main effect for CA levels were found (F(1, 

610) = 28.254, p < .001,	ηp2	=	.044) and 4.4 % of the variance in the neuroticism scores was 

explained by CA levels. It was concluded that learners with non-high CA (M = 6.92, SD = 

2.72) had significantly lower neuroticism mean scores than those with high CA (M = 8.51, 

SD = 2.62). Finally, there was no significant interaction effect between gender and CA levels 

on neuroticism (F(1, 610) = 0.239, p = .625). 

In summary, gender has a main effect only on one type of personality score, openness. 

As expected,  learners with non-high CA levels had significantly higher extraversion, 

openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness scores, as well as significantly lower 

neuroticism score than learners with high CA levels. However, the effect sizes were small, 

indicating that CA levels contributed to only a small percentage of variances in the 

personality scores. Finally, there were no significant interaction effects found between gender 

and CA levels for all five personality scores and therefore the findings of this study did not 

support the hypothesis, i.e., the mean scores of the five personality traits, i.e., extraversion, 

openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism, will differ based on gender and 

CA levels. 

 

2.3.2.2 Interaction between Ethnicity and Communication Apprehension, and 

Personality Traits. Another five factorial ANOVA tests were conducted with ethnicity and 

levels of CA as the independent variables, and each of the five personality trait scores as the 

dependent variables. For the ethnicity variable which consists of four groups, the Bonferroni 

post hoc analysis was used to reveal which pair of means differed significantly for all 

significant findings. The Factorial ANOVAs for the effects of ethnicity and CA levels on 
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each of the five personality traits are presented in Table 2.7. The descriptive statistics of each 

personality trait based on the independent variables are presented in Appendix D. 

 

Table 2.7 

Factorial ANOVA for the Effects of Ethnicity and Communication Apprehension Group on 

Personality Traits 

Dependent Variable Source F(1, 606) p ηp2 
Extraversion CA Group 10.022 .002** .016 

Ethnicity 2.961 .032* .014 

CA Group x Ethnicity 1.865 .134 .009 

Openness 
 

CA Group 1.325 .250 .002 

Ethnicity 5.138 .002** .025 
CA Group x Ethnicity .405 .749 .002 

Agreeableness 
 

CA Group 1.886 .170 .003 

Ethnicity 4.537 .004** .022 
CA Group x Ethnicity .587 .623 .003 

Conscientiousness CA Group .013 .908 .000 

Ethnicity 4.946 .002** .024 

CA Group x Ethnicity 1.444 .229 .007 
Neuroticism 
 

CA Group 6.425 .012* .010 

Ethnicity 3.333 .019* .016 

CA Group x Ethnicity 1.273 .283 .006 

Note. N = 614. ηp2	=	Partial Eta Squared; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

 

Extraversion. The first 2x4 ANOVA revealed a significant main effect between CA 

levels and extraversion score (F(1, 606) = 10.022, p = .002, ηp2	=	.016), and 1.6 % of the 

variance in the extraversion scores were explained by CA levels. Learners in the non-high 

CA group (M = 11.95, SD = 2.73) had significantly higher mean extraversion scores than 

learners in the high CA group (M = 10.50, SD = 3.10). Although, it appeared that there was 
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also a significant main effect between ethnicity and extraversion scores (F(3, 606) = 2.961, p 

= .032, ηp2	=	.014), with a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of .0125 (.05/4), the differences in 

the mean scores between Malay (M = 11.62, SD = 2.82), Chinese (M = 10.94, SD = 3.02), 

Indian (M = 12.16, SD = 2.87) and mixed-ethnicity (M = 12.00, SD = 2.85) learners, were not 

significant. Finally, there was no significant interaction effect between ethnicity and CA 

levels (F(3, 606) = 1.865, p = .134). 

Openness. In the next 2x4 ANOVA, no significant main effect between CA levels 

and  openness scores were found (F(1, 606) = 1.325, p = .250). There was however, a 

significant main effect between ethnicity and openness scores (F(3, 606) = 5.138, p = .002, 

ηp2	=	.025), and 2.5 % of the variance in the openness scores was explained by ethnicity. The 

post hoc test using Bonferroni adjustment revealed that learners of Indian ethnicity had a 

significantly higher openness mean score than learners of Malay (p = .003, CI [0.24, 1.64] ) 

and Chinese (p = .002, CI [0.47, 3.17] ) ethnicity. Finally, there was no significant interaction 

effect between ethnicity and CA levels (F(3, 606) = 0.405, p = .749). 

Agreeableness. The third 2x4 ANOVA revealed no significant main effect between 

CA levels and agreeableness scores (F(1, 606) = 1.886, p = .170) which indicated that high 

CA and non-high CA learners had similar agreeableness scores. There was however, a 

significant main effect for ethnicity (F(3, 606) = 4.537, p = .004, ηp2	=	.022). The post hoc 

test revealed that learners of Indian ethnicity had significantly higher agreeableness mean 

score than learners of Malay ethnicity (p < .001, CI [0.35, 1.66] ). It was concluded that 2.2% 

of the variance in the agreeableness scores was explained by ethnicity. However, there was 

no significant interaction effect between ethnicity and CA levels on agreeableness (F(3, 606) 

= 0.587, p = .623). 

Conscientiousness. The 2x4 ANOVA with conscientiousness as the dependent 

variable revealed no significant main effect for CA levels (F(1, 606) = 0.013, p = .908), 
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which indicated that the conscientiousness scores were not significantly different between 

learners of high CA and non-high CA. There was however, a significant main effect for 

ethnicity (F(3, 606) = 4.946, p = .002, ηp2	=	.024) and 2.4% of the variance in the 

conscientiousness scores was explained by ethnicity. Similar to the agreeableness traits, the 

Bonferroni adjustments revealed that learners of Indian ethnicity had significantly higher 

conscientiousness mean score than learners of Malay ethnicity (p < .001, CI [0.37, 1.80] ). 

Finally, there was no significant interaction effect between ethnicity and level of 

communication apprehension on conscientiousness (F(2, 606) = 1.444, p = .229). 

Neuroticism. In the last 2x4 ANOVA there was a significant main effect between CA 

levels and neuroticism scores (F(1, 606) = 6.425, p = .012, ηp2	=	.010), which indicated that 

non-high CA learner (M = 6.92, SD = 2.72) had significantly lower neuroticism mean scores 

than High CA learners (M = 8.51, SD = 2.62).  Similarly, there was also a significant main 

effect between ethnicity and neuroticism scores (F(3, 606) = 3.333, p = .019, ηp2	=	.016). 

The post hoc test using Bonferroni adjustment revealed that learners of Indian ethnicity had 

significantly lower neuroticism mean score than learners of mixed-ethnicity (p = .035, CI [-

3.22, -0.07] ). As main effects were found for both CA levels and ethnicity, it was concluded 

1.0 % and 1.6% of the variance in the neuroticism scores were respectively explained by CA 

levels and ethnicity. However, there was no significant interaction effect between ethnicity 

and CA levels on neuroticism (F(3, 606) = 1.273, p = .283). 

Based on these sets of 2x4 ANOVA tests that were conducted to determine whether 

the scores of the fives personality traits differed based on ethnicity and CA levels, it was 

found that the non-high CA learners had significantly higher extraversion score and lower 

neuroticism score compared to high CA learners. Interestingly, there were main effects found 

between ethnicity and all five of the personality scores i.e., extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism. Learners of Indian ethnicity had 
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significantly higher openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness scores, as well as 

significantly lower neuroticism score in comparison to learners of other ethnicities. It was 

hypothesised that the mean scores of the five personality traits will differ based on ethnicity 

and CA levels, however, there were no significant interaction effects found between ethnicity 

and CA levels for all five personality scores.  

In conclusion, the results of all 10 factorial ANOVA tests indicated that there is an 

association between CA levels and personality traits, as extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, and conscientiousness were positively associated with CA, while neuroticism 

was negatively associated with CA. However, gender or ethnicity as trait factors, did not 

interact with CA levels to have an effect on personality traits. To obtain a better 

understanding on how the individual traits predict the different types of CAs, multiple linear 

regressions were conducted.  

 

2.3.3 Factors That Predict Communication Apprehension  

The data of the study met the assumptions to determine whether a linear multiple 

regression model is appropriate to analyse the data. The assumptions of the linear model 

include: variable types, no outliers, linearity, normally distributed errors, multicollinearity, 

normality, and homoscedasticity (Field, 2018; Hanneman et al., 2013). For each of the 

hierarchical linear regression, these assumptions were tested and reported in Appendix D. 

 

2.3.3.1 Correlations Between Variables. A correlation matrix using Pearson's 

product moment correlation was constructed and examined to see how each of this study’s 

variable correlated with each other. The correlations between variables are reported in Table 

2.8. Firstly, gender (i.e., male and female) correlated with two personality traits (i.e., 

openness and conscientiousness) and the stranger CA score. Secondly, out of the four ethnic 
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groups, the Malay and Indian ethnicities were found to have correlations with four of the 

personality traits (i.e., openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism) and the 

CA scores (i.e., total CA, CCF, and GCF). Although the Chinese ethnicity positively 

correlated with total CA and GCF, there were no other significant correlations of the Chinese 

ethnicity and mixed-ethnicity with other variables in this study. Thirdly, there were 

significant correlations between all five personality traits (i.e., extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism) and the four CA scores (i.e., total CA, CCF, 

GCF, SCF). The neuroticism personality score positively correlated with the CA scores, and 

in contrast, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness personality scores 

negatively correlated with the CA scores. Refer to Table 2.8 for the correlation scores of 

these variables. As the individual trait factors (i.e., gender, ethnicity, personality traits) 

correlated with the CA scores, all variables were included in the subsequent hierarchical 

multiple linear regression analyses.
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Table 2.8 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1 Malay 0.68 0.47 -               
2 Chinese 0.06 0.23 -.36** -              
3 Indian 0.22 0.41 -.78** -.13 -             

4 Mix-
ethnicity 0.04 0.19 -.30** -.05 -.11 -            

5 Female 0.36 0.48 .09 -.02 -.09* .01 -           
6 Male 0.64 0.48 -.09 .02 .09* -.01 -1.00*** -          
7 E 11.71 2.85 -.05 -.07 .08 .02 .01 -.01 -         
8 O 11.63 2.73 -.10 -.10 .15** .03 .16*** -.16*** .15** -        
9 A 12.26 2.54 -.16** .02 .15** .04 .06 -.06 .27** .17** -       
10 C 12.15 2.79 -.15** .02 .15** .01 .07* -.07* .18** .31** .30** -      
11 N 7.18 2.76 .02* .06 -.10 .08 .01 -.01 -.22** -.14** -.29** -.28** -     
12 CA 36.54 8.22 .05 .08* -.10** -.02 .06 -.06 -.28*** -.21*** -.19*** -.17*** .28*** -    
13 CCF 2.62 0.84 .21*** .05 -.25*** -.03 .01 -.01 -.27*** -.19*** -.17*** -.13*** .15*** .68*** -   
14 GCF 2.53 0.82 -.07* .12** .02 -.01 .04 .04 -.18*** -.13** -.09* -.08* .21*** .77*** .21*** -  
15 SCF 2.75 0.92 -.03 -.00 .05 -.03 .12*** -.12*** -.09* -.06 -.12** -.13*** .20*** .60*** .14*** .32*** - 
Note. N = 614; Pearson Correlation (2-tailed) *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

E = Extraversion, O = Openness, A = Agreeableness, C = Conscientiousness, N = Neuroticism, CA = Communication Apprehension, CCF = 

Classroom Communication Fear, GCF = General Communication Fear, SCF = Stranger Communication Fear 
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2.3.3.2 Hierarchical Multiple Linear Regression. In order to determine how CA is  

related to the predictor variables in this study, a set of four hierarchical multiple linear 

regressions using the enter method were computed for the dependent variables i.e., total, 

classroom, general, and stranger CA scores. For each of these hierarchical multiple linear 

regressions, in the first step, gender and ethnicity were included as control variables to see 

how they related to learners’ CA. In the second step, all five personality scores were included 

as a block to ascertain how they related to CA. These personality components were 

extraversion, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness and neuroticism. The results four 

hierarchical multiple linear regressions are presented in Table 2.9. 

Total CA. The first hierarchical multiple linear regression analysed the predictors of  

total CA scores.  With gender and ethnicity as predictors, the model was statistically 

significant, F(4, 609) = 2.812, p = .025, and accounted for 1.8% of the variability in total CA 

scores. When the five personality trait scores were added as predictors in Step 2, the model 

was still found to be significant, F(5, 604) = 21.289,  p < .001, and accounted for an 

additional 14.7% of the variation in total CA scores. Although gender was not a significant 

predictor in the first model, when personality traits were added in, male gender (β = - .089, p  

= .020) then uniquely and negatively predicted the total CA scores. In addition, there were 

three personality traits that uniquely predicted total CA score, extraversion (β = - .198, p  < 

001), openness (β = - .146, p  < 001) and neuroticism (β = .192, p  < 001). Together gender, 

ethnicity and personality traits accounted for 16.5% of the variance in learners’ total CA.  

Classroom Communication Fear (CCF). The predictors of CCF was analysed in 

the second hierarchical multiple linear regression. It was found that the model was 

significant, F(4, 609) = 11.092, p < .001, with gender and ethnicity as predictors, and 6.8% of 

the variation in CCF scores were accounted by these two variables. However, the only 

variable that uniquely predicted was the Indian ethnic group (β = - .259, p  < .001). When the 



Individual Trait Factors and Communication Apprehension 

 

75 

personality variables were added as predictors in Step 2, the model was also significant, F(5, 

604) = 11.359,  p < .001, and accounted for an additional 8.0% of the variation in CCF. 

Indian ethnic group (β = - .213, p  < .001) was still a unique predictor of CCF. In comparison 

to total CA, only two personality types predicted CCF scores, i.e., extraversion (β = - .209, p  

< .001) and openness (β = - .110, p  = .007).  Together, gender, ethnicity. and personality 

traits accounted for 14.8% of the variance in learners’ CCF. 

General Communication Fear (GCF). The third hierarchical multiple linear 

regression examined the predictors of learners’ GCF. The first model which consisted of 

gender and ethnicity as the predictors, was significant, F(4, 609) = 2.651, p = .032, and 

accounted for 1.7% of the variation in learners’ GCF. In this model, Chinese ethnic group (β 

= .124, p  = .002) was the only variable that uniquely predicted learners’ GCF. In Step 2, 

when the personality variables were added as predictors, the model was also significant, F(5, 

604) = 9.255,  p < .001. The personality variables accounted for an additional 7.0% of the 

variation in learners’ GCF. Interestingly, when the personality variables were added,  the 

Indian ethnic group also contributed as a significant predictor (β = .081, p  = .048), while the 

Chinese ethnic group (β = .100, p = .012) still remained a significant predictor. Similar to 

total CA, three personality traits also uniquely predicted learners’ GCF, extraversion (β = - 

.132, p  = .001), openness (β = - .103, p  = .014) and neuroticism (β = .164, p < .001).  It was 

concluded that, these individual traits i.e., gender, ethnicity, and personality scores, 

accounted for 8.7% of the variance in learners’ GCF. 

Stranger Communication Fear (SCF). The last hierarchical multiple linear 

regression analysed the predictors of SCF. With gender and ethnicity as predictors, the model 

was significant, F(4, 609) = 2.971,  p = .019, and accounted for 1.9% of the variation in SCF. 

In this model, gender (β = - .125, p  = .002) was the only variable that uniquely predicted 

learners’ SCF. When the personality variables were added in Step 2, the model was also 
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significant, F(5, 604) = 7.677, p < .001, and accounted for an additional 5.9% of the variation 

in SCF. In this model, the Indian ethnic group became a significant predictor (β = .107, p  = 

.009), while the male gender remained a significant negative predictor (β = - .143, p < .001). 

Surprisingly, neuroticism (β = .162, p  < .001) was the only personality that uniquely 

predicted SCF.  In conclusion, 7.8% of the variance in learners’ SCF were accounted by 

gender, ethnicity and personality scores.  

As hypothesised,  it was found that individual trait factors predicted CA scores of 

Malaysian primary school learners. The results showed that gender (i.e., male) negatively 

predicted total CA and SCF scores. Among the four ethnicities, Chinese ethnicity positively 

predicted GCF score, while the Indian ethnicity negatively predicted CCF score and 

positively predicted GCF and SCF scores. Additionally, among the five personality traits, 

extraversion, and openness personality traits negatively predicted total CA, CCF and GCF 

scores. In contrast, it was found that the neuroticism personality trait positively predicted 

total CA, GCF and SCF scores but surprisingly, not CCF. 
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Table 2.9 

Results of Hierarchical Multiple Linear Regressions 

Dependent 
variable Model Predictor Variable R2 B SE B β t p 

CA 1 
F(4, 609) = 2.812 

(Constant) .018 38.367 1.180  32.524 <.001*** 
Chinese  2.546 1.439 .072 1.769 .077 
Indian  -1.678 .812 -.085 -2.066 .039* 
Mixed-ethnicity  -1.242 1.716 -.029 -.724 .469 
Male  -.949 .690 -.055 -1.375 .170 

2 
F(5, 604) = 21.289 

(Constant) .165 49.589 3.047  16.277 <.001*** 
Chinese  1.555 1.345 .044 1.156 .248 
Indian  -.355 .773 -.018 -.459 .647 
Mixed-ethnicity  -1.258 1.602 -.030 -.785 .433 
Male  -1.518 .651 -.089 -2.333 .020* 

 Extraversion  -.572 .114 -.198 -5.021 <.001*** 
 Openness  -.439 .121 -.146 -3.616 <.001*** 
 Agreeableness  -.154 .134 -.047 -1.151 .250 
 Conscientiousness  -.077 .123 -.026 -.626 .531 
 Neuroticism 

 
 .571 .121 .192 4.731 <.001*** 

CCF 1 
F(4, 609) = 11.092 

(Constant) .068 2.717 .117  23.206 <.001*** 
Chinese  .054 .143 .015 .378 .706 
Indian  -.523 .081 -.259 -6.487 <.001*** 
Mixed-ethnicity  -.237 .170 -.055 -1.390 .165 
Male  .017 .068 .010 .251 .802 
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2 
F(5, 604) = 11.359 

(Constant) .148 3.939 .314  12.562 <.001*** 
Chinese  -.019 .138 -.005 -.136 .892 
Indian  -.430 .080 -.213 -5.401 <.001*** 
Mixed-ethnicity  -.200 .165 -.046 -1.216 .225 
Male  -.026 .067 -.015 -.391 .696 
Extraversion  -.062 .012 -.209 -5.257 <.001*** 
Openness  -.034 .012 -.110 -2.712 .007** 
Agreeableness  -.017 .014 -.052 -1.236 .217 
Conscientiousness  .003 .013 .009 .208 .836 
Neuroticism 
 

 .017 .012 .057 1.389 .165 

GCF 1 
F(4, 609) = 2.651 

(Constant) .017 2.614 .118  22.172 <.001*** 
Chinese  .438 .144 .124 3.044 .002** 
Indian  .082 .081 .041 1.009 .313 
Mixed-ethnicity  .013 .171 .003 .076 .939 
Male  -.078 .069 -.046 -1.136 .256 

2 
F(5, 604) = 9.255 

(Constant) .087 3.100 .318  9.740 <.001*** 
Chinese  .355 .141 .100 2.529 .012** 
Indian  .160 .081 .081 1.975 .049* 
Mixed-ethnicity  -.009 .167 -.002 -.052 .958 
Male  -.110 .068 -.065 -1.623 .105 
Extraversion  -.038 .012 -.132 -3.216 .001** 
Openness  -.031 .013 -.103 -2.456 .014** 
Agreeableness  -.002 .014 -.005 -.127 .899 
Conscientiousness  .003 .013 .010 .238 .812 
Neuroticism 
 

 .049 .013 .164 3.866 <.001*** 
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SCF 1 
F(4, 609) = 2.971 

(Constant) .019 3.115 .132  23.519 <.001*** 
Chinese  .023 .162 .006 .145 .885 
Indian  .139 .091 .063 1.529 .127 
Mixed-ethnicity  -.128 .193 -.027 -.666 .506 
Male  -.240 .077 -.125 -3.102 .002** 

2 
F(5, 604) = 7.677 

(Constant) .078 3.597 .360  9.999 <.001*** 
Chinese  -.008 .159 -.002 -.050 .960 
Indian  .238 .091 .107 2.607 .009** 
Mixed-ethnicity  -.150 .189 -.031 -.792 .428 
Male  -.275 .077 -.143 -3.583 <.001*** 
Extraversion  -.010 .013 -.030 -.716 .475 
Openness  -.015 .014 -.043 -1.023 .307 
Agreeableness  -.022 .016 -.060 -1.389 .165 
Conscientiousness  -.023 .015 -.070 -1.587 .113 
Neuroticism  .054 .014 .162 3.800 <.001*** 

Note. N = 614; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

CA = Communication Apprehension, CCF = Classroom Communication Fear, GCF = General Communication Fear, SCF = Stranger 

Communication Fear 
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2.4 Discussion 

There are three discussion subsections in this study, with each focusing on one 

individual trait factor. Each subsection draws on the integration of results from the different 

statistical tests conducted which have been presented in the section prior to this. 

 

2.4.1 Gender and Communication Apprehension 

When gender was compared for the occurrence of high CA and non-high CA, male 

and female learners were not significantly different. This differs from the previous findings 

reported in the literature on adult learners. Jaasma (1997), Lang et al. (1998) and Loureiro et 

al. (2020) found that female learners were significantly more apprehensive than male 

learners. Additionally, my study showed that the non-statistical interaction effect between 

gender and CA levels on personality trait scores indicated that when the female and male 

learners were grouped according to their CA levels, their personality scores remain 

statistically similar across all groups. However, the regression analyses showed that being a 

female uniquely predicted the total CA score and SCF score. This study provides greater 

specificity for the way in which gender plays a role in CA in comparison to past studies that 

have examined the difference in CA levels across genders by comparing the total scores and 

variances in the mean scores across gender (e.g., Jaasma, 1997; Lang et al., 1998; Rafek et 

al., 2014). This study shows that although being female predicts higher CA scores, it does not 

necessarily mean that being female, learners would most likely fall under the “high CA” 

category.  

General anxiety symptoms among female learners have been found to be more 

prevalent around mid-adolescence (i.e., age 14) as compared to male learners (Leikanger et 

al., 2012). One possible reason for the difference between the young 11-12 year old learners 

in this study and older learners from other studies, is that more advanced pubertal 
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development is also associated with higher levels of anxiety and anxiety symptoms (Carter et 

al., 2011; Rapee et al., 2022). This can be consolidated by the findings of Jaasma (1997) and 

Loureiro et al. (2020) that have found greater association of gender among adult learners, 

while gender of young learners were not associated with CA scores as demonstrated by 

Keaten et al. (1997) as well as Donovan and MacIntyre (2004). Thus driven by the findings 

of this study, it further highlights the importance to further examine and explore high CA 

phenomenon between male and female young learners in greater depth, to understand the 

way in which gender attributes influences and to what extent in has an influence on young 

learners’ CA. 

Specific to the development of CA, CA among adult learners is a stable trait 

compared to CA among young learners, but the CA experienced at a younger age may 

change according to their experiences and communication patterns and engagements in 

school and at home, as well as parent characteristics (Daly & Friedrich, 1981). Although the 

anxiety experienced among learners in primary school levels may lead to the continuity and 

development of the anxiety intensity, it does not necessarily lead to an increase in their 

anxiety levels and is also not influenced by gender traits (Gullone et al., 2001), as their 

anxiety may also be mitigated by home environment. This signifies the importance of future 

research to examine gender associations on CA across different age groups.  

 

2.4.2 Ethnicity and Communication Apprehension 

Differences in the occurrence of high CA and non-high CA based on ethnicity were 

not found, and ethnicity together with CA levels were found to not have an effect on the 

personality score. This contradicted the findings of LaRochelle and Karpinski (2016) and 

Neuliep et al. (2003) which observed differences in the CA experienced based on the 

different ethnic groups in their respective studies. For instance, LaRochelle and Karpinski 
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(2016) also found that White and Asian learners in the United States of America reported 

significantly higher CA than the African American learners. Similarly, Neuliep et al. (2003) 

reported that Japanese learners had significantly higher CA than American learners in their 

study. In contrast, Coetzee et al. (2014) observed no significant difference in CA among 

different ethnic learners (i.e., African, White, and Indian) in the South African context.  

Although the frequency of occurrence of the high and non-high CA groups across 

ethnicities were not significant, the Indian ethnic group, together with personality traits, 

contributed as predictors to the three subdimensions of CA i.e., CCF, GCF, SCF. An 

intriguing finding was that Indian learners did not predict the scores of CA subdimensions in 

the same direction. Being Indian predicted low CCF scores but predicted high GCF and SCF 

scores, and it is noteworthy that although they were significant, the effect sizes were small. 

Interestingly, only the Indian ethnic group had significantly higher openness mean score, and 

although not significant, the Indian ethnic group also had comparatively higher extraversion 

mean score than the other ethnic groups. This highlights that Indian ethnic group’s 

personality may have mitigated CA in the classroom context. In addition, specific to Indian 

ethnic learners in Malaysia, they have been found to have higher levels of self-efficacy in 

their ability to communicate in English (Idrus & Salleh, 2008; Mahyuddin et al., 2006) and 

more positive attitude towards English language and learning the language (Abdullah & 

Wong, 2006) in comparison to Malay and Chinese learners. Therefore, this may explain the 

reason in which Indian learners negatively predicted CCF, as they may have greater comfort 

and confidence in communicating in the classrooms, thus lower anxiety levels. 

Although the findings of this study on the association of ethnicity with young 

learners’ CA have been somewhat inconclusive, there is also a possibility that cultural 

influence contributes to differentiated influence in different age groups. Keaten et al. (1997) 

found that Japanese learners in grades 4-6, had significantly higher CA than American 
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learners of the same age, but it was the opposite for leaners in grades 10-12. Pryor et al. 

(2005) and Coetzee et al. (2014) argued that there is a need to extend the understanding and 

body of knowledge of the way in which culture influences CA. Thus, there needs to be 

further exploration on how the ethnicity of Malaysian learners influences their CA, and more 

specifically what attributes of Indian ethnic learners contribute to the significant prediction of 

CA as found in this study.  

 

2.4.3 Personality and Communication Apprehension 

In this present study, there were significant differences in all five personality scores  

as high CA learners had significantly lower extraversion, openness, agreeableness, 

conscientiousness, and higher neuroticism scores. While past findings consistently showed 

that high extraversion and low neuroticism are attributes of high CA (Hsu, 2004; Jung and 

McCroskey, 2004; MacIntyre & MacKay, 2019; Neuliep et al., 2003), this study broadened 

the personality attributes of high CA to high openness, conscientiousness, and agreeableness. 

The significant association with conscientiousness and agreeableness personality traits 

contradict the findings of Jin-Young (2015), which found that conscientiousness and 

agreeableness were not significantly correlated with CA. Although the findings of this 

present study observed only a small effect size for the differences of conscientiousness and 

agreeableness personality traits between high CA and non-high CA learners, nonetheless, it is 

important to note that differences did surface between all five personality traits and the CA 

levels of young learners. A possible explanation for the differences in the findings of this 

study and the past study is the age of the participants as past studies have examined the 

associations of personality traits with CA among adult learners. It has been suggested that 

young learners’ traits are not stable as they have a tendency to become more agreeable and 

conscientious as they grow older (Lamb et al., 2002). Therefore the findings of this study 
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implies that the personality traits of young learners’ particularly during primary school levels 

play a role in their CA, which is suggestive that CA among young learners is beyond the 

communibiology paradigm that postulates CA to be a blend of extraversion and neuroticism.  

In the prediction of CA scores, this present study found that openness, extraversion, 

and neuroticism personality traits strongly predicted CA scores. This supports the findings of 

Neuliep et al. (2003) and MacIntyre and MacKay (2019), which found that extraversion and 

neuroticism were significant predictors of CA. As vast majority of studies have given much 

emphasis to extraversion and neuroticism (e.g. Hsu, 2004; Jung & McCroskey, 2004; Neuliep 

et al., 2003), this study adds to the current knowledge that the openness trait is also a 

significant predictor of CA. More specifically, in this present study, extraversion and 

openness personality scores negatively predicted total CA, CCF, GCF, while neuroticism 

score positively predicted total CA, GCF, SCF.  

Specific to neuroticism, a trait that represents negative emotions such as feeling 

anxious, nervous, and tense, did not predict learners’ fear of communicating in the classroom 

(CCF). Based on a comparison of the various communicative contexts, it may be asserted that 

the classroom environment is a ‘safe’ place for learners (Bucholz & Sheffler, 2009; Holley & 

Steiner, 2005). In line with that, the findings of this study suggest that learners’ negative 

traits do not play a vital role in the classroom specific anxiety. This is indicative that rather 

than learners’ neuroticism trait, the classroom environment may possibly mitigate the 

development of CA among learners, and therefore it may be argued that the social context in 

which the teacher creates in the classroom has an influence on learners’ anxiety (Young, 

1991). When the classroom environment is filled with negative evaluations, learners may 

refrain from interacting (Carabeo & Juanillas, 2022).  

In addition, on the other end of the context continuum, it may be viewed that the 

stranger context involves a considerable amount of uncertainty (Gudykunst & Nishida, 2001), 
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and interestingly, neuroticism was the only personality trait that was found to be a significant 

predictor of learners’ fear of communicating with strangers, SCF. Communicating with 

strangers particularly involves uncertainty and as such learners often avoid interacting with 

strangers as a results of both uncertainty and anxiety experiences (Duronto et al., 2005). Thus 

it is indicative that in a highly unfamiliar context, learners’ with dominant neuroticism would 

likely be influenced by their negative trait for the interaction with individuals with whom 

they are unfamiliar. 

Although past studies that have found significant associations of the more positive 

traits i.e., extraversion and openness, with learners’ CA (e.g., Jin-Young, 2015; Sloan & 

Slane, 1990), the findings of this study imply that the more positive traits do not have a great 

influence in the unfamiliar and unsafe contexts, as their negative trait has a greater influence. 

As extraversion and openness is reflective of learners’ energetic approach towards the social 

world as well as the learners’ openness to experiences (John et al., 2008), it can be asserted 

based on the findings of this study that these positive traits only mitigates learners’ CA in 

familiar and safe contexts. As it was found that extraversion and openness were significant 

predictors in the more safe and familiar contexts, i.e., CCF and GCF, it explains why the 

Indian ethnicity, that had the highest mean scores for openness and extraversion negatively 

predicted CCF, as the qualities of the more positive traits can mitigate CA in safe and 

familiar contexts. 

 

2.4.4 Implications 

The findings of the study contribute theoretical and pedagogical implications to the 

field. Very few studies have examined young learners’ CA despite the steep increase in levels 

of CA during upper primary schooling years, i.e., ten to twelve years old (Keaten et al., 1997; 

Watson et al., 1989) and the detrimental effects of CA towards their learning. To my 
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knowledge, this is the first study that had further extended the literature on young learners’ 

CA in relation to personality traits.  

Theoretically, although the temperamental perspective suggests that CA is a blend of 

extraversion and neuroticism personality traits (Beatty et al., 1998; Beatty & Pascual-Ferra, 

2016), the findings of this study highlight the importance of individual trait factors such as 

gender, ethnicity, and the big five personality traits on learners’ CA. This study highlights 

that the different types of CA (i.e., total CA, CCF, GCF, SCF) are predicted by not just one, 

but several traits, i.e., extraversion, openness, and neuroticism personality traits as well as 

Indian ethnicity and gender. These traits as predictors of CA suggests that in addition to the 

communibiology paradigm that suggests CA is blend of a neuroticism and introversion, and 

there are other factors that need to be considered. While it did not explain the depth of the 

associations, the findings of this study indicate that individual traits are important and future 

studies should take into account these three individual trait factors to further extend the 

knowledge on CA phenomenon among young learners, and not just focus on the neuroticism 

and extraversion personality traits. 

Past studies have explored the CA of Malaysian learners and made some 

generalisations of the learners’ CA levels as a whole (Tom et al. 2013) and based on gender 

(Rafek et al., 2014). However, as Malaysia is a multi-racial and multi-ethnic country, and as 

the findings of this study presented significant differences of CA experienced based on 

ethnicity, this study demonstrates that CA levels among learners within a multi-ethnic context 

should not be over generalised. Subsequently, this study proposes that future studies should 

consider the influence of learners’ ethnic background and classroom environment when 

examining the CA phenomenon in a multi-ethnic context, like Malaysia. 

The pedagogical implication of this present study is that teachers may use their 

observations of traits, particularly gender and personality of their learners, as a tool to 
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understand, identify and address the CA of young learners in the classroom. This is in line 

with the literature that has specifically suggested that teachers may use learners’ personality 

as a tool to assist the teaching and learning process in the classroom (Dwyer & Cruz, 1998; 

Jin-Young, 2015). However, this study further adds that among young learners, female 

learners may not necessarily have a significantly higher CA as compared to male learners as 

indicated by past studies on adult learners (e.g., Donovan & MacIntyre, 2004; Jaasma, 1997; 

Loureiro et al., 2020), rather they may have a slight tendency to have higher CA scores than 

male learners. As such, this study highlights the importance for teachers to address young 

learners’ CA, particularly young female learners, at an early age when the anxiety levels are 

not extreme, by providing support and implementing effective strategies to mitigate their CA.  

Lastly, this study found that extraversion and openness negatively predicted GCF and 

CCF scores, while neuroticism  positively predicted GCF and SCF scores. As learners’ 

neuroticism traits such as general tendency of feeling anxious, nervous, sad, and tense, was 

not a significant predictor of classroom related CA, it suggests that the classroom 

environment may play a role, rather than individuals’ personality trait. Especially for learners 

who are not extroverts or open to experiences, and teachers should create positive classroom 

environments to prevent the development of CA among young learners by creating a safe 

platform for learners to communicate in the classroom without the presence of negative 

judgements and criticisms that may add to their anxiety levels. 

 

2.4.5 Limitations 

A reflection of this present study led to the realisation of several limitations, which 

are noteworthy for future studies. Firstly, the use of a single method of data collection (i.e., 

survey with closed ended questions), inevitably restricted the attainment of in-depth 

understanding on the association of the individual trait factors with CA. There was also a lack 
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of triangulation of data which could have been obtained from other sources, i.e., teachers, 

parents or peers around them, as well as through direct observation of learners’ during 

communication. Secondly, although this present study adopted existing established 

instruments for personality traits and CA, there were low internal consistencies of the 

instruments used as reported earlier in the methodology section of this chapter. Although this 

study adapted the PPTQ-C instrument and adopted the PRCF instrument, it is possible that 

the low interval consistencies may be specific to this particular context, thus future studies 

should examine the instrument in a wide range of contexts and proceed with caution with the 

use of these instruments. Thirdly, the sample distribution of this present study is also one of 

the limitations. Although a reasonable number of responses (i.e., 614 Malaysian primary 

school learners) was recorded and analysed in this present study, the study consisted of an 

uneven sample distribution, especially for the ethnicity variable. There were significantly 

more Malay and Indian learners who participated in this study compared to Chinese and 

mixed-ethnicity learners. It was planned during the early stages of this study that samples 

from all types of Malaysian national schools (i.e., national school, national-type Chinese 

school and national-type Tamil school)  be obtained. However, as the schools were selected 

based on reasonable accessibility and the willingness of full cooperation from the learners, 

teachers and school administrative boards, it was unavoidable that each school consisted of 

different numbers of learner population and ethnicities.  

 

2.4.6 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the findings agreed that traits such as gender, ethnicity, and personality 

are associated with young learners’ CA. There is however a variation in the trait-CA 

interconnection between young and adult learners. The findings of this study are summarised 

below:  
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(i) Although there was no difference in the occurrence of high CA vs non-high 

CA according to gender, and gender did not have an interaction effect with 

CA levels on personality traits, female was a significant predictor of total CA 

and stranger CA scores. This is indicative that although female learners 

predicted higher CA scores, it does not necessarily mean that female learners 

will be likely to be categorised as ‘high CA’ learners at this young age. 

(ii) There was no difference in the occurrence of high CA vs non-high CA 

according to ethnicity, and ethnicity did not have an interaction effect with CA 

levels on personality traits. However, the Indian ethnic group negatively 

predicted classroom CA and positively predicted general CA (GCF) and 

stranger CA (SCF) scores. 

(iii) Although all five personality trait scores (i.e. extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism) between high CA and non-

high CA learners were significantly different, three personality traits in 

particular (i.e. extraversion, openness, and neuroticism) were predictors of CA 

scores. Extraversion and openness negatively predicted total CA, classroom 

CA, general CA, while neuroticism positively predicted total CA, general CA, 

stranger CA.  

The findings of this present study were able to holistically contribute to the existing 

knowledge on CA phenomenon as this study has extended the significant associations of 

personality traits to young learners’ CA. Thus, to further strengthen the knowledge on traits 

of learners gained from this study, the following studies in this thesis are conducted to obtain 

a more in-depth understanding of CA as well as address some of the limitations of this 

present study. The next two chapters (Study 2 and Study 3) predominantly explores learners’ 

behaviours in relation to high CA and low CA, as well as learners’ personality traits.
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CHAPTER THREE: STUDY 2 - BEHAVIOURS OF HIGH COMMUNICATION 

APPREHENSION LEARNERS 

 

In this chapter, I present Study 2, an exploration of the behaviours of young learners 

with high CA. Unique behavioural manifestations have been identified across different types 

of anxieties such as social anxiety, language anxiety, and speaking anxiety (Heerey & Kring, 

2007; Gallego et al., 2022; Gregersen, 2005). Specific to CA, as a result of one’s fear or 

anxiety in relation to communication with others (McCroskey, 1970), individuals exhibit a 

range of behaviours (Bodie, 2010; Byrne et al., 2012; McCroskey, 1997) such as fidgeting, 

rigid postures and shorter gaze. Findings from the literature have revealed similarities in 

behaviours among adult learners with high CA such as shorter gaze and communication 

withdrawal (Maher & King, 2020; Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013), and individual 

differences in the intensity, frequency, and duration of CA behaviours (e.g., Kelly, 1982; 

McCroskey, 1997). However there is a lack of evidence to understand the behaviours of 

young learners’ with CA. 

Limited evidence has shown that the general manifestations and intensities of 

anxieties have been found to differ across age  (Beesdo et al., 2009; Rao et al., 2007). A study 

by Rao et al. (2007) on the comparison of anxiety among children and adolescents revealed 

that adolescents displayed a broader pattern of avoidance and fear. In addition, it has also 

been demonstrated that young individuals have a tendency to display more behavioural 

manifestations, while manifestations specific to cognitive or conscious endorsement (e.g., 

recognising the experiences of anxiety) are more common among older individuals (Beesdo, 

et al. 2009; Siegel & Dickstein, 2012). Although there are differences in the frequency of 

manifestations of general anxieties across age, whether there are also differences in the 

behaviours specific to CA is unclear. The behaviours of learners with CA that literature has 
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established were entirely based on adult learners in specific contexts such as public speaking 

and oral presentations (e.g., Gallego et al. 2022; Gregersen, 2005; Tian, 2019). As proposed 

by McCroskey (1970), CA applies to all communication contexts and therefore there is a 

need to extend the current CA knowledge of learners’ interactions with their teachers. Thus, 

it is important to explore whether these behaviours specific to CA noted by past studies, are 

applicable to young individuals, particularly in the classroom learning contexts.  

When it comes to examining anxieties of young individuals, the assessments are 

mainly exploratory in nature where various sources and procedures are involved such as self-

reports, reports of relevant others, and behavioural assessments (Kendall & Ollendick, 2004). 

Upon obtaining self-reports on young individuals’ anxieties, it is important to take their 

cognitive developmental stage into consideration and subsequently triangulate the 

assessments through third party reports e.g., parents, and teachers (Beesdo et al., 2009). As 

such, unlike adult individuals, sole reliance on self-reports may be deemed unreliable 

(Beesdo et al., 2009; Campbell & Rapee, 1996; Siegel & Dickstein, 2012). In order to 

accurately identify young individuals’ anxieties, there is a need to triangulate young learners’ 

self-reports with others’ perspectives (e.g. teachers). Thus, this study explores the behaviours 

associated with young learners’ CA through observations and teacher interviews in order to 

have a better understanding on behaviours that are more specific to younger age groups. 

After establishing the relationships between traits and types of CA in the first study, 

this second study aimed to examine behaviours of Malaysian primary school learners with 

high CA when interacting with their teacher in English in the ESL classroom context. The 

behaviours that have been identified and selected for this study are verbal behaviours (i.e., 

less talk/silence and disfluency) and nonverbal behaviours (i.e., facial activity, body 

movement, and gaze). A multiple case study research design that utilised video observations, 
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interviews, as well as a survey were used, and five Malaysian primary school learners 

participated in this study.  

 

3.1 Background 

3.1.1 Behavioural Manifestations of Communication Apprehension  

Behaviour has been an important part of human research (Marien et al., 2019)  and 

has been used as a tool in understanding emotions (de Gelder, 2006). As defined by Furr 

(2009), behaviours are the “verbal utterances (excluding verbal reports in psychological 

assessment contexts) or movements that are potentially available to careful observers using 

normal sensory processes” (p.372). It is important to not only derive the meaning of the 

observed behaviours, but also contextualise the behaviours (Furr, 2009). According to Ekman 

and Friesen (1969), an individual’s behaviour is meaningful when the repertoire and 

circumstance of behaviours, or how the behaviour contains or conveys information, is 

explored along with the observed behaviours. Specific to circumstances, human behaviours 

have been significantly attributed to experiences of specific emotions or feelings and 

anxieties (Baumeister et al., 2007; Friman et al., 1998). As such, the exploration of high CA 

behaviours among young learners should be contextualised in their actual learning 

environment and involve various methods, in order to accurately identify the behaviours that 

are contextualised in specific circumstances. 

Awareness of the behavioural indicators of CA among learners is important. As 

anxiety specific to classroom contexts has negative implications on classroom participation 

(Allen & Bourhis, 1996; Tian, 2019), the lack of classroom participation subsequently may 

impede language learning (Tsou, 2005; Valiente et al., 2008). Thus, it is important to be able 

to identify highly anxious learners (Raykov & Martinelli, 2019). Although earlier studies 

have reported that observed behaviours are not accurate indicators of CA (Behnke et al., 
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1987; Carrell & Wilmington, 1998), Gregersen (2007) found that with a more explicit 

awareness of anxiety-indicating behavioural cues, learners’ levels of anxiety were more 

accurately identified. Thus, an understanding of the behaviours of young learners with CA in 

the Malaysian context would enable teachers to use the behavioural indicators as a tool in 

identifying CA among young learners. 

Specific to CA, individuals experience sensations, and exhibit a range of behaviours 

as a result of their CA (Byrne et al., 2012; McCroskey, 1997). Research on CA has shown 

that verbal and non-verbal communication behaviours provide cues about an individual’s CA 

(e.g. Cole & McCroskey, 2003; Gregersen, 2007; Mulac & Sherman, 1974). Through 

observation of an individual’s posture, gesture, and body position, the levels of CA can be 

more accurately identified by an observer (Gregersen, 2007). Gregersen (2007) revealed that 

observers who were trained to understand specific anxiety indicating cues (i.e., bodily 

tension, body position, weight shift, gestures, self-touching, foot movements, and head-

nodding) were able to accurately identify the levels of CA experienced by the learners. Thus, 

observable behaviours that distinguish learners with and without CA are important indicators 

that can be used by teachers to accurately identify learners’ with high CA. The behavioural 

indicators as found in the literature, can be categorised as verbal and non-verbal behaviours. 

 

3.1.1.1 Verbal Behaviours. Verbal behaviours associated with CA can be categorised 

into (i) talking less/remaining silent and (ii) disfluencies. These verbal behaviours are 

discussed in greater detail below. 

3.1.1.1.1 Talking Less / Remaining Silent. As a result of high CA, it has been 

observed that learners often talk less and choose to remain silent in various communication 

contexts, including the classroom (Maher & King, 2020; Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013) and 

public speaking (Gallego et al. 2022). Talking less or remaining silent, according to 
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McCroskey (1997) is a form of communication withdrawal, in which individuals withdraw 

from active participation in the particular communication situation and talking when it is only 

absolutely necessary. Specific to the classroom context, learners with high CA have greater 

tendencies to avoid speaking voluntarily, and chose to remain silent during classroom 

discussions and interactions (Tian, 2019; Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013). Although choosing 

to remain silent or talking less than others may be viewed as an individual’s shy behaviour, it 

is also important to understand that this verbal behaviour may also be a result of an 

individuals’ internalised CA (McCroskey, 1997).  

 

3.1.1.1.2 Disfluencies. Another verbal behaviour of high CA that past studies have 

reported is frequent vocalised pauses and disruptions during communication. These 

disfluencies include, halting, vocalised pauses, and speech blocks (Lewin et al., 1996; 

McCroskey, 1997; Mulac & Sherman, 1974). Vocalised pauses such as “you know” could be 

temporary disruptions due to self-talk or in preparation of speech production which is a 

reflection of individuals’ language skills (Lewin et al., 1996). However frequent vocalised 

pauses could also be indications of anxiety in speaking. There are contradicting views on the 

significance of the disfluency role as  behavioural cues of CA. Lewin et al. (1996) 

emphasised that pauses and disfluencies are important behaviours of individuals who are 

anxious about communicating as these behaviours were observed to be comparatively more 

frequent among highly anxious individuals than others. Similarly, Mulac and Sherman (1974) 

also emphasised  verbal disfluencies in their multi-dimensional conceptualisation of CA 

behaviours. Although verbal disfluencies are one of the common behavioural cues of high 

CA (Lewin et al., 1996; Mulac & Sherman, 1974), it is also possible that these verbal 

disfluencies may be due to poor communication skills (McCroskey, 1997). However, there is 
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a time gap between these past findings and findings that are relevant to the current time, and 

there is a need to obtain a more current understanding of verbal disfluencies.  

 

3.1.1.2 Non-Verbal Behaviours. Specific to non-verbal behaviours that are 

associated with high CA, I have categorised the non-verbal behaviours reported by past 

studies into (i) facial activity, (ii) body movement, and (iii) gaze. The non-verbal behaviours 

of CA are discussed below in accordance to the three specified categories. 

3.1.1.2.1 Facial Activity. Individuals’ facial expressions are known to exhibit a range 

of meanings in relation to one’s emotion and feelings (Elliott & Jacobs, 2013). Facial 

expressions have been found to be one of the kinesic behaviours associated with high CA 

(Gregersen, 2005; Gregersen et al., 2017; Mulac & Sherman, 1974).  

Specific to head nodding (i.e., series of consecutive up-down head motion), a study by 

Giannakakis et al. (2017) which was conducted in a lab setting found rapid head nods to be 

associated with higher anxiety levels. However, a study by Lindberg et al. (2021) which was 

also conducted in a lab setting, observed that greater frequency of head nods occurred during 

instances in which individuals do not feel anxious. A possible explanation for the 

contradicting findings by these two studies is the learners’ were responding according to their 

content knowledge of the topic of interaction which may have played a role in the number of 

head nods (Thepsoonthorn et al., 2016). A study by Thepsoonthorn et al. (2016) which was 

conducted in an experiment based setup, found that higher frequency of head nods were more 

common in instances of presence of prior content knowledge of the discussed topic. Although 

prior content knowledge mediates the presence of head nods, it is unclear whether head 

nodding is a distinctive behaviour as a result of anxiety. 

Rate of blinks and brow activities have also been studied in association to anxiety. 

Firstly, rate of blinks has been associated with high anxiety (Giannakakis et al., 2017; 
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Gregersen, 2005; Harrigan & O’Connell, 1996; Lindberg et al., 2021). Gregersen (2005) and 

Lindberg et al. (2021) found that high anxiety is associated with higher blinking rates as 

compared to lower anxiety. It may also be a result of higher cognitive processes, as Hirokawa 

et al. (2004) asserted that when learners were listening and responding to questions, their low 

blinking rates may be indicative of their cognitive processes (i.e., thinking) as well as 

attention. In contrast, high blinking rates have also been established to be positively 

associated with high emotional arousal (e.g., embarrassed, anxious) as an involuntary 

response (Ekman, 1992). As blinking behaviours have been found to be meaningful to one’s 

cognitive processes and emotional arousal, this study explores learners’ blinking rates during 

interaction with the teacher in the ESL classroom, and Bentivoglio’s (1997) threshold of 

average blinking rate during a conversation, i.e., 26 blinks per minute, will be used in this 

study. Secondly, one study found that learners with high anxieties displayed specific brow 

activities, i.e. furrowed and raised brows, during interaction in the classroom (Gregersen et 

al., 2017).   

In addition, a behaviour that has been explored but found to not be associated with 

learners’ anxiety is smiling behaviour (Lindberg et al., 2021). However, an early study by 

Gregersen (2005) found that learners with low anxiety were engaged in prolonged smiles as 

compared to learners with high anxiety. It is important to note that smiling may have a 

distinct emotional meaning (Rashotte, 2002; Sert & Walsh, 2013). A learner may smile due 

to the lack of content knowledge on the discussed topic (Sert & Walsh, 2013) or while 

performing something enthusiastically (Rashotte, 2002). In addition, a learner may be just 

reciprocating other’s smile (i.e., genuine reciprocation) or out of politeness (Heerey & 

Crossley, 2013). However, there are also individual factors that influence an individual’s 

smile which includes the number of individuals and the age of individuals one is interacting 

with (Mehu & Dunbar, 2008). It is also possible that one may also be smiling to mask their 
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inner negative feelings and therefore it may not accurately represent their true feeling (Pitton 

et al., 1993; Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013). Nonetheless, I view that it is important to 

explore smiling behaviours in relation to CA to further extend our understanding on whether 

smiling behaviour is associated with young learners. 

In summary, it can be drawn that although facial activities have been associated with 

CA, it is important to take note of these occurrences in relation to the contexts in which the 

behaviours occur among learners with high CA. 

 

3.1.1.2.2 Body Movement. There are specific body movement behaviours that have 

been identified to be associated with anxiety. Gregersen (2005) found that learners who were 

more anxious had more closed and rigid postures (e.g. closed body position, legs or ankles 

crossed, tense body position), and Lindberg et al. (2021) found that anxious individuals had a 

tendency to have higher self-adaption gestures and body shifts. Although these kinesics that 

are specific to body movements have been associated with high anxiety, it is important to 

note that body movements i.e., gestures specific to arm and hand movements, are integrative 

part of speech production (Wagner et al., 2014). Thus, it is important to observe and analyse 

behaviours associated with high CA along with the verbal utterances as observations of body 

movements alone may be meaningless (Banbury & Hebert 1992).  

 

3.1.1.2.3 Gaze. Learners who are more anxious have been found to avoid making eye 

contact during communication (Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021; Zhiping  & 

Paramasivam, 2013). However, there is a lack of understanding whether young learners with 

high CA will also display similar gaze behaviours. Although literature has demonstrated that 

gaze behaviours are significantly associated with CA, there are possible factors that may 

influence learners’ gaze behaviours, such as prior knowledge on the topic of interaction 
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(Thepsoonthorn et al., 2016) and engagement in cognitive processes (Knapp et al., 2012; 

Richmond et al., 2012). Thus, in examining the gaze behaviours, it is important to also take 

into consideration these factors.  

An overview of the past studies that have examined the specific behaviours (i.e., body 

movements, facial activities, and gaze) in relation to anxiety have been predominantly 

conducted on adult learners (e.g., Giannakakis et al., 2017; Gregersen, 2005; Gregersen et al., 

2017; Harrigan & O’Connell, 1996; Lindberg et al., 2021) and only a few studies have 

examined secondary or high school learners (e.g., Sert & Jacknick, 2015; Sert & Walsh, 

2013). As such, there is a lack of understanding on the CA-related behaviours of young 

learners. In addition, the most common method that past studies have employed in the 

exploration of these behaviours is through observation in experimental settings and not in real 

life contexts (e.g., Giannakakis et al., 2017; Hirokawa et al., 2004; Lindberg et al., 2021; 

Thepsoonthorn et al., 2016) as well as specific to the context of public speaking and oral 

examinations (e.g., Gregersen, 2005; Gregersen et al., 2017; Mulac & Sherman, 1974) but 

not teacher-learner interactions. Finally, the scarcity of research across decades makes it 

difficult to consolidate robust evidence through past studies as the behavioural indicators of 

CA. 

The CA behaviours displayed by each learner may be uniquely attributed by the 

learners’ traits, especially personality and the communication partner and situation. However, 

researchers have contributed to the identification of behavioural cues predominantly based on 

adult learners  (e.g., Gregersen, 2007; Maher & King, 2020; Mulac & Sherman, 1974). Due 

to the lack of empirical consolidation of CA behaviours from multiple and continuous past 

findings of CA behaviours, it is necessary to unravel CA behaviours among young learners 

and be aware of the possible individual variations. Through the use of case study design, it 

allows for the broad exploration of learners behaviours in relation to CA and would provide 
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an understanding of individual differences. This will subsequently build the foundation of the 

development of future instruments, and cohort research designs for robust identification of 

CA behaviours specific to young learners in the classroom, and also provide a basis for 

teacher to identify CA among young learners. In addition, there is a lack of understanding on 

high CA behaviours of learners during interactions with the teacher in the classroom as past 

studies that explored classroom contexts have been on whole-class presentations, which are 

similar to public speaking. Therefore, based on the findings of this study, I will extend the 

understanding of CA behaviours to young learners’ with high CA in the ESL classroom 

context. The following sub section, I will focus on CA specific to teacher-learner 

interactions. 

 

3.1.2 Teacher-Learner Interaction in the Classroom 

The nature of teacher-learner interactions in a language learning classroom is 

complex, with activities that can be categorised as meaning-focused and form-focused 

activities (Flyman-Mattsson, 1999; Lyster, 2002; Pianta et.al, 2012; Saeidi et al., 2012). 

Meaning-focused activities include the use of the target language in real-life situations and 

teachers usually do not correct the grammatical mistakes made by learners but focus on 

facilitating comprehension during classroom interaction (Flyman-Mattsson, 1999; Saeidi et 

al., 2012). Form-focused activities include instructions that focus on the grammatical 

structures of the language (Loewen, 2018). They provide learners with greater opportunities 

to communicate with control over already-acquired forms as it gives a platform to use the 

forms learnt, i.e., grammatical structures (Brown, 2016; Tajeddin & Kamali, 2020).  

Regardless of the meaning-focused or form-focused activities and approaches 

implemented by teachers in language learning classrooms, teachers commonly use interaction 

strategies such as response affirmations reformulations, comments and request for 
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justifications, clarification and elaboration (Can & Daloglu, 2022; Hall & Walsh, 2002; 

Sawaluddin & Tajuddin, 2017). These strategies in the classroom interaction revolve around 

teacher eliciting learners’ responses which has an influence on the language learning 

classroom (Hall & Walsh, 2002; Lyster, 2002). Specific to communication in the classroom 

contexts, teacher interaction strategies have been found to have both negative and positive 

impacts on learners’ participation in classroom interactions (Farahian & Rezaee, 2012; Lee & 

Ng, 2009, Sert, 2019). For instance, while Lee & Ng (2009) found that facilitator-oriented 

strategy promote learner interactions in the classroom, Farahian and Rezaee (2012) found that 

the extensive use of closed questions without prompts led to lack of learner engagements in 

classroom interactions.   

Among the different types of interaction strategies, teacher questions are commonly 

used in the classroom. In general, teachers’ questions in the ESL/EFL classroom are widely 

established as essential in evoking learners’ response and seeking information (Ho, 2005; 

Noor et al., 2012; Rachmawaty & Ariani, 2019). The type of questions asked directly 

influences learners vocabulary choices, sentence structures and length of responses. Closed 

questions have been found to be one of the most effective type of question in encouraging 

and eliciting responses from learners  (Noor et al., 2012; Rachmawaty & Ariani, 2019). In 

contrast, open and referential questions have been found to produce longer responses, varied 

vocabulary and complex sentence structures  (Erlinda & Dewi, 2014; Lee & Kinzie, 2012; 

Noor et al., 2012; Wright, 2016). 

While the type of teacher questions affects learners’ responses, Farahian and Rezaee 

(2012) as well as Hlatshwayo (2015) found that the type of questions asked by teachers can 

also contribute to learners’ reluctance to interact in the classroom. They found that the use of 

more yes/no questions than open or referential questions, contributed to a lack of learner 

interaction in the classroom. Yes/no questions usually requires straightforward and limited 
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responses but open or referential questions requires learners to produce more complex and 

longer responses. Additionally, the way in which teachers respond to learners’ answers 

through follow-up questions also play a role in promoting the learner engagements (Smith  & 

Higgins, 2006). For instance, learners have a greater tendency to reciprocate during 

interactions with teachers when teachers provided prompts in a conversational and less 

institutionalised manner, rather than just asking clarification questions that require them to 

give more examples. While teachers’ questions play an important role in the elicitation of 

learner responses, it may be argued that they may also have an effect on learners’ CA.  

The complexity of the use of questions in teacher-learners’ interaction and learners’ 

emotions is further influenced by learner factor, i.e., proficiency level, as it affects learners’ 

participation in classroom interactions and activities (Farahian & Rezaee, 2012; Huang et al., 

2017; Lee & Ng, 2009). Learners with lower language proficiency levels have comparatively 

lower participation in classroom interactions. Nevertheless, closed questions have been found 

to be helpful in encouraging learners with lower proficiency to respond to the questions asked 

by the teacher in the ESL classroom as they help initiate learner interactions (Noor et al., 

2012). However, specific to CA, it is noteworthy that learners with high language proficiency 

may also experience CA. An early study by McCroskey et al. (1985) found that learners’ 

proficiency failed to explain learners’ overall anxiety experienced. McCroskey (1977) asserts 

that an individual’s trait and may influence one’s willingness to communicate and as a result, 

learners may withdraw from engaging in interactions. Thus indicating that even proficient 

learners may experience high CA as a result of their trait. As such, individual factors i.e., 

language proficiency and traits, are also considered along with the type of questions and 

answers in the ESL classroom in this present study.  

In addition to language proficiency, higher levels of learners’ anxiety also leads to 

lower participation in the classroom. Tian (2019) reported that highly anxious learners choose 
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to remain silent and not participate in classroom interactions as they fear making mistakes 

and receiving negative feedback from their peers. Similarly, Suleimenova (2013) found that 

learners with high CA experienced “freezing-up” moments which directly impacted their 

participation in classroom interactions. Furthermore, learners with higher levels of CA have 

greater feeling of uneasiness (Suleimenova, 2013), negative attitudes towards classroom 

interactions (Allen & Bourhis, 1996; Tian, 2019) and may be self-cautious of making 

mistakes during interactions (Gregersen, 2003). Thus, it may be argued that language 

proficiency and CA may lead to a cycle of lack of participation in classroom interactions, 

however, effective use of teacher questions may possibly facilitate learner engagements and 

subsequently break the cycle of lack of learner interactions. 

As teacher questions play a significant role in the language learning classroom, it is 

important for teachers to be aware of the implications of their questioning strategies on 

learners’ state of emotions and language learning process. With greater awareness of their 

learners’ anxiety and effective questioning strategies, teachers would be able to help learners 

with high CA. In order to apply these strategies, teachers first need to understand CA and the 

behavioural manifestations of high CA. An exploration of the behavioural cues of CA during 

teacher-learner interactions in the classroom can contribute to the development of explicit 

knowledge of CA and eventually identify learners with indications of CA. As such, teachers 

will be able to apply appropriate strategies in reducing learners’ CA if  they are aware of the 

behavioural differences of highly anxious and non-anxious learners (Gregersen, 2005).   

 

3.1.3 The Current Study 

The main aim of this current study was to explore behaviours of Malaysian primary 

school learners with high CA when interacting with their English language teacher in in the 

ESL classroom context. Using the qualitative paradigm, the verbal and nonverbal behaviours 
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of five learners with high CA were described. Each learner was a case study. The verbal 

behaviours that were identified for investigation were: (i) less talk or silence, (ii) disfluency, 

while the nonverbal behaviours were: (i) facial activity, (ii) body movement and, (iii) gaze 

behaviours. Figure 3.1 illustrates the specific verbal and nonverbal behaviours that this 

present study set to explore through five high CA case studies  

 

Figure 3.1  

The Categorization of the Behaviours in this Present Study. 

 

 

In line with the aim of this study, the research question that this present study seeks to 

answer is :  

RQ 2: How do Malaysian primary school learners with high CA behave when 

answering teacher questions in English in the ESL classroom? 

 

3.2 Method 

3.2.1 Research Design 

A case study design is “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon (the case) in depth and within real word context, especially when the boundaries 
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between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (Yin, 2018,  p. 16). According 

to Yin (2003), a case study design is suitable when researchers hope to “(a) define research 

broadly and not narrowly, (b) cover contextual or complex multivariate conditions and not 

just isolated variables, and (c) to rely on multiple and not singular sources of evidence” (p. 

xi). There are also three distinctive factors of key consideration that substantiates the 

compatibility of the research design with my research, and these factors are the research 

questions, the control over behavioural events and research carried out in real life context, as 

shown in Table 3.1.  

 

Table 3.1 

Key Factors Guiding The Use of Case Study Design 

Key Factors Present Study 

Research 
question being 
posed 

Case study design is the 
preferred research  strategy  
when  ‘how’, ‘what’  and  
‘why’  questions  are being 
asked 

My   research   question   are:    
• How do Malaysian primary school 

learners with high CA behave 
when answering teacher questions 
in English in the ESL classroom?  

 
 
 
The  extent  of  
control  over 
behavioural 
events 

Case study design is valuable 
when the researcher  has  little  
or  no control over the event 

My research  seeks  to  investigate  the 
phenomenon  of  communication 
apprehension during one to one 
interaction with the teacher in the 
classroom without controlling the 
students’ and teachers’  behaviour or 
lesson. 
 

Research is 
being carried 
out in the real 
life context 

Case   study   is   beneficial   
for contemporary events 

 

My research is conducted within the 
real-life contemporary  context  of  the 
language learning classroom in 
Malaysian primary schools. 
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The phenomenon among young learners in the classroom context provides insights to 

contextualised CA, however, it has not been clearly understood. This present case study 

investigates the phenomenon of high CA within real world context, the  ESL classroom. This 

study used a collective case study research design to explore the behaviours of high CA 

learners in an ESL classroom from a qualitative paradigm. It utilises observation of the 

learners’ behaviours when interacting with their respective teacher, and teacher and learner 

interviews. The observation was done from two perspectives, via a video record of the 

interaction and an eye-tracker. In each case of a young learner with high CA, their  

personality traits, behaviours, and responses to teacher’s questions were analysed. The 

findings of this study will not only provide meaningful insights of CA behaviours during 

authentic teacher-learner interactions but will also serve as a foundation to develop future 

understanding of CA behaviours specific to young learners. 

 

3.2.2 Participants 

3.2.2.1 Case Selection. For this study, purposeful sampling was used to select 

participants who could “better contribute to the understanding of the research problem and 

fundamental phenomenon in the study” (Creswell, 2011, p. 125). In this study, the young 

learners with high CA were purposefully selected from the pool of 614 learners who 

completed the McCroskey’s PRCF scale in Study 1 to contribute to the knowledge on 

behaviours that are associated with high CA learners. Cases were carefully selected so 

behaviours relevant to high CA could be understood from either contrasting results or similar 

results that corroborated with each other (Patton, 2002; Rowley, 2002). 

In order to identify the learners who were perceive to have high CA, the case study 

learners for this present study were selected based on the outcome of the survey that was 

administered in Study 1. As detailed in Study 1, Mackiewicz and Cieciuch's (2016) PPTQ-C 
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and McCroskey et al.’s (1981) PRCF scale were used to obtain learners’ self-perceived 

personality traits and CA levels respectively. Based on the CA scores, the potential learners 

for observation were identified. Refer to Appendix B for the survey administered. 

Out of the 614 participants in Study 1, 100 learners were identified to have high CA 

based on the cut-off point of one standard deviation (i.e., 8.22) above the mean (i.e., 36.54) of 

the sample population (McCroskey et al, 1981; Watson et al, 1988). So learners scoring 45 

and above were considered having high CA. From the 100 learners, the potential case study 

participants were further filtered based on the following factors; (i) consent from learners and 

their parents, (ii) not wearing spectacles in order to be able to wear an eye tracker, (iii) 

learners’ willingness to wear the eye tracker, and (iv) willingness of teachers to participate in 

the study. Subsequently, 26 potential learners fulfilled the inclusion criteria, and the first five 

learners who consented to the study were subsequently selected as the case study participants. 

The sample size of five case studies adheres to Stake’s (2005) emphasis that the researcher 

could be overwhelmed by data if there are more than ten to fifteen cases or the data may be 

limited if there are fewer than four cases.  

 

3.2.2.2 Demographic Background of Participants. In order to protect the identity of 

the participants in this study, pseudonyms are used to identify each learner. Table 3.2 

presents summary of the case study learners’ demographic data. All five case study 

participants were learners around the ages of 11- 12 years old, and were in either Standard 5 

or Standard 6. Due to the nature of convenience sampling, unintentionally, all five learner 

participants were males and of Indian and Malay ethnicities. Although gender was associated 

with CA in past studies, (Lang et al., 1998; Loureiro et al., 2020), my Study 1 did not find a 

significant difference in the occurrence of high CA and non-high CA according to gender and 

ethnicity. Thus, gender and ethnicity were not included as a factor for examination in this 
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subsequent study. Four of the case study learners were from national schools and one learner 

was from national-type Tamil school situated in Kuala Lumpur, Negeri Sembilan and 

Selangor. All five learners mainly did not speak English at home and with their friends in 

school. Further details of each learner are in the respective case descriptions in the results 

section (see Section 3.3). 
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Table 3.2 

Demographic Data of Case Study Learner Participants (Study 2) 

Case 
Study 

Learner 
 Gender Race Year of 

Study 
Language 
(Home) 

Language 
(Friends) School Type School Location 

1 Chandran Male Indian 6 Tamil Tamil National Type 
Tamil 

(Co-ed) 
 

Semenyih 
(Selangor) 

2 Siva Male Indian 5 Tamil Tamil National Type 
(Boys) 

 

Seremban 
(Negeri Sembilan) 

3 Ahmad Male Malay 5 Malay Malay National Type 
(Co-ed) 

 

Seremban 
(Negeri Sembilan) 

4 Faris Male Malay 5 Malay Malay National Type 
(Boys) 

 

Sentul 
(Kuala Lumpur) 

5 Rizwan Male Malay 5 Malay Malay National Type 
(Boys) 

 

Sentul 
(Kuala Lumpur) 
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3.2.2.3 Consent of Participation. As the learners’ English language teachers were 

interviewed and participated in the classroom observation, in addition to learners’ assent, 

written consent was also obtained from the respective teachers of the learner participants 

prior to conducting the study.  

   

3.2.3 Research Instruments  

3.2.3.1  Eye Tracker. This study used the first generation Pupil Labs’ eye tracker 

(Kassner et al., 2014) to track the gaze behaviours of learners during the communication 

tasks in real time (see Figure 3.2). Eye tracking is a method to assess an individual’s eye 

movements with the aim that the researcher distinguishes both the order of eye movements 

from one direction to another and where an individual is looking at a specific time (Sungkur 

et al., 2016). The eye tracker consists of two cameras; a world view camera (120hz), which is 

fixated centrally and records the learner’s view; and an eye camera (200hz), which records 

one of the learner’s eye. The data were recorded with the Pupil Capture software version 

1.10.12. However, due to the use of eye tracking glasses in this present study, brow 

movements are somewhat difficult to be observed. As such, only the visible brow movements 

that were not obstructed by the eye tracking glasses were included in the analysis. 
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Figure 3.2 

Pupil Labs’ Mobile Eye Tracking Headset (Pupil Labs, 2019) 

 

 

3.2.3.1.1 Pilot Study for the Eye Tracker: Phase One. The pilot study for the eye 

tracker was conducted in two phases. The first phase of the pilot study for the eye tracker 

(i.e., preliminary pilot study for the equipment) focused on the technical aspects of the device 

and was conducted with two Standard 5 learners. This pilot study aimed to evaluate the (i) 

appropriate process of technical setup and the length of the time taken to put on the device, 

(ii) usability of the device on a young learners, and (iii) practical issues of getting a young 

learners to wear a mobile eye tracker in a regular classroom setting. The two participants 

were given the eye tracker to wear on two separate days respectively. Prior to getting the 

participants to put on the eye tracking device, I gave them a brief explanation on the 

equipment. In addition to that, the teachers were also given verbal explanation and written 

guidelines of the process and information about the use of the eye tracker in the classroom 

during the recording session as I was not present in the classroom. Once the lesson was over, 

I had an interview with the learners and the teacher individually. Some of the questions that 

were asked to the learner participants included “How did you feel wearing the eye 

tracker/glasses?”, “Do you think wearing the glasses made it difficult for you to talk to you 

teacher during the lesson?”, while the questions that the teachers were asked include “Do you 
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think your student behaved differently as he/she was given the eye tracker to wear?”, “Do 

you think the eye tracker was a distraction in the classroom?”. 

The process of wearing and calibrating the eye tracking device took approximately 15 

minutes and I found that it was a distraction for the rest of the learners in the classroom when 

the device was being set up on the learner. Thus, for the second phase of the pilot study, the 

entire process of setting up the equipment was done in a quiet environment, outside of the 

classroom. In addition, the teachers pointed out that there were slight changes in the learners’ 

behaviour when they wore the device. As such, for the following pilot study, the learners were 

given the device to wear multiple times (i.e., at least three times) in order to create a sense of 

familiarity to eliminate any changes in behaviour caused by the use of the device. I also found 

that the practicality of using the eye tracker appeared to be hindered by the length of time taken 

for the learners to get used to the device. As a result, the learners in the second phase of the 

pilot study were given imitation eye tracking glasses to determine if the simulated glasses can 

be used to shorten the length of time.  

 

3.2.3.1.2 Pilot Study for the Eye Tracker: Phase Two The second phase of the pilot 

study for the eye tracker was conducted based on the findings from the first phase and it was 

conducted with two Standard 6 learners. The aim of this pilot study is similar to the first 

phase which was to examine the (i) appropriate process of technical setup and the length of 

the time taken to put on the device, (ii) appropriateness in using the fake glasses as a 

replacement of the actual device in order to get them used to wearing the device, and (iii) 

practical issues of getting young learners to wear a mobile eye tracker in a regular classroom 

setting upon wearing the device several times. The two participants were given the imitative 

eye tracker to wear on for three consecutive days and after each day, I interviewed the 

learners individually. Some of the questions that were asked during the interview included 
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“How do you feel wearing the eye tracker/glasses?”, “Did you realise any difference between 

these two glasses that you have worn?”. 

I found that the process of wearing the device was better as it was done outside of the 

classroom in comparison to the first phase when it was done in the classroom as the other 

learners were not present during the process of calibration. Thus, for the actual observation, 

the case study learners were given the device to wear out of the classroom. In addition, the 

participants claimed that they felt comfortable wearing the fake device throughout the lesson. 

They also highlighted that they felt even more comfortable wearing the eye tracker after the 

second time wearing it. However, when there was a gap in duration (i.e., weekend) learners 

once again reported that they were not comfortable wearing the glasses. Thus, it was decided 

that with a longer duration of the familiarisation period (i.e., approximately two weeks) was 

needed for the actual study in order to ensure that the device would not interfere with their 

actual behaviour. In regard to the appropriateness of the fake eye tracker, it was found that 

the learners did not realise the difference between the actual eye tracker and the fake eye 

tracker. As such, for the actual study, the imitative eye tracker was used as needed during the 

familiarisation period.  

 

3.2.3.2  Learner Interview. Case study learner participants were interviewed with a 

set of semi-structured interview questions (Appendix F). The interview questions focused on 

their perspectives which were aimed to gather information on their CA experienced in the 

classroom following the participants’ responses on the PRCF. The semi-structured interviews 

were used to triangulate the survey data and to provide insights into perceived CA specific to 

the face to face interaction with their English language teacher in the classroom. These semi-

structured interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. 
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3.2.3.2.1  Pilot Study for Learner Interview. Two Malaysian primary school learners 

with high CA were involved in the pilot study. The aim of the pilot study was to evaluate the 

(i) appropriateness of the interview questions, (ii) logical organisation of the interview, and 

(iii) the length of the interview. Upon conducting individual interviews with the two 

participants, it was found that the interview questions were appropriate for this study. 

Specific to the logical organisation of the interview questions, changes were made based on 

the pilot study. For instance, the questions on general communicative behaviour was moved 

above the questions on their communication apprehension. Lastly, the length of the 

interviews was found to be appropriate as both the interviews took approximately 10 minutes. 

 

3.2.3.3  Teacher Interview. Based on the observations of the teacher-learner 

interaction, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the respective English language 

teachers of the case study learners at the end of this study. The interview focused on teachers’ 

perspectives which was aimed at obtaining information on case study learners’ CA, 

personality, and behaviour. The interview questions were created based on the extensive 

literature review and based on the observations conducted in this study. The questions for the 

interview is in Appendix G and these questions served as a guide. The interview was audio 

recorded and then transcribed. Part of the interview questions in this semi-structured 

interviews were used for analysis in Study 4. 

 

3.2.3.3.1  Pilot Study for Teacher Interview. Two Malaysian primary school teachers 

were involved in the pilot study. Similar to the pilot study for learner interview, the aim of 

the pilot study was to evaluate the (i) appropriateness of the interview questions, (ii) logical 

organisation of the interview, and (iii) the length of the interview. Upon conducting 

individual interviews with the two teacher participants, it was generally found that the 
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interviews went smoothly and the interview protocol was suitable for this study. In addition, 

specific to the interview questions that were relevant to this particular study, it was found that 

there was a good logical organisation of the interview questions. Lastly, the length of the 

interviews was found to be appropriate as mentioned by the teachers. 

 

3.2.3.4 Observation. The classroom observation in this study provides a groundwork 

for understanding the behaviour of young learners with high CA when answering their 

teachers’ questions in a day-to-day English language lesson. As defined by Heyman et al. 

(2014), behavioural observation is the “observation of people and events takes place in the 

settings in which they would naturally occur, and involves those who would naturally take 

part in them” (p. 1). In this present study, I took on a non-reactive role, the role in which the 

researcher does not intervene in the action that is being observed (Angrosino, 2007).  

 

3.2.3.4.1 Observation Pilot Study. A pilot study for the observation was conducted 

with two English language teachers and two language learners from a primary school to 

evaluate the (i) clarity of the description and the instructions on the teachers’ guideline, and 

(ii) appropriateness and feasibility of the observation in a natural ESL learning classroom 

which includes the duration of the observation as well as the technical setup of equipment. I 

first explained the classroom observation guideline to the teachers prior to the lesson. Two 

video cameras were used during the observation. One camera was placed on the teachers’ 

table (in front of the classroom). Another smaller camera was place at the edge of a learners 

table. Both cameras were focused on the specific learners to capture their verbal and non-

verbal behaviours. The cameras’ positions were tested during four observation sessions (four 

different English language lessons). Once the lessons were over, I obtained feedback about 

the pilot participants’ experiences by individually interviewing the learners and the teacher 
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Examples of the teacher interview questions included “Were the guidelines given clear to 

you?”, “In your opinion, what is an appropriate duration of interaction with one learner 

during a lesson?”. While the examples of learner interview questions include “How did you 

feel about the presence of cameras in the classroom?”, “While interacting with the teacher, 

were you distracted by the cameras?”. 

Based on the interview, the teachers expressed that the guidelines for the 

communicative task was clear and detailed, therefore those instruments did not require 

further amendments. I found that the average duration of interaction between a teacher and a 

learner during a lesson is two minutes, and this was also indicated by the teachers to be a 

naturally occurring interaction in an ESL classroom. The two minutes of analysis is 

consistent with the duration of interaction used by analysis in past studies that have explored 

CA (e.g., Cartwright-Hatton et al., 2003; Lewin et al, 1996). Thus, for the actual observation, 

two minutes of interactions from each lesson were targeted for analysis. Specific to the 

process of technical setup, I found that the process of placing and adjusting the equipment in 

the classroom took approximately three minutes and it was a distraction for the rest of the 

learners in the classroom when the cameras was being set up on the learner. As such, for the 

actual observation, I placed the equipment in the classroom prior to the start of the lesson. In 

addition, I also found that with a prolonged exposure to equipment (i.e., after the third day), 

the learners were no longer affected or distracted by the presence of the camera in the 

classroom. Thus, case study learners were given sufficient exposure of approximately nine 

trials with the equipment prior to the actual observation.   

 

3.2.3.4.2 Actual Observation. The interactions were recorded using two lenses, a 

video-recording that focused on the learners’ behaviours, and an eye-tracker that focused on 

the learners’ gaze behaviours. Prior to conducting the observation, the respective teachers 
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were given an observation guideline (see Appendix E). The observation guideline consisted 

of information on the intended classroom observation, video recording, eye tracking 

equipment, and the communicative task. The guideline was given to the teachers prior to the 

lessons to help the teachers to: (i) understand the purpose of the observation is, (ii) create 

interactions with the specific case study learners and, (iii) to ensure that recording of the 

equipment (i.e., cameras and eye tracker) was not obstructed during the recording of the 

lesson. Specific to the general guides on creating interactions with the specific case study 

learners, the teachers were instructed to naturally engage with the learners by asking them 

questions during the lesson. 

 

3.2.3.5 Coding Schemes. For this study, two established coding schemes were used 

to code the teacher questions and student answers (Smit et al., 2021) as well as the learners’ 

behaviours (Lindberg et al., 2021). The following subsections consist of details of the two 

selected coding schemes. 

 

3.2.3.5.1 Questions and Answers in English Language Teaching (QAELT). 

Developed by Smit et al. (2021), the QAELT is a coding scheme for teacher questions and 

learner answers in an English language classroom. It comprises  four types of mutually 

exclusive teacher questions i.e. non-elicitation, closed, clarification, and open-ended 

questions, which are based on the level of cognitive complexity. In addition, it also codes 

four types of mutually exclusive answers specified, i.e. none, simple, complete, and complex 

(Table 3.3) which are based on the complexity of learners’ answers. Using Cohen’s Kappa, 

Smit et al. (2021) reported good reliability, for the dimension teacher question (i.e., 0.77) and 

the learner answers the Cohens Kappa value was (i.e., 0.78). This coding scheme was 
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selected as it was specifically designed to observe teacher-learner interaction in English 

language learning classrooms based on the cognitive complexity of questions and answers.  

The coding scheme defines each type of question and answer (see Appendix H). 

There are two phases of coding using QAELT coding procedure. In the first phase, all teacher 

questions and learner answers were transcribed. In the second phase of the coding, all teacher 

questions and learners responses were coded based on the four questions and four answers 

type as shown in Table 3.3. Based on the coding scheme, follow-up questions and turn-taking 

are coded as a new question. 

 

Table 3.3 

Summary of QAELT Coding Scheme Adopted from Smit et al. (2021) 

 
TEACHER QUESTION LEARNER ANSWER 

Non-elicitation  
§ The teacher does not really want an 

answer 
 

Example: “Can you speak in English?” 
 
 

None  
§ Learners do not answer 

 
Example: “… (remains silent)” 

Closed 
§ The teacher expects a certain answer 

 
Example: “Did you watch the show?” 
 
 

 

Simple  
§ The learner understands the question 

and gives a very short answer (1-3 
words) 
 

Example: “Sushi.” 
 

Clarification  
§ The teacher wants to know if the 

student understands 
 

Example: “To learn?” 

Complete  
§ The learner answers the question by 

giving information that can be 
derived from the lesson content 

 
Example: “Because he has a small 

rocket.” 
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Open-ended  
§ The teacher wants to know what the 

student thinks 
 

Example: “Okay why is it important 
Chandran to watch news?” 

Complex  
§ Responses are long (>1 sentence), 

extensive and/or learner adds a new 
perspective to the lesson 

 
Example: “I have a Pitbull in my house. 

When I was sleeping every 
night, the dog will bark so 
loudly, everybody will be 
sleeping.” 

Note. The examples used here are all transcripts from this present thesis’ data. 

 

3.2.3.5.2 Behaviour Coding Scheme. The verbal and nonverbal behaviours were 

coded using Lindberg et al.’s (2021) behaviour coding scheme (Table 3.4). Although this 

coding scheme was used by Lindberg et al. (2021) on adult ESL learners (i.e., tertiary 

learners), it is highly relevant to the objectives of my study as it measures specific anxiety 

behaviours during interactions or conversations rather than oral presentations and public 

speaking. As there are no established coding schemes specifically designed for the 

behaviours of young learners with anxiety in the classroom context, this coding scheme was 

selected. The verbal behaviours coded included: (i) unfilled pauses which are silent pauses 

longer than 0.5 seconds within a sentence or phrase, (ii) filled pauses (e.g., uh, um), (iii) 

repetitions (i.e., repeating the same word or phrase), and (iv) repairs (i.e., self-corrections of 

pronunciation, grammar, or vocabulary). Based on the coding scheme, the disfluencies were 

coded categorically as absent or present. Lindberg et al. (2021) reported good reliability of 

this coding scheme i.e., 0.73, based on Cohen’s Kappa statistics. 

For the nonverbal behaviours, the behaviours that were coded include; ((i) facial 

activity (i.e., blink, nod, smile/laugh and brow movement), (ii) body movement (i.e., body 

shifts and self-adaption gestures) and (iii) gaze behaviours (i.e., gaze aversion, glance away 

and mutual gaze). The behaviours were either coded as binary (i.e., whether it occurred or did 
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not occur) or numeric (i.e., the number of times it occurred). Based on this coding scheme, 

smile/laugh, brow movement, body shift, self-adaption gesture, gaze aversion, glance away, 

and mutual gaze, are binary variables, while nod and blink are numeric variables. Lindberg et 

al (2021) reported that the reliability scores using Cohen’s Kappa statistics for the body 

gestures (i.e. body shift, self-adaption gestures) were 0.81, for the facial gestures (i.e. brow 

movement, smile/laugh) were greater than .72 and for the gaze behaviours (i.e., gaze 

aversion, glance away, and mutual gaze) were greater than .74. Lindberg et al. (2021) used an 

eye tracker for better precision in coding of their participants’ eye movement. This study uses 

the same method in coding the behaviours of learners’ gaze using a mobile eye tracker.  

 

Table 3.4 

Summary of Behaviour Coding Scheme Adopted from Lindberg et al. (2021) 

 
Category Codes Definition 

Behaviour   

 (i) Disfluency  

 

Unfilled pause Silent pauses longer than 0.5 seconds 
within a sentence or phrase  

e.g. “I just arrived here when I was… 
nineteen.” 

 Filled pause Pauses filled within a sentence or phrase 
(e.g. uh, um) 

e.g. “Especially the Quebec government 
should hold a different uh biggest uh 
most important festival in Quebec.” 

 Repetition Repeating the same word or phrase 

e.g. “We can we can call that like one 
major problem.” 

 Repair Self-corrections of pronunciation, 
grammar, or vocabulary 

e.g. “Like let’s say, when you are in 
higher – uh High School […]” 
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 (ii) Facial activity  

 

Blink Amount of blinks (numeric) 

 Nod Amount of head nods (numeric) 

 Smile/laugh Smiling and/or laughing (binary) 

 Brow movement Raising or lowering of their eyebrows 
(binary) 

 

 (iii) Body movement  

 

Body shift Shifting position (while seated), leaning 
forwards or backwards (binary) 

  Self-adaption 
gesture 

Touching neck, scratching face, hair-
twisting (binary) 

    

 (iv) Gaze  Gaze aversion Never looks at partner (binary) 

  Glance away Brief gaze shift to the side, up, or down 
(binary) 

  Mutual gaze Participants are making eye contact 
(binary) 

    

 

 

3.2.4 Data Collection and Analysis 

3.2.4.1 Data Collection Procedure. Prior to the teacher-learner interaction 

observation, the learners were familiarised with the equipment for approximately one and a 

half to two weeks prior to the actual observation. The process and procedure during the 

familiarisation  period were identical to the actual observation. The data that were analysed in 

this study was collected after the familiarisation period. The process of putting on the eye 

tracker took up approximately 10 minutes which also included the eye-camera calibration 

procedure. I also gave the learners specific instructions to ensure correct use of the eye 

tracker, i.e., (i) avoid touching the eye tracker, (ii) to immediately inform me if there were 
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any problems with the equipment. The learner then was sent back to the classroom to resume 

his or her lesson. 

Prior to each lesson, I positioned the cameras at the front of the classroom and exited 

the room before the teacher started the lesson. Approximately 15 minutes into the lesson, I 

stopped the video recording and removed all the positioned cameras. I then proceeded to 

collect the eye tracker from the observed learner. After the lesson, the learner was then 

interviewed on their experience of using the eye tracker as well as on their one-to-one 

interaction with their teacher during the lesson.   

Upon completion of classroom observation and learner interviews, the relevant 

English teachers were then interviewed several days after the observation at their preferred 

time and location. The teacher participants were also made aware that the interview will be 

audio recorded and later transcribed. The interview session with each teacher ranged from 45 

minutes to 1 hour and 30 minutes.  

Once the interviews were conducted, I transcribed the interviews and validated the 

interviews through member checking. Member checking was performed by asking the 

participants to check the interview transcripts in order to enhance the accuracy of the data 

(Birt et al., 2016). As such, the transcripts along with interviewee transcript approval form, 

were sent to the respective teacher participants. Appendix L contains the interviewee 

transcript approval form. The interviewee transcript approval form focused on (i) accuracy of 

the content, (ii) corrections to be made to the transcripts, and (iii) requests for removal of 

statements. The teacher participants were required to indicate their approval of the transcripts 

by stating yes or no. They were also provided opportunity to write down any specific 

statements to be removed or any other comments they wish to provide. Figure 3.3  illustrates 

the data collection procedure of this present study. 
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Figure 3.3  

Data Collection Procedure 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

3.2.4.2 Data Analysis. For the interviews and teacher-learner interactions in the 

classroom, each of the utterances were timestamped and given an utterance number. As there 

are various data sources in this present study (i.e. teacher interview, learner interview, 

observation) there was a need to assign each utterance a specific code for reference purposes. 

The codes were given in the sequence of; (i) the event (e.g., teacher interview - TI, learner 

interview - LI, observation - O), (ii) the utterance number, (iii) participant code. Examples of 

the codes given for the utterances are elaborated in detail in Table 3.5. These codes are used 

throughout this study in reference to the specific transcripts (i.e., teacher interview, learner 

interview and observation transcripts). 

Learner Survey (Study 1) 

Video recording Eye tracking 

Observation 
(Learner - teacher interaction in the classroom) 

Learner Interview 

Teacher Interview 

5 learners 

614 learners  

6 teachers 
  *  Learner 1 has two 

English teachers 
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Table 3.5 

Interpretation of Reference Codes 

Codes Code Interpretation Example in Use 
[TI1/83/T1] TI1 Transcribed utterances during 

teacher interview 
He is more on the sensitive 
side, that is why he is scared to 
speak [TI1/83/T1] 83 Utterance number 

T 1 The teacher’s code (Teacher 
1 – Ms Padmini) 
 

[LI1/90/L1] LI1 Transcribed utterances during 
learner interview 

Because I never talk to the 
person before [LI1/90/L1] 

90 Utterance number 
L 1 The learner’s code (Learner 1 

– Chandran) 
 

[O4/86/L4] O4 Transcribed utterances during 
the classroom observation 

To take uh from place time 
emergency [O4/86/L4] 

86 Utterance number 
L4 The learner’s code (Learner 4 

– Faris) 
 

Note. These reference codes are used throughout this research. 

 

Parallel to the pilot cases, in the 15-minute video recording, the average time of 

interaction between the case study participants and their respective teachers was 

approximately two minutes (i.e., 120 seconds). Therefore, only these two minutes of 

interactions were coded and analysed. Specific to the instances in which utterances made by 

learners were in another language, the code switching occurrences are noted in this study as it 

is viewed to be relevant in a multilingual context like Malaysia (Arumugan et al., 2017; 

Nordin et al., 2013), the behaviours were not coded as it has been found that the kinesics (i.e., 

body movements) changes according to the language one speaks (Gursoy & Ozcan, 2018; 

Jensen & Emanuelsson, 2016; Pierson & Bond, 1982).  

To establish the reliability of the coding of the behaviours as well as the questions and 

answers, 20% of the data (i.e., one case/learner) was given to a blinded coder. Prior to 
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analysing the behaviours of the learners based on the videos, the blinded coder was given the 

same set of instructions and guidelines which used by the main coder of this study on which 

are included in the coding schemes (see Appendix H). These instructions included the way in 

which values are given for each behaviour as well as questions and answers. Both the 

researcher and the coder first coded one case together. Once familiarised with the behavioural 

checklist, the blinded coder then proceeded to independently observe and rate one case. 

Cohen’s Kappa test was used to check the inter-coder reliability. For the questions and 

answers using the Questions and Answers in English Language Teaching (QAELT) coding 

scheme, good reliability was obtained κ = 0.83. While for the behaviours using Lindberg et 

al.’s (2021) behaviour coding scheme, moderate to good reliability were obtained for the 

nonverbal behaviour (i.e., gaze – κ = 0.62, blink – κ = 0.71, nod – κ = 0.64, smile – κ = 0.65, 

body shift – κ = 0.65, self-adaption – κ = 1.00) while for all verbal behaviours perfect 

agreements were obtained (i.e., unfilled pause – κ = 1.00, filled pause – κ = 1.00, repair – κ = 

1.00, repetition - κ = 1.00). 

 

3.3 Results 

3.3.1 High CA Case Study 1 – Chandran 

3.3.1.1 Case Description. Chandran was a 12 year old male learner in a national type 

Tamil primary school. He spoke Tamil at home with his family and in school with his 

friends. Chandran’s self-perceived CA score from the PRCF questionnaire was 50. For the 

subdimensions of CA, his mean scores were 3.60 for CCF, 3.80 for GCF and 3.00 for SCF, 

suggesting that he was generally anxious. In addition, during the interview he claimed that he 

was afraid to talk to strangers (i.e., “Scared” [LI1/86/L1], “Because I never talk to the person 

before” [LI1/90/L1]) and when people asks him his opinion (i.e., “I am scared when people 

ask my opinion” [LI1/101/L1]).  
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Both his English language teachers (i.e., Ms Padmini and Ms Menakshi) also 

perceived Chandran to have high CA when he was speaking English in the classroom, and 

they attributed his CA mainly to his low English language proficiency and lack of general 

knowledge.  

Yes. He is usually very quiet in class. He talks in class with his 
friend, unnecessary topic not related to the lesson but when it 
come to the lesson’s content then he will be apprehensive. He is 
very apprehensive. [TI6/57/T6] … I am assuming that 
Chandran has communication apprehension because he is less 
proficient in English. [TI6/61/T6]…  
 
Sometimes [TI1/73/T1] … Lack of knowledge on many topics 
and also the poor command of the language la [TI1/77/T1] 
 

Based on the PPTQ-C survey, Chandran’s most dominant personality traits based on 

the survey scores were agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness trait (see Appendix I). 

However, both his teachers’ disagreed and shared that Chandran showed behaviours that did 

not match the openness trait but more rule bound and cautious. In addition, both of 

Chandran’s teachers perceived him to be emotionally sensitive, vulnerable and a nervous 

learner who did not take criticisms well: 

He is a bit on the shy type, more controlled. [TI6/72/T6] … He 
is the type who is a bit sensitive … He is not so open to 
comments and criticisms … he takes things to heart. 
[TI6/74/T6] 

He doesn’t move around and talk to everyone, in other words 
he is not overly friendly. [TI1/85/T1] … He more on the 
sensitive side, that is why he is scared to speak. [TI1/83/T1] 
 

His teachers also mentioned that he usually did not volunteer to communicate and 

speak in class i.e., “But when it comes to speaking about that particular thing, he will not like 

volunteer very easily and all” [TI1/81/T1]. Additionally, although his academic performance 

was average and he had poor command of English language, he tried to give his best effort. 

Chandran is like how to say ah, he he's just average I will say 
that okay. In the classroom he is always trying, he tries his best 
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to do like if I ask him to do something, he will try his best to do 
it [TI1/81/T1]… 
 

Chandran’s teachers’ account of his personality corroborated with his agreeableness 

and conscientiousness scores. Factors that were possibly associated with high CA included (i) 

low English language proficiency, (ii) lack of general knowledge and (iii) his shy and 

reserved personality traits. 

 

3.3.1.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The activity of the lesson observed was 

writing an email on the advantages and disadvantages of watching television. It is noteworthy 

that this topic appears to be non-authentic as this task may most likely not take place in real-

life context and therefore it may have affected Chandran’s response as well as the discussion 

in the classroom. The teacher, Ms. Padmini facilitated an open class discussion by asking 

learners for their opinions on the advantages and disadvantages of watching television, as 

well as on how to write an email. Throughout the lesson, Chandran did not voluntarily share 

his views and opinions on the topic unless his teacher specifically asked him questions. 

Chandran responded twice in Tamil but was then instructed to speak in English. His Tamil 

responses were excluded from the analysis and only his responses in English were coded and 

reported in this study. 

Teacher Padmini: Okay Chandran, what is the meaning of 
advantage and disadvantage? [O1/2/T1] 

Chandran: (answers in Tamil) [O1/3/L1] 
Teacher Padmini: Tell in English la [O1/4/T1] 
Chandran: Good thing and bad thing [O1/5/L1] 
Teacher Padmini: Okay why is it important Chandran to watch 

news? [O1/7/T1] 
Chandran: (remains silent) [O1/8/L1] 

 

 

 

When the type of questions and responses were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) 

QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 14 question and answer pairs in English. The 
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total accumulated duration of interaction (i.e., 14 question and answer pairs) between 

Chandran and his teacher that was used for analysis was 117 seconds.  

An overview of Chandran’s type of responses shows that Chandran’s answers were 

mostly simple (i.e., eight questions), which consisted of utterances with approximately three 

words and below. He managed to produce three complete answers that consisted of seven 

words, e.g., “Sit in one place and be lazy” [O1/63/L1], and he did not respond to three 

questions. The limited answers produced by Chandran may be due to Ms Padmini’s 

questioning strategies (See Appendix J for the frequency counts of the type of questions and 

answers during the interaction), asking Chandran open questions that required higher order 

thinking (e.g., “Okay why is it important Chandran to watch news?” [O1/7/T1]), she 

followed up with clarification and closed questions. The clarification questions that were 

asked by the teacher were merely to ask Chandran to give more examples without providing 

Chandran with specific prompts, e.g., “Some more?” [O1/16/T1]. Chandran did not respond 

to the open questions and produced short utterances consisting of just a few words to the 

closed-ended questions. Immediately after the observation, Chandran was interviewed and he 

shared that he felt nervous (i.e., “Uhm tension” [LI1/123/L1]) as he usually does when he 

interacts with Ms Padmini in the classroom (i.e., “Do you normally feel nervous when she's 

talking to you in the classroom?” [LI1/126/R] “Yes” [LI1/127/L1]).  

 

3.3.1.3 Behaviours During Classroom Interaction. It was observed that Chandran 

appeared to be fidgeting more when he was responding in English in comparison to when he 

was responding in Tamil. A review of the 117 seconds of interaction in English showed that 

Chandran fidgeted with a pencil and an eraser almost the entire time i.e., 10 out of 14 

question and answer pairs. This parallels his teacher’s observation of his communicative 

behaviour in the classroom, in which she mentioned that he is always fidgeting, i.e., “Always 
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fidgety, and like you know, you know when you're nervous how you do it, he is always like 

that” [TI1/118/T1]). Self-adaption behaviours were only shown once, just before answering a 

question.  

In addition, he also did not create much eye contact with Ms Padmini when she was 

giving general instructions and conducting the lesson, instead he often looked down. The lack 

of eye contact was further confirmed by his teacher, i.e., “You know, he will like when he's 

even talking to me, he won't look and he will look away” [TI1/118/T1]. The glance away and 

gaze aversion behaviours were observed not just when he appeared to be thinking of his 

answers, but when his teacher was asking him questions and when he responded to the 

teachers questions. Chandran’s instinctive behaviour to withdraw or move his gaze away 

from his teacher has been indicated to be a result of high anxiety (Gregersen, 2005; Zhiping 

& Paramasivam, 2013).  

Specific to Chandran’s facial activities, it was observed that in five instances when 

Ms Padmini called his name or asked him a question, he smiled while thinking and when 

responding to her. The smiles were produced in response to the interaction initiated by the 

teacher but have occurred continuously throughout the interaction. Smiling behaviours have 

been reported as indicative of masking inner feeling, such as anxiety (Zhiping & 

Paramasivam, 2013).  

Another prominent facial activity observed is high frequency of blinking. When Ms 

Padmini asked him a question to obtain his opinion (i.e., “Okay why is it important to watch 

the news?” [O1/7/T1], and he did not respond “(remains silent)” [O1/8/L1], the observed 

blinking rate (i.e., five blinks within six seconds) was above Bentivoglio’s (1997) average 

blinking rate during a conversation, i.e., 26 blinks per minute. High blinking rates are 

associated with high anxiety experienced (Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021). 
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Verbal behaviours, i.e., repetition, repair, filled pauses, and unfilled pause, were not 

observed in all of Chandran’s utterances which may have been due to his high production of 

simple answers. 

 

 3.3.1.4 Summary of High CA Case Study 1 – Chandran. Chandran was a primary 

six learner who had high CA according to his English language teachers and the self-

perceived CA survey. Although his most dominant personality trait was agreeableness (i.e., 

friendly and compassionate), he was also a shy and reserved learner. His English language 

proficiency was reported by his teachers to be low and during interaction with his teacher in 

the classroom, it was found that he had a tendency to respond in his mother tongue, i.e., 

Tamil. The behaviours that were frequently observed during interaction with his teacher in 

the classroom were; (i) fidget, (ii) smile, (iii) lack of eye contact i.e., glance away, and gaze 

aversion. CA related verbal behaviours were not obvious during this particular classroom 

observation, possibly due to his simple answers. 

 

3.3.2 High CA Case Study 2– Siva 

3.3.2.1 Case Description. Siva was an 11 year old male learner in a national primary 

school. Out of the three languages that he spoke (i.e., English, Malay and Tamil), he 

predominantly spoke the Tamil language at home with his family and in school with his 

friends. Siva’s self-perceived CA score from the PRCF survey was 48. For the subdimensions 

of CA, i.e., CCF, GCF and SCF, Siva’s mean scores were 4.00, 3.20 and 3.00 out of five 

respectively, and these scores implied that Siva was most anxious to communicate in the 

classroom context. During the interview with him, he claimed that he was sometimes nervous 

to talk to new people (i.e., “ Nervous, Sometimes” [LI2/64/L2]) and a little bit nervous when 

someone asked him questions (i.e., “A little bit” [LI2/68/L2]) because some questions may be 
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hard for him (i.e., “Because some questions are tough and some questions are easy”  

[LI2/70/L2]). His interview responses implied that difficult questions asked may increase his 

level of anxiety.  

His English language teacher, Ms Ooi, also perceived Siva to be a learner with high 

CA when communicating using the English language in the classroom. “I think he has 

communication apprehension because every time I approach him or call him in the class, he 

tries to avoid and takes some time for him to answer … ” [TI2/45/T2].  

Specific to his personality traits, based on the survey, Siva’s most dominant 

personality domain was agreeableness with a score of 15 out of 15. It is then followed by 

extraversion and conscientiousness with 11 out of 15 for both domains. However, his teacher 

had contradicting views on Siva’ personality traits and reported that he appeared reserved, 

difficult, detached, rule-bound, cautious, efficient, organised, sensitive, and nervous (see 

Appendix I). In addition, according to his teacher, he was an introvert and an observant 

learner who did not mingle much with others around him. “Siva, is also an introvert person, 

he doesn’t mix much with other, only with his particular group of friends, but Siva, is 

observant, he won’t talk much unless he needs to say something, he is that kind of child” 

[TI2/51/T2]. Siva’s teacher also stated that although he does not perform well in his written 

work, he will still attempt to do it. “Siva is not so good in his written work, but he will try” 

[TI2/45/T2]. 

Based on perspectives of both the teacher and learner, Siva displayed the 

characteristics of generally high CA, especially in the classroom. However, his personality 

trait scores did not corroborate his teacher’s account of his personality traits. Thus, apart from 

being asked difficult questions, the factors that may have led to Siva’s high CA was unclear. 
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3.3.2.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The activity of the observed lesson was 

on writing an essay on real life heroes. The teacher, Ms. Ooi first played a short video clip on 

real life heroes, and then facilitated an open class discussion by asking learners for their 

favourite real life heroes. Throughout the lesson, just like Chandran, Siva did not voluntarily 

share his views and opinions on the topic unless his teacher specifically asked him questions. 

On several instances, when the teacher asked him questions, he did not respond, and 

remained silent.  

Teacher Ooi: Why do you say your mother is a real life hero? Why do you 
consider she is a hero, heroine, a real life heroine, why? 
[O2/49/T2] 

Siva: She teach uh all childrens [O2/46/L2] 
Teacher Ooi: Some more? What else does she do?[O2/50/T2] 
Siva: (remains silent) [O2/51/L2] 
Teacher Ooi: What else does she do? [O2/53/T2] 
Siva: Uh (remains silent) [O2/54/L2] 

 

When the type of questions and responses were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) 

QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 15 question and answer pairs in the 119 

seconds of interaction observed. As Siva responded in English all the time, all his responses 

were analysed. Appendix J displays the frequency counts of the type of questions and 

answers during interaction with Ms Ooi. 

An overview of Siva’s type of answer responses shows that Siva mostly did not 

respond to the teacher’s questions (i.e., eight questions without an answer). The rest of his 

answers were simple (i.e., seven questions), which consisted of utterances with 

approximately three words and below. Siva’s limited or no response to Ms Ooi ‘s questions 

may be due to the questions’ high level of cognitive demand (Lee & Kinzie, 2012). Ms Ooi 

asked Siva open questions e.g., “Why Siva? Why do you think she is called a super hero? 

What kind of characteristic a super hero should have?” [O2/67/T2]) which were inclined 

towards predictions and reasoning that required higher order thinking. Although there were 
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generally more clarification questions asked by Ms Ooi, these clarification questions were the 

follow-up questions to evoke more responses to the open questions. The sequence of 

questions directed to Siva were mainly (i) Open – Clarification – Clarification – 

Clarification– Clarification– Clarification; and (ii) Open – Clarification – Clarification. The 

clarification questions asked by Ms Ooi were predominantly to prompt Chandran to elaborate 

on his answers (e.g., “What else does she do that you feel, not only teaching right? There 

must be something else that she does. What are the things that she does for the children?” 

[O2/56/T2), while the other teachers in this study were focused on seeking clarification 

without prompting. 

Immediately after the observation, Siva was interviewed and he shared that he felt 

anxious when he interacted with Ms Ooi during the observed lesson. He specifically stated 

that he felt nervous (i.e., “Scared” [LI2/99/L2]) as he did not understand some of the 

questions asked (i.e., “Some questions I no understand” [LI2/101/L2]).  

 

3.3.2.3 Behaviours During Classroom Interaction. One of Siva’s prominent 

behaviours during the interaction was his lack of eye contact. He had a tendency to glance 

away, most often to the side, when Ms Ooi was speaking and asking a general question to the 

entire class. He also was seen looking away during instances in which he was thinking of the 

answers to both general, and specific questions. His teacher noticed this, and in the interview, 

indicated that he does not create eye contact (i.e., “Siva doesn’t create eye 

contact.[TI2/80/T2]”). Eye gaze withdrawal or aversion has been reported to be a result of 

high anxiety levels experienced (Gregersen, 2005; Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013).  

Specific to Siva’s facial activities, it was also observed that Siva smiled and licked his 

lips often. Most of the time, he smiled whenever he did not know the answer. He was also 

observed to be smiling when he and Ms Ooi were talking about superheroes, and relating his 
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mother as his real life hero. In both instances, his smiling behaviour may indicate that he was 

enthusiastic as a result of the topic (Rashotte, 2002) as well as he did not know the answers to 

the questions (Sert & Jacknick, 2015). In relation to the behaviour of licking his lips, there 

were no patterns of occurrence that was observed, and it may have been out of habit as he 

randomly licked his lips.  

Additionally, frequent blinking behaviour was observed when he did not answer the 

teacher’s question. He made two to five blinks for each question-answer instances. For the 

first question that Ms Ooi asked Siva during the observed lesson, i.e., “Do you know anybody 

Siva? Your your, maybe your family member, your cousin, your uncle, that is a policeman. 

[O2/21/T2]”, he blinked 5 times within 11 seconds, a rate above Bentivoglio, 1997)’s 26 

blinks per minute, and related to high anxiety (Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021) when 

his teacher called upon his name specifically for him to answer the question.  

For body movements, the only behaviour observed was Siva tapping his fingers. The 

finger-tapping behaviour was observed to have occurred sporadically, in four out of the 

fifteen question-answer instances throughout the duration of the observation, and three of the 

finger-tapping behaviour were observed when he did not respond to the teacher’s question. 

Zhang et al. (2021) argued that finger tapping is a type of automatic behaviour when a learner 

is paying greater attention during the lesson. If the finger tapping behaviour was indicative of 

increased attention, then it was likely that Siva’s lack of responses could also be associated 

with his need to think and process the questions asked by Ms Ooi. In addition, another 

prominent CA behaviour shown throughout the interaction was Siva’s stiff posture. He sat 

straight up whenever he was interacting with Ms Ooi or whenever Ms Ooi called his name. 

This behaviour was further confirmed by Ms Ooi during the interview with her as she 

mentioned that he is usually very stiff, i.e.,  “… stiff, frozen” [TI2/104/T2].  
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Verbal behaviours, i.e., repetition, repair, and unfilled pause, were not observed in all 

of Siva’s utterances, which may also have been due to his limited length of answers, whereby 

his longest answer contained four words, i.e., “She teach ‘uh’ all childrens” [O2/50/L2].  

Based on this response, it can be seen that filled pause was observed to have occurred. The 

filled pause had occurred in the longest response (i.e., four words) that Siva produced during 

the observed interaction. As such, it is possible that verbal disfluencies were generally not 

observed in Siva’s responses due to the type of the type of answers (i.e., none and simple 

answers) that Siva produced during this specific observation.    

 

3.3.2.4 Summary of High CA Case Study 2 – Siva. Siva was a primary five learner 

who had high CA according to his English language teachers and the self-perceived CA 

survey. Ms Ooi reported that Siva had low English language proficiency. Based on the five 

personality traits, he and his teacher had contrasting views. The survey showed that Siva 

scored high for extraversion and agreeableness personality traits, while his teacher claimed 

Siva to be an introvert and an observant learner who did not mingle much with others. Siva 

shared that he was anxious when Ms Ooi asked him difficult questions. Upon further 

analysis, it was found that following a non-satisfactory answer to her higher order thinking 

question, Ms Ooi predominantly asked a series of clarification or closed questions, which 

resulted in no responses and prolonged silence from Siva. Specific to the nonverbal 

behaviours, the behaviours that were frequently observed during interaction with his teacher 

in the classroom were; (i) frequent blinks, (ii) smile, (iii) lack of eye contact and (iv) stiff 

body posture. There was only one verbal behaviour observed (i.e., filled pause) during this 

particular classroom observation. 
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3.3.3 High CA Case Study 3 – Ahmad 

3.3.3.1 Case Description. Ahmad was an 11 year old male learner in a national 

primary school. He spoke Malay language at home with his family and in school with his 

friends. Specific to CA, Ahmad’s self-perceived CA score based on the PRCF survey was 50. 

In addition, his specific CA mean scores were  2.80, 3.40 and 4.67 out of five for CCF, GCF 

and SCF respectively, suggesting that he was most anxious about communicating with 

strangers. In contrast to the survey results, during the interview with him, he claimed that he 

was usually not nervous when talking to others i.e., “How do you feel when you are talking to 

a new person?” [LI3/48/R], “Calm” [LI3/49/L3]). However, he may not have understood the 

questions clearly, due to his proficiency level in English language. This can be seen when the 

same question was asked twice with the use of a different word. 

Interviewer: So do you feel nervous when you are talking to 
your teacher? [LI3/65/R] 

Ahmad: No [LI3/66/L3] 
Interviewer: No, okay but when you are interacting with 

your teacher do you feel nervous? [LI3/67/R] 
Ahmad: Yes [LI3/68/L3] 

 

During the interview with his English language teacher, Ms Nisha, she claimed that 

he had high CA (i.e., “So do you think that Ahmad has communication apprehension?” 

[LI3/108/R] “Yes” [LI3/109/T5]). Ms Nisha also highlighted that he needed to be prompted 

with questions in order for him to interact with her, i.e., “I will have to, always like you know 

prompt him, ask him questions” [I/113/T5]   

Specific to personality traits, the survey results indicated that Ahmad’s most dominant 

personality traits were conscientiousness (a score of 15/15) and openness (a score of 14/15). 

His agreeableness trait was the lowest as he scored 3/15. See Appendix I for the complete 

personality survey scores. These self-perceived personality traits, somewhat matched his 

teacher’s perspective on his personality traits. According to Ms Nisha, he was efficient and 
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organised, which are the traits that reflect high conscientiousness, as well as difficult and 

detached which are the traits that reflect low agreeableness. However, in regard to his high 

openness score from the survey, his teacher had contradicting perceptions. To Ms Nisha, 

Ahmad was more rule-bound and cautious. Ms Nisha also mentioned that Ahmad was a very 

quiet learner who did not usually work with others in the class i.e., “He is very quiet … 

seldom see him working or discussing with friends…” [TI5/113/T5]. His teacher also 

reported that although he usually completed his work, he had low confidence in himself i.e., 

“… when it comes to work, he does his work and homework. He has very low confidence. He 

thinks he can’t but he actually can” [TI5/119/T5]. It was also highlighted by Ms Nisha that 

Ahmad was emotionally sensitive.  

You know, like, even among even among his friends, like even 
during the discussion or like, you know, whenever they're 
talking to each other and all, he can't really get into the group, 
you know, so even if if they just say one word or two, he will very 
fast he will just say ok ‘saya tak nak’ (I don’t want), I don’t want 
to be friends with you. [TI5/123/T5]   
 

Ahmad’s teachers’ account of his personality trait corroborated with his agreeableness 

and conscientiousness scores, but contradicted his openness score. Based on perspectives of 

both the teacher and learner, it can be summarised that Ahmad’s classroom behaviours were 

consistent with those of high CA, although during the interview he mentioned that he was not 

anxious to communicate with others. It is noted that while being interviewed, he could be 

consciously conforming to positive responses, in line with his conscientiousness personality 

trait (Roccas et al., 2002). The factors that were possibly associated with his high CA include 

(i) low English language proficiency, (ii) lack of confidence and (iii) his emotional sensitivity 

trait. 

 

3.3.3.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The activity of the observed lesson was 

on writing a letter about a country that they would like to visit. The teacher, Ms. Nisha 
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instructed the learners to conduct group discussions on which country they liked to visit and 

details of the country that they have individually read up on. Throughout the lesson, Ahmad 

did not voluntarily share his views and opinions on the topic unless his teacher specifically 

asked him questions. During the interaction with Ms Nisha, there were instances in which 

Ahmad remained silent and did not respond to the questions asked by Ms Nisha.  

Ms Nisha: Figurines, what type of figurines do they have 
there? [O3/12/T5] 

Ahmad: (remains silent) [O3/13/L3] 
Ms Nisha: What what figurines, cartoons or any of specific 

figurines that you like? [O3/14/T5] 
Ahmad: (remains silent) [O3/15/L3] 

 

When the type of questions and responses were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) 

QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 14 question and answer pairs in English that 

were recorded. Ahmad responded to all the questions in English, as such, all his responses 

were coded. The total accumulated duration of interaction (i.e., 14 question and answer pairs) 

between Ahmad and Ms Nisha that was used for this analysis was 120 seconds. 

An overview of Ahmad’s type of answer responses showed that Ahmad also mostly 

produced simple answers (i.e., nine questions), which consisted of utterances with 

approximately three words and below, and no response to the teacher’s questions (i.e., five 

questions). Similar to Ms Padmini and Ms Ooi, Ms Nisha also asked open questions that 

required higher order thinking (e.g., “Japan, okay why would you like to visit Japan?. 

[O3/6/T5]”). Although there were generally more clarification and closed questions asked by 

Ms Nisha, these questions were the follow-up questions to evoke Ahmad’s response to the 

open questions (e.g., (i) Open – Clarification – Clarification – Clarification– Clarification– 

Clarification; (ii) Open – Closed – Clarification – Clarification – Clarification – Closed – 

Closed). 
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The limited or no response produced by Ahmad to the questions asked by Ms Nisha 

may be due two specific reasons i.e.,(i) the type of questions (Erlinda & Dewi, 2014), (ii) a 

result of Ahmad’s internalised CA, Ahmad chose to remain silent or talk less (Maher & King, 

2020, McCroskey, 1997, Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013).  

Immediately after the observation, Ahmad was interviewed and he shared that he felt 

nervous (i.e., “Nervous” [LI3/102/L3]) as he did not know the answers to her questions (i.e., 

“I don’t know the answer” [LI3/104/L3]). As such, the behaviours analysed in the following 

section reflects on Ahmad’s behaviour during an instance in which he perceived to have 

experienced high CA. See Appendix J for the frequency counts for the type of questions and 

answers during interaction with the Ms Nisha. 

 

3.3.3.3 Behaviours During Classroom Interaction. Unlike Chandran and Siva who 

averted their eye gaze as soon as they began interacting with their teachers, Ahmad managed 

to maintain eye contact when the teacher was asking the questions. However, when he was 

responding to the questions or when he was thinking of the answers, he glanced away often. 

He even looked at his friends after giving his answers, which may be reflective of his 

consciousness of his friends’ reactions to his answers. The general lack of eye contact is 

further supported by Ms Nisha as she mentioned that he does not create eye contact, i.e., “He, 

no eye contact, no eye contact first of all” [TI5/160/T5].  

In addition, it was also observed that he smiled often. Ahmad smiled when he didn’t 

know the answers to the teacher’s questions and even during several instances of answering 

the questions. When he did not respond to the teacher’s questions his smiles were often 

followed by an obvious exhale while appearing to be uncomfortable. During these instances, 

his smiling behaviour may indicate that he did not know the answers to the questions (Sert & 
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Jacknick, 2015) and may have been trying to mask his inner feeling, i.e., anxiety, (Zhiping & 

Paramasivam, 2013). 

Specific to body movements, he was observed to be shaking his legs almost the entire 

time. This parallels his teacher’s observation of his communicative behaviour in the 

classroom, in which she mentioned that he usually fidgeted, swayed and feet shuffled (i.e., 

“Does he usually have or demonstrate any of the following when he's communicating with 

you interacting with you in the class [TI5/161/R] … fidgeting or swaying or feet shuffling?” 

[TI5/163/R], “Ah yes” [T15/81/T5]). Fidgeting behaviours are associated with CA (e.g., 

Gregersen 2005; Mulac & Sherman, 1974). It was also observed that whenever Ms Nisha 

called his name or asked him a question, there was a slight body shift and he sat up straight 

throughout the interaction. Besides that, there were no body shift and self-adaption 

behaviours observed.   

Out of the four verbal disfluencies, i.e., repetition, repair, filled pauses, and unfilled 

pauses, there was only one repetition observed. However, the lack of verbal disfluencies 

could be due to the simple or no responses that Ahmad produced. As such, conclusions on his 

verbal disfluencies cannot be drawn from the observed interaction. In addition, in line with 

his low confidence, it was also observed that Ahmad responded very softly and frequently 

looked at his friends upon answering questions. Ms Nisha had to repeat some questions as 

she could not hear him although she was standing right in front of him. 

 

 3.3.3.4 Summary of High CA Case Study 3 – Ahmad. Ahmad was a primary five 

learner who had high CA according to his English language teacher and the self-perceived 

CA survey. His English language proficiency was reported by his teacher to be low. Based on 

Ms Nisha’s and Ahmad’s perspectives, his most dominant personality trait was 

conscientiousness (i.e., efficient and organised), and Ms Nisha also claimed Ahmad to be an 
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emotionally sensitive and a very quiet learner who did not usually work with others in the 

class. There was disagreement specific to openness personality traits as the survey score for 

this domain was high while Ms Nisha perceived him to be rule-bound and cautious. During 

interaction with his teacher in the classroom, it was found that Ahmad had a tendency to 

respond in simple and short answers, and he also remained silent for some questions asked. 

Specific to the nonverbal behaviours, the behaviours that were frequently observed during the 

specific interactions with his teacher in the classroom were; (i) smile, (ii) glance away (iii) 

shaking of legs. There was only one verbal behaviour observed (i.e., repetition) during this 

particular classroom observation. 

 

3.3.4 High CA Case Study 4 – Faris 

3.3.4.1 Case Description. Faris was an 11 year old male learner in a national primary 

school. He spoke Malay at home and with his friends in school. His favourite subject was 

English as he found it easy to learn. Faris’ self-perceived CA score from the PRCF survey 

was 46. His CA subdimension mean scores were 2.60, 3.20 and 4.67 for CCF, GCF and SCF 

respectively which indicated that he was most anxious about communicating with strangers. 

In line with the survey scores, he claimed that he was not usually nervous when interacting 

with someone new, but felt nervous communicating with strangers out of school due to his 

safety (i.e., If in school no, but if outside I am scared” [LI4/58/L4], “If talking to stranger 

‘luar sekolah’(out of school), ‘takut’ (scared) strangers because ‘takut mereka’ (scared they) 

will kidnap I” [LI4/60/L4]). He also stated that he was usually anxious when others asked 

him questions. According to his English language teacher, Mr Daniel, Faris’ CA depends on 

the topic of interaction i.e., “When it comes to Faris’ communication apprehension, it 

depends on the topic or content as well as the difficulty level of the topic, the particular topic 

of that day ...” [TI3/42/T3]. 
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Based on the PPTQ-C survey, Faris’ most dominant personality traits were 

agreeableness and conscientiousness at 15 out of 15 for both domains. It was followed by 

openness and extraversion at 11 out of 15 for both domains. Appendix I contains the 

complete scores of Faris’ self-perceived personalities. Faris’ self-reported personality traits 

(i.e., high extraversion, agreeableness, and openness) to a certain extent, matched his 

teachers’ views on his personality. Mr Daniel described Faris as outgoing, friendly, 

compassionate, imaginative, curious. However, in relation to conscientiousness personality 

trait, Faris’ self-perception did not match his teacher’s perception as Mr Daniel claimed that 

Faris was more disorganised and careless. Apart from these specific personality facets, 

according to Mr Daniel, Faris was a sociable and open person i.e., “He is a very happy go 

lucky boy, very open, sociable” [TI3/45/T3]. His teacher also reported that Faris was 

emotionally sensitive in certain situations, especially towards teachers. 

He is not sensitive with his friends, but he is sensitive when it 
comes to teachers. Once it happened to me, when he did 
something, I explained to him in a soft tone that he should be 
doing such things, and he got extremely emotional. So when it 
comes to teachers he is very soft and sensitive. [TI3/47/T3] 

 
Similar to Siva and Ahmad, the teachers’ perceptions of Faris’ personality traits 

somewhat contradicted Faris’ personality trait scores (i.e., conscientiousness). Based on 

perspectives of both Mr Daniel’s and Faris’, it can be summarised that Faris displayed the 

traits of generally high CA in the classroom. However, his CA levels vary based on the topic 

of interaction. Several factors that possibly led to his high CA include (i) low English 

language proficiency, (ii) lack of general knowledge and (iii) his emotional sensitivity trait. 

 

3.3.4.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The topic of the observed lesson was on 

the types of future transportation. This topic is in line with creating an open classroom 

discussion and promoting learner’s imagination. The teacher, Mr Daniel, facilitated an open 
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class discussion by asking learners for their opinions on the types of transportation that may 

exist in future and also the advantages and disadvantages of teleportation. Throughout the 

lesson, Mr Daniel facilitated the discussion in dual language, i.e., English and Malay 

languages. It was observed that Faris participated in the discussion in three instances 

voluntarily but he was sharing his ideas in the Malay language. When Mr Daniel asked him 

questions in English, he struggled to respond in English due to his lack of proficiency.  

Mr Daniel: But, what is the disadvantage? (looks at Faris) [O/106/T3] 
Faris: Uhm … we can lazy [O/109/L4] 
Mr Daniel: Any other idea? [O/117/T3] 
Faris: Ah “salah”(wrong) teleport [O/119/L4] 

 

Faris’ tendency to code switch was corroborated by Mr Daniel’s claim that Faris had 

a tendency to use dual language due to his lack of proficiency in the English language, i.e., 

“It also depends on what he is trying to say, so if the words that he needs to use is in his 

head, he can explain, if not he will withdraw from communicating. He tends to use dual 

language” [T13/41/T3]. In line with this, Faris responded thrice in Malay but his responses 

in Malay were excluded from the analysis and only his responses in English were coded and 

reported in this study. 

When the type of questions and responses were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) 

QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 11 question and answer pairs in English that 

were recorded. The total accumulated duration of interaction (i.e., 11 question and answer 

pairs) between Faris and his teacher that were used for analysis is 112 seconds. Appendix J 

consists of the frequency counts of the type of questions and answers during interaction with 

the Mr Daniel.  

An overview of Faris’ types of answer responses showed that just like the previous 

four learners, Faris mostly produced simple answers (i.e., six questions) which consisted of 

utterances with approximately three words and below, and no response to the teacher’s 
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questions (i.e., three questions). The limited or no response produced by Faris to the 

questions asked by Mr Daniel may be due the type of questions that were asked by Mr 

Daniel. Unlike the other teachers who often began their series of questions with an open 

question, Mr Daniel asked Faris closed questions that most often required simple responses 

(e.g., “Okay, what is a car?. [O4/18/T3]”). Mr Danial also had the tendency to follow up his 

closed questions with two to four clarification questions e.g., Closed – Clarification – 

Clarification; (ii) Closed – Clarification – Clarification – Clarification – Clarification –  

Clarification). 

Immediately after the observation, Faris was interviewed and he claimed that he felt 

anxious interacting with Mr Daniel during the observed lesson (i.e., “When he started talking 

to me in class, I was nervous” [LI4/90/L4]), especially when Mr Daniel specifically asked 

him questions and opinions (i.e., “Because he was asking me questions and my opinion” 

[LI4/92/L4]). 

 

3.3.4.3 Behaviours During Classroom Interaction. A review of the 112 seconds 

interaction during the observed lesson revealed that Faris engaged in frequent self-adaption 

body movements, i.e., touching of lips, the entire time. As Faris admitted to feeling anxious 

during the interaction, those self-adaption behaviours may have been related to his anxiety 

level (Lindberg et al., 2021). In addition, it was also observed that he was frequently 

fidgeting (i.e., thrice) and shaking his legs (i.e. twice). This fidgeting behaviour that Faris 

engaged in was further confirmed by his teacher, as Mr Daniel mentioned that Faris fidgets 

often (i.e., “Does he tend to fidget, sway, pace around, feet shuffle or shake?” [TI3/80/R], 

“Yes, yes he does” [T13/81/T3]). In addition, body shifts were noted twice during the 

interaction, suggesting that at two specific instances, Faris may have experienced high 

anxiety arousal (Lindberg, et al., 2021). Due to his lack of English language proficiency, it 
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was also observed that when he was thinking of the answers, he used hand gestures to 

describe what he was attempting to answer. 

Specific to gaze behaviours, Faris generally maintained eye contact with Mr Daniel 

when Mr Daniel asked questions and also when he was responding to those questions. 

However, he did engage in gaze aversion whenever he appeared to be thinking of the 

answers. According to Mr Daniel, Faris avoids eye contact when he is not familiar with the 

topic of discussion, i.e., “Depending on the topic as mentioned before. He tries avoiding eye 

contact” [TI3/73/T3].  

Another prominent behaviour observed was smiling. During the instances in which 

Faris was unsure of his answers, he smiled, indicating that he had insufficient knowledge to 

answer the teacher’s questions (Sert & Jacknick, 2015). Just like all other learners in this 

study, Faris also smiled each time Mr Daniel called upon him. As learners admitted to feeling 

anxious during the interactions, their smiles could be attempts to mask their anxieties 

(Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013). 

Apart from the smiling behaviour, another prominent facial activity observed was 

high frequency of blinking. When Mr Daniel asked him his opinion (i.e., “But, what is the 

disadvantage?” [O4/106/T3], and he responded “Uhm we can lazy” [O4/109/L4], the 

observed blinking rate (i.e., five blinks within nine seconds) was above Bentivoglio’s (1997) 

average blinking rate during a conversation, i.e., 26 blinks per minute.  

As for the verbal behaviours, during four separate answers, filled pause was observed, 

while unfilled pause and repetition were found to have occurred twice. Specific to the 

occurrence of such disfluencies, it has been demonstrated that learners’ mental preparation 

may be influenced by their nervous state (Choi et al., 2015). In line with his lack of English 

language proficiency, it was also observed that when he was trying to respond in English, he 

experienced difficulty in identifying the correct words. In addition, when he was unsure of 
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his own answer, he spoke softly towards the end of his statements or answers. These verbal 

behaviours suggest that he may have experienced CA while interacting with the teacher in the 

classroom due to the lack of language proficiency. His specific behaviours were more 

prominent when he could not answer the teacher’s questions.  

 

 3.3.4.4 Summary of High CA Case Study 4 – Faris. Faris was a primary five 

learner who had high CA according to his English language teacher and the self-perceived 

CA survey. His most dominant personality traits were openness and extraversion, Mr Daniel 

also claimed Faris to be emotionally sensitive in the classroom. Specific to conscientiousness 

personality trait, he and his teacher had contrasting views. The survey showed that Faris 

scored high for conscientiousness personality domain, his teacher claimed Faris to be 

disorganised and careless. His English language proficiency was reported by Mr Daniel to be 

low and during the interaction in the classroom, it was found that he had a tendency to 

respond in his mother tongue, i.e., Malay. In addition, during interaction with Mr Daniel, it 

was found that the most frequent type of answers that Faris engaged in were either simple or 

no answers. However, he did give two complete answers. Specific to the nonverbal 

behaviours, the behaviours that were frequently observed during interaction with his teacher 

in the classroom were; (i) smile, (ii) blinking, (iii) hand gestures, (iv) fidgeting and shaking 

of legs. There were three types of verbal behaviour observed (i.e., filled pause, unfilled pause 

and repetition) during this particular classroom observation. 

 

3.3.5 High CA Case Study 5 – Rizwan 

3.3.5.1 Case Description. Rizwan was an 11 year old male learner in a national 

primary school. Malay was the language he spoke at home with his family and in school with 

his friends. His self-perceived CA score from the PRCF was 47. In addition, the mean scores 
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for the CA subdimension, i.e., CCF, GCF and SCF, were 4.60, 2.20 and 4.00 out of five 

respectively, indicating that he was most anxious about communicating in the classroom 

followed by communicating with strangers. During the interview, he claimed that he was 

nervous to talk to new people, i.e., “How do you feel when you are communicating with a 

new person?” [L15/48/R], “Nervous” [LI5/49/L5]. 

In line with Rizwan’s self-perception, his English language teacher, Ms Lina, also 

perceived Rizwan to be a learner with high CA when communicating using the English 

language in the classroom i.e., “He has high communication apprehension” [I/54/T3]. 

According to Ms Lina, he was not proficient in English (i.e., “He is not good in English” 

[I/56/T3]) and he had a tendency to not volunteer to answer the questions in the classroom as 

he did not have the confidence (i.e., “He does not have the confidence. He won’t raise his 

hands to answer questions, even when he knows the answer” [I/56/T3]). 

Rizwan’s most dominant personality domain was conscientiousness at 13 out of 15, 

followed by agreeableness at 12 out of 15. However, according to his teacher, his 

agreeableness and conscientiousness traits were not entirely prominent (see Appendix I). For 

the conscientiousness trait, she claimed that he was neither organised and efficient, nor was 

he disorganised and careless (i.e., “He is neither one. In the middle” [TI4/84/T4]). In 

addition, she described Rizwan as not very friendly, but was close to his own circle of friends 

and he was more detached from others. (i.e., “In the middle. He is not that friendly, but he is 

fine with his own friends. He is slightly more detached because he is not the person who 

mingles with everyone. He doesn’t have many friends” [TI4/88/T4]). She also mentioned that 

he was more of a quiet and an extremely emotionally sensitive learner i.e., “He is very quiet 

in the classroom” [I/67/T4], “… he is very sensitive and he is like a cry baby. Whenever I 

scold him he will cry…” [I/63/T4]. In relation to classwork, Ms Lina reported that Rizwan to 
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be lazy and often did not complete the given homework. She stated that this laziness trait has 

also been pointed out by Rizwan’s father to her. 

He doesn’t do his homework also. [I/63/T4] … He has a brother 
in year three. When the father came and see me to the take the 
report card, the father is also comparing the two the two 
children. His siblings are okay, its Rizwan himself, so it’s not 
because of the background because the father is quite strict with 
the children, it’s he himself. [I/65/T4] 
 

Rizwan’s teachers’ account of his personality contradicted his agreeableness and 

conscientiousness scores. Based on perspectives of both the teacher and learner, it can be 

summarised that Rizwan displayed characteristics of high CA in the classroom. Several 

factors that may have led to his high level of CA include (i) low English language 

proficiency, and (ii) his detached and sensitive personality traits. 

 

3.3.5.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The activity of the observed lesson was 

on a reading comprehension passage which focused on directions. Ms Lina discussed the 

passage and the questions relevant to the passage. Prior to the observed lesson, the activity 

was given to the learners to read and answer the reading comprehension questions. The 

lesson was focused on checking all the answers to the reading comprehension questions. 

Throughout the lesson, Ms Lina went through each question and randomly selected learners 

to share their answers. Based on the answers, she then asked relevant questions to ensure that 

the learners understood the content of the lesson.  

It was observed that Rizwan did not voluntarily participate in the discussion. 

However, this may be due to the nature of the lesson, as it did not allow learners to freely 

share the answers, as Ms Lina specifically called upon learners to answer. Specific to the 

questions that Ms Lina had asked Rizwan, Rizwan responded to all the questions in English. 

However, none of the questions required him to share his opinion, he was only required to 
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merely share the answers for the reading comprehension questions. The following is an 

example of interaction between Rizwan and Ms Lina during the lesson. 

Ms Lina: Pashmina Shawl Centre is the furthest, okay how can you make 
a sentence? [O5/36/T4] 

Rizwan: Pashmina Shawl Centre is the furthest from the school 
[O5/37/L5] 

 

When the type of questions and responses were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) 

QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 10 question and answer pairs in English that 

were recorded. The total accumulated duration of interaction between Rizwan and his teacher 

that were used for analysis is 113 seconds. Appendix J consists the frequency counts of the 

type of questions and answers during interaction with the Ms Lina.  

An overview of Rizwan’s type of answer responses showed that Rizwan mostly 

produced simple answers (i.e., nine questions), which consisted of utterances with 

approximately three words and below, followed by no response to the teacher’s questions 

(i.e., one question). The limited or no response produced by Rizwan may be due the type of 

questions (Erlinda & Dewi, 2014) that were asked by Ms Lina which were mostly closed 

(i.e., six) and clarification (i.e., four) type questions.  

Immediately after the observation, Rizwan was interviewed and he claimed he was 

slightly nervous when communicating with Ms Lina i.e., “A little bit nervous” [LI5/77/L5]. 

The interview conducted with Rizwan confirmed that Rizwan perceived himself to have had 

high CA during the interaction observed. As such, the Rizwan’s behaviours observed in 

classroom that are analysed in the following sub-section reflects the behaviour during an 

instance in which Rizwan claimed to have experienced high CA. 

 

3.3.5.3 Behaviour During Classroom Interaction. A review of the 113 seconds 

video of the observed lesson revealed that Rizwan did not create much eye contact with his 
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English language teacher, i.e., Ms Lina, when she was giving general instructions and 

conducting the lesson. He often looked at his friends upon answering the questions. This may 

be due to him being conscious about his peers’ reactions to his responses and answers. The 

lack of eye contact was also observed during instances in which Ms Lina asked him questions 

and when he was responding to her questions. The lack of eye contact was further confirmed 

by his teacher, i.e., “He would pull himself back and even look down to avoid any 

communication or to avoid answering questions. He doesn’t create eye contact” [TI4/95/T4]. 

Similar to the four other case studies, the glance away and gaze aversion behaviours were 

observed not just when he appeared to be thinking of his answers, but when his teacher was 

asking him the questions and when he responded to the teachers questions. Thus, the 

tendency for Rizwan to avoid eye contact with his teacher is consistent with the key 

behaviours reported in learners with high anxiety levels (Gregersen, 2005; Zhiping & 

Paramasivam, 2013). 

Specific to facial activities, it was also observed that whenever he answered Ms 

Lina’s questions, he smiled at the end of his answers. The smiling behaviour was not specific 

to instances in which he appeared to be unsure of the answers, but was observed to have 

frequently occurred upon answering the questions. Therefore, similar to the four other case 

study learners, Rizwan may have been masking his anxiety with his smile (Zhiping & 

Paramasivam, 2013). Another behaviour that was observed is the frequent blinking. For one 

specific instance, the observed blinking rate (i.e., eight blinks within twelve seconds) was 

above the average blinking rate during a conversation, i.e., 26 blinks per minute (Bentivoglio, 

1997). This specific instance of high blinking rate observed may be a result of high anxiety 

experienced (Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021).  

In relation to body movements, there were no body shifts and self-adaption 

behaviours observed.  However, based on his teacher’s observation of his communicative 
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behaviour in the classroom, she mentioned that he had a tendency to fidget, i.e., “Does he 

tend to fidget, sway…?” [TI4/115/R], “Yes” [TI4/115/T4]). However, during this specific 

observation, he was not observed to be fidgeting, instead he had a stiff body posture. As for 

the verbal behaviours, i.e., disfluency, repetition, repair, and unfilled pauses, there was only 

one verbal behaviour observed, i.e., filled pause. It may be concluded that verbal disfluencies 

were generally not observed in Rizwan’s responses due to the short length of answers. 

  

 3.3.5.4 Summary of High CA Case Study 5 – Rizwan. Rizwan was a primary five 

learner who had high CA according to his English language teacher and the self-perceived 

CA survey. Ms Lina reported that Rizwan had low English language proficiency. His 

personality traits were inconclusive as Rizwan and Ms Lina had contrasting perspectives. 

However, Ms Lina claimed Rizwan to be an extremely emotionally sensitive learner.  In 

regard to the interaction with his teacher in the classroom, similar to the other learners, it was 

found that the most frequent type of answers that Rizwan engaged in were either simple or no 

answers. Specific to the nonverbal behaviours, the behaviours that were frequently observed 

during interaction with his teacher in the classroom were; (i) smile, (ii) blink, (iii) glance 

away and gaze aversion, and (iv) stiff body posture. There was only one type of verbal 

behaviour observed (i.e., filled pause) during this particular classroom observation. 

         

3.3.6 Cross-Case Analysis – High CA 

An exploratory collective case study was conducted to investigate the behaviours of 

five young learners with high CA during interaction in English with their teacher in an ESL 

classroom. The purpose of this section is to compare and contrast the individual differences 

of learners across the five case studies, responses to teacher’s questions, and the behaviours 

during classroom interaction. The similarities and differences within the five case study 
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learners are showcased through specific elements such as English language proficiency, 

communication apprehension and personality traits. Table 3.6 provides a depiction of the 

similarities and differences between the five case studies.  
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Table 3.6 

High CA Case Study Learners’ Table of Summary 

 Case Study 1 
CHANDRAN 

Case Study 2 
SIVA 

Case Study 3 
AHMAD 

Case Study 4 
FARIS 

Case Study 5 
RIZWAN 

Ethnicity 
 

Indian Indian Malay Malay Malay 

Language at home 
 

Tamil Tamil Malay Malay Malay 

Language in school 
 

Tamil Tamil Malay Malay Malay 

English language proficiency 
 

poor poor poor poor poor 

Communication apprehension      
PRCF score a 

 
50 48 50 46 47 

Teacher’s perspective 
 

High CA High CA High CA High CA High CA 

Personality traits      
Dominant personalities b openness 

conscientiousness 
agreeableness 

 

agreeableness openness 
conscientiousness  

conscientiousness 
agreeableness 

conscientiousness 
agreeableness 

Teacher’s perspective      
General personalities shy,  

reserved  
sensitive 

 puts in effort 
 

introvert 
observant 

quiet 
low confidence 

sensitive 

sociable         
open        

sensitive 
  

quiet 
sensitive 

lazy 
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Personality facets inconclusive difficult  
detached        

rule-bound 
cautious 
efficient 

organised 
sensitive    
nervous 

efficient 
organised  
difficult   
detached        

rule-bound 
cautious 

outgoing   
friendly 

compassionate  
imaginative 

curious 
disorganised 

careless    
sensitive   
nervous 

rule-bound 
cautious  
difficult  
detached 
reserved        
sensitive    
nervous 

Note. a PRCF score is out of 70, higher number indicates higher CA. b Personality traits based on the PPTQ-C survey. 
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Case study learners one and two (i.e., Chandran and Siva) were of Indian ethnicity, 

while case study learners three, four and five (i.e., Ahmad, Faris and Rizwan) were of Malay 

ethnicity. All five case study learners spoke their mother tongue, i.e., Malay and Tamil 

respectively at home and in school. All five learners have been perceived by their teachers to 

have poor  English language  proficiency and that their poor proficiency was reflected in their 

quality of responses to the teacher questions. This may have been a contributing factor that 

had led to their fear of communicating in the English language, specifically, in the ESL 

classroom.  

Based on the perspectives of the respective teachers, the common personality trait all 

five case study learners share in common is being emotionally sensitive. In addition, all case 

study learners, except for Faris, have also been described to be either reserved, introvert or 

quiet. However, a comparison between the learners’ self-perceived personality traits based on 

the PPTQ-C survey and teachers perspectives of learners personality based on the five 

personality dimensions (i.e., extraversion, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 

neuroticism) showed contradictory opinions. For instance, Ms Padmini indicated that 

Chandran was rule-bound and cautious (i.e., traits of low openness personality), while the 

learner survey showed that Chandran was dominant in openness trait as his score for the trait 

was high (i.e., 13 out of 15). Similar differences were also found for all other case study 

learners. While the study overall could not ascertain the accuracy of the learners’ and 

teachers’ understanding of the learners’ personality characteristics, the discrepancy highlights 

the need to be cautious in relying on one source to draw conclusions on young learners’ 

personality traits.  

 

3.3.6.1 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. All learners produced the highest number 

of simple answers. The occurrence of mostly simple answers by learner is reflective of their 
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lack of proficiency in the language. Apart from the simple answers, the five case study 

learners similarly shared the same second most common type of answer i.e., no answer/no 

response. Chandran and Faris managed to produce a few complete answers (i.e., three and 

two respectively), while none of the five case study learners produced complex answers.  

Based on the trend of question types, it is important to note that the type of teacher questions 

influences the type of learner responses and the teacher questions were not matched with 

learners’ language proficiency and were not scaffolded to mitigate learners’ CA. It was 

observed that across most cases (excluding case study 2), teachers often asked clarification 

questions without providing prompts for learners. 

 

3.3.6.2 Behaviours During Classroom Interaction. Table 3.7 provides a depiction 

of the similarities and differences between the five case studies in relation to their verbal and 

nonverbal behaviours. 

Specific to facial activities, smile was present across all five cases. The learners were 

observed to have smiled during specific instances i.e., when their name was called by the 

teacher, when they were answering the questions, when they did not know the answers to the 

teacher questions and while they appeared to be thinking. When learners smiled as a result of 

being asked to answer questions or when they did not know the answers, it may be indicative 

that they were smiling as a result of experiencing anxiety specific to engaging in interactions 

in the classroom. Thus, the possible reason behind the smile needs to be contextualised based 

on its occurrence as there are various possible explanations (i.e., mask true feelings, 

insufficient content knowledge to answer the questions, and enthusiasm about the topic) for 

the occurrence of smiling behaviour as depicted within each case analysis.  

From the observation and teacher’s accounts of their communicative behaviour, four 

out of five case study learners (i.e., Chandran, Ahmad, Faris and Rizwan) have a tendency to 
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fidget while interacting in English with their teacher in the ESL classroom. Although Rizwan 

was not found to have fidgeted during the observed interaction, his teacher claimed that he 

usually fidgets when communicating in the classroom. Siva, the only learner without the 

tendency to fidget had a very stiff body posture when interacting with Ms Ooi. 

All of the five case study learners have a common gaze behaviour in which they were 

observed to have glanced away often and engaged in gaze aversion behaviours. This was 

further confirmed by each of their respective teachers. As such, it can be concluded that all 

five of the case study learners have a lack of eye contact with their teacher during interaction 

in the classroom. In addition, another behaviour that was observed was high blinking rate by 

two case study learners i.e., Faris and Rizwan. Although Chandran, Siva and Ahmad were 

observed to have blinked several times during interaction with their teacher, the rate of blinks 

were within the average rate of blinks in a conversation (Bentivoglio, 1997). 

In line with verbal disfluencies, filled pause was observed among three of the five 

case study learners i.e., Siva, Faris and Rizwan. The common type of filled pause observed is 

“uh”. In addition, repetition was observed to be present in Ahmad and Faris’ utterances. 

However, as noted within each case study analysis, the limited utterances may have 

influenced the frequency of verbal disfluencies observed. As such, a substantive conclusion 

may not be drawn based on the observed interactions. As the nature of the interactions with 

the teacher may have driven the learners to elicit shorter answers, it may have subsequently 

impacted the frequency of verbal disfluencies. 
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Table 3.7 

High CA Case Study Learners’ Behaviours 

Behaviours Case Study 1 
CHANDRAN 

Case Study 2 
SIVA 

Case Study 3 
AHMAD 

Case Study 4 
FARIS 

Case Study 5 
RIZWAN 

Facial Activity • smile while 
thinking or 
responding 

• smile while 
thinking or 
responding 

• smile while 
thinking or when 
don’t know answers 

• smile when name 
called 

• high blinking rate 
•  

• smile while 
responding 

• high blinking rate 
•  

Body movements • fidget • stiff posture • fidget 
• shaking legs 
• body shift 

 

• fidget 
• self-adaption 
• hand gestures 

• fidget 

Gaze • lack of eye contact • lack of eye contact • lack of eye contact • lack of eye contact 
 

• lack of eye contact 

Verbal Disfluencies - • filled pause • repetition • filled pause  
• unfilled pause  
• repetition 

• filled pause 
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3.4 Discussion 

The present study explored the behaviours of learners with high CA during interaction 

with the teacher in the ESL classroom. Based on the analysis of five case study Malaysian 

primary school learners, i.e., Chandran, Siva, Ahmad, Faris and Rizwan, overall findings 

indicate that: (i) all five learners were inclined towards giving simple and no answers which 

were associated with the quality of teacher questions, and teacher questions that did not 

match with learners’ language proficiency and were not scaffolded, did not enhance quality 

of answers nor mitigate CA (ii) in the identification of CA behaviours in the classroom, there 

is no one specific marker but a cumulation of markers, and there were specific nonverbal 

markers (i.e., lack of eye contact, smiling while responding to the teachers’ questions, fidget, 

and high blinking rate) that were observed to be prominent among learners, (iii) there were 

disagreements between teachers’ and learners’ perspectives on learners’ personality traits. 

The discussion section consists of three sub-sections and is organised based on the mentioned 

findings. The discussion draws on the integration of results from the observation and the 

semi-structured interviews, which have been presented in the preceding section. 

 

3.4.1 Quality of Learner Responses and Teacher Questions 

This study found that all five learners most frequently remained silent or responded in 

simple answers to the questions asked by teachers and similarly this may be a result of their 

internalised CA. This finding concurred with previous findings that reported a tendency 

among adult learners to remain silent and talk less as a result of experiencing high levels of 

CA (Maher & King, 2020; Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013). A possible learner related 

explanation for this finding is that it could be due to the learners’ thoughts concerning their 

anxious state that hinders their mental preparation to verbally respond or speak (Choi et al., 

2015; Woodrow, 2006). When learners with high CA encounter or are required to interact, 
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learners’ mental preparations are consumed by thoughts of their nervous condition, i.e., fear 

and anxious feeling. As a result, learners with high CA often encounter mental blocks which 

leads to being reticent (Li & Liu, 2011).  

The teacher related explanation for the quality of learner answers observed in this 

study is that it may be associated with the way in which questions were phrased by the 

teachers. Although the type of questions asked by teachers may be facilitative in promoting 

learner engagements (Noor et al., 2012), four teachers (Ms Padmini, Mr Danial, Ms Lina and 

Ms Nisha) appeared to not stimulate greater quality of learner answers, but instead quickly 

accepted learners’ answers and moved on without prompting further elaboration. It was found 

that only Ms Ooi prompted for further elaboration from Siva through clarification questions, 

while the other teachers’ clarification questions were mainly focused on the elicitation of 

more examples.  

Contradictory to the findings of past studies on the influence of specific types of 

questions asked by teacher on learners’ interaction in the classroom (Farahian & Rezaee, 

2012), in this present study, Chandran, Ahmad, Faris and Siva shared during the interview 

that they have a tendency to feel anxious whenever their teacher asks them a question. This is 

in line with the notion that despite the type of questions asked, learners who are susceptible to 

high anxiety are not specifically triggered by the type of questions asked, but instead feel 

anxious by the act of their teacher asking them questions in the classroom (Atasheneh & 

Izadi, 2012).  

In addition, there was a mismatch between the teacher questions and the low levels of 

English language proficiency among all five learners. Although it has been established that 

language learners have a tendency to elicit limited responses as a result of the low proficiency 

and command for the language (Kassem, 2018; Noor et al., 2012; Sundari, 2017), the 

teachers did not scaffold and match their proficiency levels. Therefore, it is possible that 
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during most instances in which they remained silent, they may have been thinking of the 

answers to the teacher’s questions, and even if they may have had ideas to share, they may 

have withdrawn from doing so or failed to produce complete sentences due to their lack of 

command of the English language, and this corroborates their respective teachers’ 

perspectives. As such it may be drawn that it is possible for young learners with high CA to 

feel anxious regardless of the type of questions asked, but the lack of quality responses from 

learners highlights that teachers should improve on the quality of their questions by providing 

learners with high CA and low language proficiency specific prompts to facilitate the 

interactions, as a facilitative role taken by teachers could encourage learners to communicate 

more effectively in the classroom (Burden, 2004). 

An incidental finding of this study is that all five teachers mostly asked clarification 

questions followed by closed questions. However, it is unclear as to whether the teachers may 

have asked more closed and clarification questions as they were aware of learners’ high 

levels of communication apprehension. In addition, it may also be possible that the teachers 

asked such questions as they took into consideration the level of language proficiency of 

these five case study learners. This study is unable to provide the justification on the trend 

observed in the choice of the teachers’ questions. Driven by the observed trend in the type of 

questions asked, for comparative purpose, the next study (Study 3) in this thesis will explore 

the types of questions asked by the teachers to young learners with low CA. 

 

3.4.2 Behaviour of Learners with High CA 

3.4.2.1 Gaze Behaviour. The findings of this study indicated that the five young 

learners often glanced away and engaged in gaze aversion behaviours. There are two possible 

factors that could provide an explanation for this finding. Firstly, the lack of eye contact 

among learners may be driven by learners wanting to avoid prolonged interactions with their 
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teachers as a result of their fear or anxiety (Gregersen, 2005). The findings of this study 

showed that learners avoided maintaining eye contact with the teacher and frequently 

engaged in gaze aversion behaviours. As maintaining eye contact increases the possibility of 

continued interaction with others (Jarick & Bencic, 2019; Richmond et al., 2012), Chandran, 

Siva, Ahmad, Faris, and Rizwan may have engaged in less eye contact with the teacher in 

order to avoid prolonged interaction. In addition, it has been argued that the avoidance of eye 

contact are used by learners as a coping mechanism to deal with their anxious state especially 

when interacting with teachers (Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013).  

Secondly, the glancing away behaviour in particular, may be indicative of cognitive 

processes that learners engaged in. For instance, Knapp et al. (2012) stated that individuals 

have a tendency to glance away when trying to or when having difficulty in processing 

information. As such, it is possible that in this study, the case study learners were also 

processing their teachers’ questions and thinking of the answers to produce when the 

glancing away behaviour was observed. 

 

3.4.2.2 Facial Activity. A facial activity that was more prominently observed in all 

five case study learners was the act of smiling. All five learners were observed to have 

frequently smiled when they were thinking or responding to the teachers’ questions. This 

study takes into consideration the occurrence of smiling behaviour in line with the context 

(i.e., instances of interactions with a teacher such as responding to questions or listening to 

teachers’ questions) and its accompanying behaviours. There are several plausible 

explanations for the smiling behaviours observed. Firstly, a smile may be produced as a result 

of having insufficient knowledge to answer the teacher’s question (Sert, 2013; Sert & 

Jacknick, 2015). Learners smile during instances in which they produced an insufficient or 

wrong answer (Petitjean & Gonzalez-Martinez, 2015). This has been more commonly 
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observed in instances whereby learners smile with a long and silent mutual gaze with their 

teacher, which subsequently acts an indicator that learners do not have sufficient knowledge 

to further engage in the interaction (Sert, 2013). 

 Secondly, a smile may also be indicative that an individual is enthusiastic about the 

topic (Raschotte, 2002). This type of smile is known as the enjoyment smile, in which an 

individual engages in the act of smiling as a result of a positive emotion (Frank & Ekman, 

1993). For instance, this was seen in this study when Siva was smiling while talking about his 

mother as his real-life hero, and therefore the smiling behaviour occurred when the topic was 

relevant to him personally, which reflected positive emotions. This is in line with the act of 

smiling by learners as a result of a positive encounter which subsequently reflects on how 

they feel (Yan et al., 2011). This is unsurprising as smiles are a prototypical facial expression 

of happiness (Leppanen & Hietanen, 2007).  

In addition, the smiling behaviour may also be influenced by culture and context. In 

some cultures (e.g., Chinese), learners may mask their facial expressions with a smile (Pitton 

et al., 1993; Yu & Gregg, 1993). Specific to cultural influence, the conventions of attempting 

to control facial activity in a given social situation differs from one culture to another (Ekman 

& Friesen, 1982). For instance, although learners from two different cultures (e.g., American 

and Japanese) may experience the same type of anxiety when interacting or communicating, 

in one culture (i.e., Japanese) there is a greater tendency for smiling behaviour to represent 

the act of masking one’s true emotions and feelings i.e., feeling of anxiousness and 

discomfort, in comparison with another culture (i.e., American).  

The observed smiling behaviour may also be a behavioural pattern that is specific to 

nature of classroom interactional contexts (Sert & Jacknick, 2015). In the classroom context, 

the act of smiling may be indicative of learners’ interactional engagement in solving a large 

range of problematic actions (Petitjean & Gonzalez-Martinez, 2015). For instance, the range 
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of problematic action includes producing answers that are irrelevant to the topic of 

interaction, thus smiling to prevent trouble escalation or unwanted reactions from the teacher. 

Thus, it is evident that there are conversational factors to be considered in the classroom 

interactional contexts. As past studies mainly observed behaviours of anxious learners during 

public speaking and oral examination contexts, this study's findings have shown that the act 

of smiling by learners may in fact be a behaviour associated with CA during teacher-learner 

interactions in the classroom context. In addition, past studies that have focused  on adult 

learners revealed that there were no significant display of smiling behaviours (e.g., Lindberg 

et al., 2021) as well as more frequent smiles observed in non-anxious learners (e.g., 

Gregersen, 2005). This therefore indicates the need for future research to specifically 

examine young learners’ smiling behaviour during interactions with teachers in relevance to 

high CA. 

Another facial activity that was highlighted in this study is the blinking rate. In this 

study, a high blinking rate was not a prominent behaviour across five case study learners as it 

was only observed when Faris and Rizwan were interacting with their respective teachers. 

Although the occurrence of high blinking rate may be a result of high anxiety experienced 

(Giannakakis et al., 2017; Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021), it was not observed to 

have occurred in Chandran, Siva and Ahmad's interactions. Thus, this may suggest that it is 

not a prominent CA behaviour that is common among young learners, rather the high rate of 

blinks is more subjective to each individual, or specific interactive contexts, i.e., listening, 

hearing, speaking (Hirokawa et al., 2004).  

 

3.4.2.3 Body Movement. The findings of this study indicate that Chandran, Faris, 

Ahmad and Rizwan have a tendency to fidget while interacting with their teacher in the 

classroom. This is in line with past studies that have indicated fidgeting to be a behaviour 
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associated with high anxiety levels experience (Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021; 

Mulac & Sherman, 1974). On the other hand, Siva was the only learner that was observed to 

be very stiff throughout the entire observation. Although this is a contrasting behaviour to 

fidgeting, it is also a behaviour that has been strongly associated with high levels of anxiety 

(Gregersen, 2005). The body movement that this study has observed concurs with Mulac and 

Sherman's (1974) two dimensions, i.e., rigidity (stiff and lack of body movements) and 

agitation (fidgeting), that have been specified as behaviours related to anxiety. As such, this 

exploratory study has found that agitation and rigidity are two dimensions that may most 

likely be reflective of the behaviours of young learners with high CA. 

The findings of this study on the behaviours of learners with high CA suggest that 

behavioural indicators of high CA in the classroom are not independent but rather high CA 

among learners may be identified through a range of cumulative behavioural markers as 

observed in this study. As this study has highlighted specific behaviours such as lack of eye 

contact, smiling while responding to teacher’s questions and fidgeting, it allows for the 

explicit knowledge on the common behavioural markers that may be used to identify 

learners’ CA. Nonetheless, to understand the threshold of these behaviours, Study 3 will 

explore behaviours of learners with low CA to create a baseline that differentiates learners 

with high and low CA. 

 

3.4.3 Personality of Young Learners with High CA  

A comparison of learners’ dominant personality traits based on the survey and the 

teachers’ views of learners’ personality traits showed that there were significant 

disagreements, which indicated that there were differences between self (learners’) and third-

party (teachers’) perspectives on young learners’ personality traits. This highlights the need 

to be cautious in relying on one source to draw conclusions on young learners’ personality 
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traits. This is reflective of a study conducted by Wirthwein et al. (2019) that found only 

moderate agreement for the five personality dimensions (i.e., extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism) between self (learners’) and third-party 

(parents’) perspectives. Therefore, further studies examining personality traits of young 

learners in association with CA should examine the personality traits from various sources by 

taking into consideration the perspectives of those close to the learners such as teachers, 

parents, and peers. 

 

3.4.4 Implications 

The findings of this study have contributed to the understanding of the interactions 

that occurred in a Malaysian ESL classroom between English language teachers and young 

learners with high CA. As past studies have not focused on behaviours specific to young 

learners with high CA, this study serves a stepping stone for future studies relevant to young 

learners. More specifically, this study differs from past studies on CA as it explored CA 

behaviours specific to teacher-learner interaction in the English language learning classroom, 

instead of in the context of public speaking and oral presentation. As such, this study 

provides theoretical, pedagogical, and methodological implications specific to young learners 

with high CA in the context of English language classroom interaction.  

Firstly, in regard to theoretical implication, it is through this study that we are now 

aware that there may be differences found in the behaviours of young learners with high CA 

from behaviours of adult learners. For instance, one obvious behaviour that this study found 

to differ from literature on adult learners is smiling while responding to teachers. Although it 

is not possible to generalise the findings to all young learners with high CA, nonetheless, this 

study shows that there is a need for further examination on behaviours of young learners with 

high CA specifically during classroom interaction with English language teachers  
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One methodological implication that this study offers is that the development of 

future instruments to identify CA among learners should include all of the specific 

behaviours identified by this study and possibly ascertain the cumulative scores of the 

occurrence of these behaviours. It is important that behaviours are observed along with the 

use of other CA instruments such as McCroskey et al.’s (1981) PRCF to be used as a 

measurement tool to identify young learners with high CA, for a more accurate identification 

of young learners’ CA. 

In regard to pedagogical implications, although generalizability of this study's 

findings is restricted, this study contributes to the budding knowledge on young learners’ 

behaviours in relation to high CA that the teachers may use as a guide to identify and 

understand learners who are experiencing high CA. For instance, this study found that young 

learners with high CA displayed a lack of eye contact, frequently smiled while responding to 

teacher’s questions, fidgeted, and produced limited or no response to teacher’s questions. 

With more explicit knowledge on behaviours relevant to CA, teachers are able to more 

accurately identify learners with high CA (Gregersen, 2007). This study therefore contributes 

to the practical implications in which teachers may use to understand Malaysian ESL young 

learners that experience high CA. In addition, this study has also found that that teachers did 

not promote quality interactions. As CA is contextualised, in the classroom the quality of 

teachers’ questions play an important role. The teachers questions were predominantly closed 

and clarification type questions which possibly led to the elicitation of limited responses by 

learners. As such, findings of this study highlights the need to build teacher skills in relation 

to their questioning and interaction strategies in order to promote learner engagements, 

especially among young learners with high CA. 
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3.4.5 Limitations 

There are limitations that are noteworthy in this present study. First, because of the 

limited information about behaviours of young learners with CA in the literature, Lindberg et 

al.’s (2021) behaviour coding of system was used. As such, it is possible that there may be 

other behaviours out of the coding scheme and apart from the behaviours observed by the 

coders that we may not be aware of. Secondly, the observation of behaviours that were 

analysed in this study were based on one lesson. Therefore, this may have restricted the 

amount of data that was collected. In line with that, certain behaviours (i.e., verbal 

disfluencies) that were not observed may have been due to the duration of the observations 

that were insufficient to observe the occurrence of such behaviours. Thirdly, although brow 

activities were detailed in the coding scheme, brow activities could not be observed due to 

the use of mobile eye trackers as it obstructed the view of learners’ eye brows. 

 

3.4.6 Conclusion 

The present Study 2 explored the behaviours of learners with high CA during 

interaction with the teacher in the ESL classroom. Five learners with high CA from Study 1 

were selected and observed during interactions with their teacher in the classroom.  

Firstly, based on this exploratory case study that was conducted in Malaysian primary 

school ESL classrooms, it was found that the quality of answers were associated with the 

quality of teacher questions in the classroom. The teacher questions were also not in 

accordance to learners’ language proficiency and were not scaffolded in order to enhance the 

quality of learner answers and mitigate learners’ CA. Secondly, the behaviours that were 

commonly present across the five case study participants were lack of eye contact, smiling 

while responding to teacher’s questions, fidgeting, and limited or no response to teacher’s 

questions. This is indicative that in the identification of CA behaviours, there is a need to 
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understand the occurrence of these behaviours cumulatively, rather than independently. 

However, it is unclear whether these behaviours observed were present as a result of their 

high CA or these behaviours are common behaviours among young learners in the classroom 

context. Therefore, the next study (Study 3) was conducted  to explore behaviours of young 

learners with low CA, in order to obtain a better understanding on the range of behaviours 

based on their CA levels (i.e., high CA and low CA), and to have an understanding of the 

threshold of these behaviours according to the experiences of high and low CA. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: STUDY 3 - BEHAVIOURS OF LOW COMMUNICATION 

APPREHENSION LEARNERS 

 

 Study 2 explored the behaviours of learners with high CA and it was found that 

specific behaviours were prominent among learners during interactions with the teacher in 

the classroom, i.e., lack of eye contact, smiling while responding to teacher’s questions, 

fidgeting, as well as limited or no response to teacher’s questions. However, it is important to 

understand whether these behaviours are also present among learners with low CA. In order 

to distinguish the behaviours that are specific to learners with high CA, Study 3  focused on 

learners with low CA, was conducted.  

In this chapter, I present Study 3, an exploration of  the behaviours of young learners 

with low CA when interacting with their teacher in English in the ESL classroom context. 

Similar to Study 2, the behaviours that have been identified and selected for this study were 

verbal behaviours (i.e., less talk/silence and disfluency) and nonverbal behaviours (i.e., facial 

activity, body movement, and gaze). The research design of Study 2 was replicated in this 

study in which a multiple case study research design was used. The data collection methods 

of this study include observation, learner and teacher interviews as well as survey. Five 

Malaysian primary school learners participated in this study.  

 

4.1 Background 

As discussed in Chapter 3, there is a lack of understanding on the behaviours of 

young learners with high CA during interactions with the teacher in the classroom. 

Observable verbal and nonverbal behaviours of CA are important indicators that can be used 

by teachers to accurately identify learners’ with high CA (Gregersen, 2007). However, the 

scarce evidence on CA in learning contexts showed that the general manifestations and 
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intensities of anxieties differ across ages (Beesdo et al., 2009; Rao et al., 2007), there is a 

need to understand whether the behaviours of adult learners with high and low CA are 

applicable to young learners. Study 3 is an extension to Study 2, to compare the behaviours 

of high CA and low CA learners.  

Specific to verbal behaviours, adult learners with lower CA have been found to 

produce longer presentations and more verbal output (Gallego et al., 2022; Lewin et al., 

1996; Murphy & Weber, 2019). It is not surprising that individuals with lower CA exhibit 

higher levels of verbal engagements (Murphy & Weber, 2019). On the contrary, individuals 

with higher CA have been associated with communication withdrawal from the particular 

communication situation by remaining silent or talking when it is only absolutely necessary 

(McCroskey, 1997). In addition, Lindberg et al. (2021) found that the occurrence of verbal 

disfluencies such as filled and unfilled pauses, repairs, and repetition, were significantly more 

frequent during high anxiety arousals. 

In regard to nonverbal behaviours, anxiety levels have also been associated with 

specific body postures and movements i.e., open and relaxed body position, fewer body 

shifts, (Gregersen 2005, 2017; Lindberg et al., 2021) that differentiate individuals with high 

and low CA. Individuals with lower levels of anxiety have been found to display more open 

body position as opposed to rigid and closed postures (Gregersen, 2005). Gregersen (2005) 

further showed that self-adaption gestures were not significant among individuals with lower 

anxiety; however they engaged in more spontaneous and natural object-focused adaptors (i.e., 

touching of objects). These findings were further supported by Lindberg et al. (2021) that 

found low anxiety arousals were associated with fewer self-adaption gestures.  

Past studies on anxiety have also focused on facial activities such as gaze behaviours, 

head nods, blinking rates and smiles. Firstly, gaze behaviour is a behavioural cue for gauging 

levels of anxiety. Mutual eye contact has been argued to indicate a learner’s attempt to 
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reinforce an interaction with their teacher (Richmond & McCroskey, 2012). Learners with 

lower anxiety are more comfortable to engage in prolonged interactions with their teachers 

(Maher & King, 2020), therefore are less likely to break their eye contact. Despite its 

prominence as a cue for identifying anxiety, there is a tendency for individuals of lower 

anxiety to also glance away during interaction when they are processing complex and 

difficult ideas (Knapp et al., 2012). Secondly, specific to head nodding, Gregersen (2005) and 

Lindberg et al. (2021) observed greater frequency of head nods during instances in which an 

individual does not feel anxious. Thepsoonthorn et al. (2016) found that higher number of 

head nods were more prevalent when learners have prior content knowledge on the topic 

discussed. Thirdly, low anxiety is also associated with lower blinking rates (Gregersen, 2005; 

Harrigan & O’Connell, 1996; Lindberg et al., 2021). Finally, Gregersen (2005) found that 

smiling behaviours were one of the key indicators that differentiated learner with low anxiety 

with their counterparts, as it was observed that non-anxious learners were engaged in 

prolonged smiles. This may also be a result of reciprocating smiles during interactions 

(Heerey & Crossley, 2013) or during instances in which one is performing something 

enthusiastically (Rashotte, 2002). Thus, the context of interaction is important to understand 

the nuances to better identify learners’ anxiety more accurately. 

With the knowledge from the literature on the behavioural indicators of older 

individuals with lower anxiety, this study is conducted to examine the possible behavioural 

traits and characteristics of young learners with low CA in the ESL classroom context. This 

study is also conducted to compare and contrast behaviours of high CA (Study 2) and low 

CA learners to understand the specific behaviours of CA that are relevant to young learners.  
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4.1.1 The Current Study 

To explore the behaviours of young learners with low CA during interaction (i.e., 

answering teacher question) in the ESL classroom, the main research question that this 

present study seeks to answer is:  

RQ 3: How do Malaysian primary school learners with low CA behave when 

answering teacher questions in English in the ESL classroom? 

 

4.2 Method 

The method of this study replicates the method of Study 2 and therefore the protocol 

and instruments used were the same as Study 2. Similar to Study 2, this study used a 

collective case study research design to explore the behaviours of low CA learners in an ESL 

classroom from a qualitative paradigm, i.e., observation and teacher and learner interviews.  

 

4.2.1 Participants 

4.2.1.1 Case Selection. Purposeful sampling was used to select case study 

participants. Out of 614 participants who completed the McCroskey’s PRCF scale in Study 1, 

82 learners were identified to have low CA. Learners with low CA were identified based on 

the cut-off point of one standard deviation (i.e., 8.22) below the mean (i.e., 36.54) of the 

sample population (McCroskey et al, 1981; Watson et al, 1988). Thus, learners scoring 27 

and below were considered to have low CA. The potential case study participants were then 

identified based on the following three factors (i) consent from learners and their parents, (ii) 

not wearing spectacles in order to be able to wear the eye tracker, (iii) learners’ willingness to 

wear the eye tracker. Subsequently, 19 potential learners were identified and the first five 

learners who agreed to participate in the study were subsequently selected. Upon the 

identification of the learners, their respective English language teachers were then selected to 
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participate in this present study. In addition, to obtain learners self-perceived personality 

traits, the Mackiewicz and Cieciuch's (2016) PPTQ-C was used (see Appendix B) to obtain 

personality trait scores. 

 

4.2.1.2 Demographic Background of Participants. Pseudonyms are used in order to 

protect the participants’ identity. This study consisted of four male learners and one female 

learner around the ages of 11- 12 years old from schools situated in Kuala Lumpur, Selangor 

and Negeri Sembilan. The participants comprised of Indian and Chinese ethnicities. Two of 

the learners spoke English at home and three learners spoke English with their friends in 

school. Table 4.1 presents summary of the case study learners’ demographic data. In this 

study, the case study learners were from the same classroom contexts as the case study 

learners in Study 2.  

 

4.2.1.3 Assent and Consent of Participation. As reported in Study 1 and Study 2, 

the participants in this study only participated upon giving their consent after they have 

understood the nature of the research and what they will be required to do (see Appendix A).  
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Table 4.1 

Demographic Data of Case Study Learner Participants (Study 3) 

Case 
Study 

Learner 
 Gender Race Year of 

Study 
Language 
(Home) 

Language 
(Friends) School Type School Location 

1 Vivek Male Indian 6 Tamil Tamil National Type 
Tamil 

(Co-ed) 
 

Semenyih 
(Selangor) 

2 Vincent Male Chinese 5 Mandarin Mandarin National Type 
(Boys) 

 

Seremban 
(Negeri Sembilan) 

3 Gurmeet Female Indian 5 English English National Type 
(Co-ed) 

 

Seremban 
(Negeri Sembilan) 

4 Aarav Male Indian 5 English English National Type 
(Boys) 

 

Sentul 
(Kuala Lumpur) 

5 Shankar Male Indian 5 English Tamil National Type 
(Boys) 

 

Sentul 
(Kuala Lumpur) 
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4.2.2 Research Instruments 

4.2.2.1  Eye Tracker. To track the gaze behaviours of learners during the 

communication tasks in real time, this study also used the first generation Pupil Labs’ eye 

tracker (Kassner et al., 2014).  

 

4.2.2.2  Learner Interview. The case study learner participants were interviewed 

with the same set of semi-structured interview questions (see Appendix F) that I used with 

the learners with high CA in Study 2. The focus of the interview questions was to gather 

information on learners’ CA experience in the classroom following their responses on the 

PRCF.  

 

4.2.2.3  Teacher Interview. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 

learners’ respective English language teachers of at the end of this study and the interviews 

were audio recorded and then transcribed. The focus of the interview questions were to obtain 

teachers’ perspectives on case study learners’ CA, personality and behaviour (Appendix G).  

 

4.2.2.4 Observation. Similar to Study 2, the interactions observed were video-

recorded. Prior to conducting the observation, the respective teachers were given the 

observation guideline which consisted of information on the intended classroom observation, 

eye tracking equipment, video recording and the communicative task (see Appendix E).  

 

4.2.2.5 Coding Schemes. The two coding schemes used in Study 2 were also used in 

this study to code the teacher and learner answers as well as learners’ behaviours. 
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4.2.2.5.1 Questions and Answers in English Language Teaching (QAELT). The 

QAELT coding scheme (Smit et al., 2021) was used to code teacher questions (i.e. non-

elicitation, closed, clarification, and open-ended questions) and learner answers (i.e. none, 

simple, complete, and complex) in an English language classroom. The QAELT coding 

scheme is presented in Appendix H. 

 

4.2.2.5.2 Behaviour Coding Scheme. Using Lindberg et al.’s (2021) behaviour 

coding scheme (see Appendix H), the verbal behaviours coded were the number of times (i) 

unfilled pauses, (ii) filled pauses, (iii) repetitions, and (iv) repairs occurred. The nonverbal 

behaviours coded were: (i) facial activity (i.e., blink, nod, smile/laugh, and brow movement), 

(ii) body movement (i.e., body shifts and self-adaption gestures) and (iii) gaze behaviours 

(i.e., gaze aversion, glance away, and mutual gaze). Similar to Lindberg et al.’s (2021) 

method of coding learners’ gaze, this study used an eye tracker to identify the participants’ 

eye movements.  

 

4.2.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

4.2.3.1 Data Collection Procedure. Similar to Study 2, the case study learners were 

familiarised daily with the equipment, for approximately one and a half to two weeks prior to 

the actual observation.  

The case study learners were given specific instructions to ensure that the correct use 

of the eye tracking equipment, i.e., (i) avoid touching the eye tracker, (ii) to immediately 

inform me if there were any problems with the equipment. The process of putting on the eye 

tracker as well as the eye calibration procedure took approximately 10 minutes. Upon setting 

up the eye tracker, the learner then was sent back to the classroom to resume his or her 

lesson. 
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For each observation, the cameras were positioned at the front of the classroom and I 

was not present in the classroom throughout the lesson. The video recording was stopped 

approximately 15 minutes into the lesson, and I then proceeded to collect the eye tracker and 

the cameras. After the lesson, the case study learner was interviewed on (i) their experience 

of using the eye tracker, and (ii) their one-to-one interaction with their teacher during the 

lesson.  Upon completion of classroom observation and learner interviews, the relevant 

English teachers were then interviewed at their preferred and convenient time.  

 

4.2.3.2 Data Analysis. Similar to Study 2, the average time of interaction between the 

case study participants and their respective teachers was approximately two minutes (i.e., 120 

seconds). In order to remain consistent in the duration across all cases, data beyond two 

minutes were not coded. The interviews and learner-teacher interaction in the classroom were 

transcribed. For greater accuracy, the transcripts were then manually checked and edited. 

Each of the utterances were timestamped and given an utterance number. As this study 

contains various data sources (i.e. teacher interview, learner interview, observation), each 

utterance was given a reference code which are used throughout this study. 

To establish the reliability of the coding of the behaviours as well as the questions and 

answers, 20% of the data was given to a blinded coder. The blinded coder was first given the 

same set of instructions and guidelines used by the main coder of this study (see Appendix 

H). Both the researcher and the coder first coded one case together. Once familiarised with 

the behavioural checklist, the blinded coder then proceeded to independently observe and rate 

one case. Cohen’s Kappa test was used to check the inter-rater reliability score. For the 

questions and answers using the QAELT coding scheme, good reliability was obtained as the 

Cohen’s Kappa value was 0.84. While for the behaviours using Lindberg et al.’s (2021) 

behaviour coding scheme, moderate to good reliability were obtained for the nonverbal 
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behaviour (i.e., gaze – 0.78, blink – 0.68, nod – 0.71, smile – 0.67, body shift – 1.00, self-

adaption – 1.00) while for all verbal behaviours perfect agreements were obtained (i.e., 

unfilled pause – 1.00, filled pause – 1.00, repair – 1.00, repetition- 1.00).  

 

4.3 Results 

4.3.1 Low CA Case Study 1 – Vivek 

4.3.1.1 Case Description. Vivek was a 12 year old male learner in a national-type 

Tamil primary school. He spoke Tamil at home with his family and also in school with his 

friends. Based on the PRCF survey, Vivek’s self-perceived CA score was 25. His CA 

subdimension mean scores for CCF, GCF and SCF were low, i.e., 1.60, 1.00 and 2.33 out of 

five respectively. During the interview, Vivek claimed that he was slightly nervous to interact 

with someone new (i.e., “Just a bit nervous” [LI6/55/L6], “Because new person I don’t know 

one, so just a bit nervous” [LI6/57/L6]), but did not feel nervous communicating with others 

in general or when others asked him questions (i.e., “Do you feel scared to talk to other 

people?” [I/58/R], “No” [LI6/59/L6], “Does it scare you when someone asks you a 

question?” [LI6/60/R], “No” [LI6/61/L6]).  

Both his English language teachers, i.e., Ms Padmini and Ms Menakshi, perceived 

that Vivek did not have CA as he was more confident when in speaking (i.e., “No he doesn’t. 

He is a calm person, he answers questions …” [TI6/66/T6],  “He is more confident when it 

comes to speaking. He is not very cautious about his grammatical mistakes. He will just try to 

say something.” [TI1/79/T1]). 

Vivek’s most dominant personality traits based on the survey scores were 

extraversion and openness which were 13 and 12 out of 15 respectively (see Appendix I). 

This was in line with his teachers’ perceptions as they reported that he was outgoing, 

friendly, compassionate, imaginative, curious, disorganised, careless, secure, and confident 
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(see Appendix I). In addition, his teachers also claimed that he was generally an extrovert and 

a sociable learner.  

He is an extrovert ... he is very very happy go lucky, who is not 
bothered by anything.[TI6/73/T6]   

 
Vivek goes around, talks to everyone all the time [TI1/87/T1]  … 
He is noisy and more active … [TI1/89/T1]   
 

His teachers also reported that he was not an emotionally sensitive learner and took 

criticisms well.  

… when I scold him for something he did wrong, he will say “ok 
teacher I am sorry, I am sorry”. …He is that sort of character. 
So I think that is also a reason why he can accept criticism in a 
very subtle way. [TI6/73/T6]   

 
He is not sensitive, you can scold him and he will still be 
laughing. [TI1/91/T1]   
 

In addition, one of his teachers also claimed that he usually does not put in his best 

effort in regard to work completion, which is indicative that he was less performance 

oriented. 

But he does not like give his best when he is required to do a 
task he is just like, ‘cincai’ (messy). Okay, we just do and pass 
it up, you know. That he is not very particular that okay it has 
to be correct and all those kind of things. It's like that 
[TI1/89/T1]   

 
Vivek’s  teachers’ account of his personality corroborated with his extraversion and 

openness scores. Based on perspectives of both the teachers’ and learner’s, it can be 

summarised that Vivek displayed the traits of low CA in the classroom. Although during the 

interview he mentioned that he was slightly nervous to communicate with strangers, he was 

classified as a learner with low CA based on his teacher’s perspective and also his survey 

scores.  
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4.3.1.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The activity of the observed lesson was 

writing an essay on a school field trip. This observed lesson was a pre-task activity in which 

learners engaged in a whole class discussion on the points to include in their respective 

essays. The teacher, Ms. Padmini facilitated an open class discussion by asking learners for 

their opinions on where they would like to go on a field trip and the reasons for choosing the 

particular field trip location.  

Throughout the lesson, Vivek experienced some difficulty in responding to the 

teacher’s questions in English, but he tried to respond with appropriate words and sentences 

in English, with some help from the teacher and his friends. He appeared eager to answer the 

questions but there were instances in which he sought permission to share his answers in 

Tamil which was indication of learning regulatory behaviour (e.g., “Teacher to uh .. teacher 

can I tell Tamil?” [O6/69/L6]).  

His Tamil responses were excluded from the analysis and only his responses in 

English were coded and reported in this study. When the type of questions and responses 

were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 11 

question and answer pairs in English. The total accumulated duration of interaction (i.e., 11 

question and answer pairs) between Vivek and his teacher that was used for analysis was 116 

seconds. 

An overview of Vivek’s type of answer responses showed that Vivek’s answers were 

mostly simple (i.e., nine questions), which consisted of utterances with approximately three 

words and below, followed by complete answers (i.e., two questions). The limited response 

produced by Vivek to the questions asked by Ms Padmini may be due the type of questions 

that were asked by Ms Padmini (Erlinda & Dewi, 2014). For instance, Ms Padmini 

predominantly asked closed and clarification questions (i.e., four questions each), for which 

Vivek produced simple answers. However, when Ms Padmini asked three open questions that 
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required higher order thinking (e.g., “Okay Vivek what is the benefit of a herbal plant?” 

[06/66/T1]), Vivek responded to two of the questions with complete answers.  

In accordance with his teachers’ perspectives and his self-reported level of CA 

through the survey and interviews, Vivek also shared that did not feel anxious when he 

interacted with Ms Padmini in the classroom during the observed lesson. Immediately after 

the observation, Vivek was interviewed and he shared that he did not feel nervous (i.e., “How 

did you feel when you were talking to Ms Padmini?” [LI6/81/R], “Just normal” [LI6/82/L6], 

“Were you nervous when you talk to her during the lesson earlier?” [LI6/83/R] “No.” 

[LI6/84/L6]). He also claimed that he usually does not feel nervous when interacting with Ms 

Padmini (i.e., “Normally are you nervous to talk to Ms Padmini?” [LI6/85/R], “No.” 

[LI6/86/L6]). Therefore, the behaviours analysed in the following section reflects on Vivek’s 

behaviour during an instance in which Vivek claimed to have experienced low CA. 

 

4.3.1.3 Behaviour During Classroom Interaction. A review of the 116 

accumulative seconds of the interaction during the observed lesson revealed that Vivek 

generally maintained eye contact with his English language teacher, Ms Padmini, in the 

classroom. This is parallel to his teachers’ observation of his communicative behaviour in the 

classroom, in which she mentioned that Vivek creates eye contact during interaction with her, 

i.e., “... He does not like avoid eye contact. He  looks  straight, he just looks into my eye and 

he just says what he is supposed to say ...” [TI1/143/T1]. Although he maintained eye contact 

for longer periods in general, he did look at his friends between the teacher’s question and his 

answer, in order to get some assistance from his friends. This may be due to his lack of 

language proficiency, according to one of his teachers, , i.e., “He is less proficient in 

English” [TI6/66/T6]. 
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Specific to Vivek’s facial activities, it was also observed that he smiled while thinking 

or responding to Ms Padmini’s questions. In total, Vivek smiled five times during the 

interaction with Ms Padmini. It was specifically observed that the smiling behaviour occurred 

during instances in which Vivek appeared to be unsure of the answers.  

Apart from the smiling behaviour, another prominent facial activity observed was 

high frequency of blinking. When Ms Padmini asked him a question on his opinion (i.e., 

“Okay uh Vivek, what is the benefit of going to the tropical fruit garden?” [O6/100/T1]), he 

appeared to be thinking and structuring his response to the question (i.e., “Teacher it useful, 

it useful to uh, teacher teacher … (pause) … to learn type of fruits” [O6/101/L6]). During this 

specific instance, he blinked 20 times within 14 seconds, which was above the average 

blinking rate during a conversation, i.e., 26 blinks per minute (Bentivoglio, 1997). High 

blinking rate have been associated with high anxiety experienced (Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg 

et al., 2021) and were also observed among high CA learners in Study 2. However, the 

blinking behaviour observed during Vivek’s interaction, specifically occurred as he was 

trying to think of the correct words in English, rather than instances in which he remained 

silent or when his teacher was asking him questions. 

In relation to body movements, it was found that when Vivek was trying to answer 

Ms Padmini’s questions, there were body shifts and hand gestures, which was comparatively 

different from high CA learners in Study 2 who were observed to have fidgeted frequently 

and had a stiff body posture. This behaviour was especially observed to have occurred when 

Vivek appeared to be thinking of the correct words in English. Interestingly, although Vivek 

also engaged in a self-adaption behaviour (five times), i.e., touching his neck and mouth, the 

self-adaption behaviour occurred while he displayed open and relaxed body posture. The self-

adaption behaviours were particularly observed to have occurred when he was listening to Ms 
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Padmini’s questions and also while he was thinking of the answers, unlike the high CA 

learners in Study 2 who engaged in self-adaption behaviours as they fidgeted.  

Although Vivek’s English language proficiency was low, unlike the high CA learners 

in Study 2, he displayed a willingness to attempt to answer the questions asked by Ms 

Padmini. As for the verbal behaviours, all four types of verbal disfluencies i.e., repair (once), 

repetition (once), filled pause (thrice) and unfilled pause (twice), were observed. As Vivek’s 

language proficiency was low, verbal disfluencies were observed when struggling to identify 

the correct words to respond (e.g., “Teacher sick … (pause) … teacher use uh uh sick to” 

[O6/67/L6]). 

 

 4.3.1.4 Summary of Low CA Case Study 1 – Vivek. Vivek was a primary six 

learner who had low CA according to his English language teachers and the self-perceived 

CA survey. Vivek was also reported by his teacher to not be proficient in the English 

language. However, he was able to seek permission to answer in Tamil during instances in 

which he was experiencing difficulty in responding to the questions in English, and he 

displayed willingness to engage in classroom interactions even when he did not know the 

answers to the teacher questions. Specific to personality traits, Ms Padmini’s and Vivek’s 

perceptions were congruent as based on learner’s survey and teacher interview, it was found 

that the most dominant personality traits were extraversion and openness. Ms Padmini also 

claimed that Vivek was not an emotionally sensitive learner and accepted criticism well. 

Specific to the observation, as Ms Padmini predominantly asked closed and clarification 

questions, he mainly responded with simple answers. However, out of the three open 

questions asked, Vivek produced two complete answers. Specific to the nonverbal 

behaviours, the behaviours that were frequently observed during interaction with his teacher 
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in the classroom were; (i) smile, (ii) blink, (iii) hand gestures, and (iv) glance away during 

instances of seeking help from friends.  

 

4.3.2 Low CA Case Study 2 – Vincent 

4.3.2.1 Case Description. Vincent (pseudonym) was an 11 year male learner in a 

national primary school. He spoke the Mandarin language at home with his family and in 

school with his friends. Vincent’s self-perceived CA score from the PRCF survey was 21. 

His mean scores for the subdimensions of CA, i.e., CCF, GCF and SCF, were 1.00, 1.00 and 

2.67 out of five respectively. During the interview with him, he claimed that he was fine with 

communicating with others (i.e., “Feels alright, I will ask him how are you, have you eaten 

anything in the morning” [LI7/58/L7]) and was only slightly nervous to talk to people he has 

not met before (i.e., “A little bit.” [LI7/60/L7], “Because I have never see him before.” 

[LI7/62/L7]). 

During the interview with his English language teacher, Ms Ooi, when asked whether 

Vincent had CA, she claimed that Vincent generally did not have CA although he was not 

fluent in the English language especially in the spoken form. She felt that his spoken 

performance was not a result of his CA, but a result of his language proficiency. She did not 

believe that he had any fear or anxiety in relation to communicating.  

Actually I don’t see that he has communication apprehension, 
because I feel it is because of his language. But then if you look 
at his work, he can do it in his written form, he is good in his 
written work. [TI2/43/T2] 

 
Specific to personality traits, the survey results indicated that his most dominant 

personality domain was conscientiousness at 14 out of 15, followed by agreeableness at 12 

out of 15. The domain that he scored the lowest was extraversion at only 6 out of 15 (see 

Appendix I). These self-reported personality traits were in line with his teachers’ views on his 

personality. Ms Ooi reported that Vincent was reserved, friendly, compassionate, efficient 
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and organised (see Appendix I). Ms Ooi also reported Vincent to be a quiet, obedient and an 

introvert learner who did not interact much with others, apart from his close friends. 

As in general, I feel that he is quite obedient in the class, he 
won’t make noise, he will just listen. [TI2/47/T2] … He is an 
introvert person, he doesn’t mix much with other, only with his 
particular group of friends. [TI2/49/T2] 
 

His teacher has also mentioned that although he was a quiet learner who doesn’t 

volunteer to answer questions, he spoke and answered questions in class when he was asked 

to.  

… But when it comes to communicating or answering questions, 
he won’t be the first person to answer. But he will think and 
respond when I talk to him or ask him questions. [TI2/47/T2] 
  

Based on perspectives of both the teacher and learner, it can be concluded that 

Vincent was a learner with low CA. Although during the interview he mentioned that he was 

slightly nervous to communicate with strangers, he was classified as a learner with low CA 

based on his teacher’s perspective and also his survey scores. Vincent’s teachers’ account of 

his personality corroborated with his high agreeableness and conscientiousness scores and 

low extraversion score. 

 

4.3.2.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The activity of the observed lesson was 

on writing an essay on real life heroes. The teacher, Ms. Ooi first played a short video clip on 

fictional heroes, and then facilitated an open class discussion by asking learners about their 

favourite heroes.  

Throughout the lesson, Vincent shared his views and opinions on the topic, however, 

he did not volunteer to answer the questions. This is in line with Ms Ooi’s view as she 

mentioned that Vincent does not volunteer to answer questions in the classroom. Although he 

did not volunteer to answer the questions, he responded to Ms Ooi’s questions relatively fast 

and Ms Ooi did not have to repeat the questions as he answered all but one question. Only 
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one question was repeated by Ms Ooi, as she could not hear his answer and she was also 

distracted by other learners who were talking loudly in the class.  

During the instances in which Ms Ooi asked him questions, he responded in English. 

However, the nature of the questions which were predominantly closed questions (i.e., 4 

questions) and clarification questions (i.e., five questions), lead to simple and short answers. 

This can be seen in the example below of the interaction between Vincent and Ms Ooi during 

the lesson. 

Teacher Ooi: He has a small rocket? He has a small rocket is 
it? [O7/50/T2] 

Vincent: Yes (Nods head) [O7/51/L7] 
Teacher Ooi: Ok now uh how many marvel movies have you 

watched? Did you watch the last marvel movie 
or not, the last movie? [O7/52/T2] 

Vincent: No (Shakes head) [O7/53/L7] 
 

When the type of questions and responses were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) 

QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 13 question and answer pairs that were 

observed. As he responded in English for all questions, all his responses were analysed. For 

the behavioural analysis, the total accumulated duration of interaction (i.e., 13 question and 

answer pairs) between Vincent and Ms Ooi was 113 seconds. Appendix J shows the 

frequency counts of the type of questions and answers during interaction with the Ms Ooi. 

An overview of Vincent’s type of answer responses showed that Vincent mostly 

produced simple answers (i.e., eleven questions), which consisted of utterances with 

approximately three words and below, followed by complete and no response to the teacher’s 

questions (i.e., one question each). Only in one instance Vincent remained silent and did not 

respond, but it was observed that this was due the noisy classroom environment which led 

Vincent to be unable to hear the teacher’s question clearly. Similar to Vivek, the simple 

answers produced by Vincent may be due the type of questions (i.e., closed, clarification) that 

were mainly asked (Erlinda & Dewi, 2014). For instance, Ms Ooi predominantly asked 
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closed (i.e., four questions) and clarification questions (i.e., five questions), for which 

Vincent mostly gave simple answers.  

Immediately after the observation, Vincent was interviewed and he shared that he did 

not feel anxious when he interacted with Ms Ooi in the classroom  during the observed lesson 

(i.e., “Were you nervous or scared when your Ms Ooi was talking to you?” [LI7/103/R], 

“No” [LI7/104/T7]). He added that he was only scared he would have forgotten something 

(i.e., “Scared only if like if I forget something. If not I not scared” [LI7/102/T7]). As such, 

the interview conducted with Vincent established that Vincent perceived himself to have had 

low CA during the interaction observed. Thus, the behaviours analysed in the following 

section reflects on Vincent’s behaviour during an instance in which he claimed to have 

experienced low CA. 

 

4.3.2.3 Behaviour During Classroom Interaction. A review of the 113 

accumulative seconds of the interaction observed revealed that Vincent was a learner who 

maintained mutual gaze with Ms Ooi. Specifically, he maintained mutual gaze during six 

question and answer instances, while he was observed to have glanced away during six 

instances. All of the six instances in which he glanced away occurred when he appeared to be 

thinking of the answer. He maintained eye contact with Ms Ooi when she was asking him 

questions, while he only glanced away as he was thinking of the answers and once he was 

answering the questions, he recreated eye contact with Ms Ooi. Thus, this generally showed 

that while listening and answering to Ms Ooi’s questions, he maintained mutual gaze. The 

mutual gaze behaviour was also parallel to Ms Ooi’s observation as she reported during the 

interview i.e., “Vincent creates eye contact with me during interaction.” [TI2/79/T2]). 

In relation to facial activity, Vincent was observed to have smiled in seven question 

and answer instances. The smiling behaviour was observed to have continuously occurred 
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upon Ms Ooi asking him the reason for choosing Iron Man as the superhero that he would 

like to be (i.e., “Okay why Iron Man?” [O7/50/T2]). He smiled throughout the subsequent 

question answer instances as they spoke about his choice of super hero and his opinion on 

Marvel movies. Unlike high CA learners in Study 2, he was not observed to have smiled 

during instances of struggling to answer the questions. Thus, Vincent’s smiling behaviour 

may indicate that he was enthusiastic as a result of the topic (Rashotte, 2002). Another facial 

activity that was observed was blinking behaviour. However, in terms of the blinking rate, 

unlike the learners with higher CA and Vivek the first learner with low CA, it was below the 

average blinking rate during a conversation, i.e., 26 blinks per minute (Bentivoglio, 1997). 

For body movements, there were no body shifts and self-adaption behaviours 

observed. Apart from these two body movement behaviours specified in the coding scheme, 

it was observed that Vincent fidgeted during one specific instance when Ms Ooi asked him 

about the characteristics of a super hero (i.e., “No what a character, a person must have, a 

person is like how, what kind of person is a super hero?” [O7/105/T2]) and in which he did 

not answer the question (i.e., “(remains silent)” [O7/106/L7]) as Ms Ooi then quickly moved 

on obtain the answer from another student. This behaviour was only observed during one 

specific instance in which Vincent did not produce an answer as he could not clearly hear the 

question asked.  

Out of the four verbal disfluencies, (i.e., repetition, repair, filled pauses, and unfilled 

pauses), only unfilled pause was observed once. The lack of verbal disfluencies may be due 

to Vincent’s simple answers (i.e., 11 answers) which consisted of utterances with 

approximately three words and below,.  

 

 4.3.2.4 Summary of Low CA Case Study 2 – Vincent. Vincent was a primary five 

learner who had low CA according to his English language teacher and the self-perceived CA 
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survey. His teacher claimed that Vincent was not proficient in the English language, as this 

may also be due to the limited exposure and use of the language as he predominantly spoke 

Mandarin at home and in school. Specific to personality traits, the learner and teacher 

perceptions were congruent with each other as his most dominant personality trait was 

conscientiousness (i.e., efficient and organised). In addition, Ms Ooi also revealed that 

Vincent was a quiet and introvert learner. As his English language proficiency was reported 

to be low, Ms Ooi also claimed that he usually would not volunteer to answer questions but 

he was not afraid to try when questions are asked. Specific to the nonverbal behaviours, the 

behaviours that were observed during interaction with his teacher in the classroom were; (i) 

smile, (ii) fidget, (iii) mutual gaze, (iv) glance away during instances of thinking. Like Vivek, 

specific behaviours (i.e., fidgeting and smiling behaviour) appear to be similar with 

behaviours of high CA learners in Study 2, however, there were nuances in the way in which 

the behaviours occurred. 

 

4.3.3 Low CA Case Study 3 – Gurmeet 

4.3.3.1 Case Description. Gurmeet was an 11 year old female learner from a national 

primary school. Out of the three languages that she spoke, i.e., English, Malay and Hindi, she 

mostly spoke English at home with her family and also in school with her friends. In 

addition, Gurmeet claimed that English was her favourite subject in school as she also spoke 

the language with her family (i.e., “My favourite subject is English” [I/8/L8], “Because I 

normally talk in my house, I talk to my parents in English.” [I/10/L8]. Gurmeet’s self-

perceived CA score from the PRCF survey was is 21. Her CA subdimension mean scores 

were 1.80, 1.60 and 1.00 out of five for the CCF, GCF and SCF respectively. This was also 

reflected in the interview as she highlighted that she felt happy talking to others (i.e., “How 

do you feel when you are communicating with a new person?” [I/51/R], “I feel happy” 
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[I/52/L8]) and did not feel anxious to speak to new people (i.e., “No I am not scared talking 

to new people. I like making new friends” [I/54/L8]). This view was also shared by her 

English language teacher, as Ms Nisha viewed Gurmeet to not have CA as she was very 

outgoing and she often volunteered to answer questions in the class (i.e., “No, not at all” 

[I/115/T5] … “She is very outgoing, and she will be the first one to volunteer to answer and 

all” [I/117/T5]). 

Based on the PPTQ-C survey, Gurmeet’s most dominant personality domains were 

extraversion, openness, and conscientiousness at 15 out of 15 for each of the traits  

(Appendix I) and her teacher’s view concurred with these personalities scores. Ms Nisha 

claimed Gurmeet to be an outgoing, imaginative and curious learner. However, Ms Nisha 

also mentioned that Gurmeet was neither efficient and organised, nor disorganised and 

careless.  In addition, Ms Nisha also reported that Gurmeet was a very “confident and bold 

learner” [I/115/T5]) and not an emotionally sensitive learner (i.e., “Not sensitive” [I/127/T5], 

“… She will defend herself but she won’t take things very seriously.” [I/128/T5]). Her teacher 

also pointed out that she was a team player but could be competitive among her peers, and 

has a tendency to be dominant at times. 

 She works well in groups but can be very bossy and dominant 
… She can’t take failures … When it comes to work, she will 
complete it fast, but it won’t be perfect because she just wants 
to complete it first. [I/125/T5] 
 

Similar to Vivek and Vincent, Gurmeet’s personality trait scores (i.e., extraversion 

and openness) corroborated with her teacher’s account of her personality. Based on 

perspectives Gurmeet and Ms Nisha, it can be summarised that Gurmeet displayed the traits 

of generally low CA in the classroom.  

 

4.3.3.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The activity of the observed lesson was 

on writing an email to a friend about their favourite pet or animal. Ms. Nisha facilitated an 
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open class discussion by asking learners for their favourite pets and reasons why they liked 

their pet.  

Throughout the lesson, Gurmeet actively engaged in the open discussion and in 

several instances, she volunteered to answer the questions by raising her hands. She appeared 

excited to share about her favourite animal and her pet dog. There were instances in which 

Gurmeet gave long and complex answers to simple questions that were asked by Ms Nisha 

(e.g., I have a Pitbull in my house. When I was sleeping every night, the dog will bark so 

loudly, everybody will be sleeping. [O8/69/L8]).  

When the type of questions and responses were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) 

QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 15 question and answer pairs in English that 

were recorded. Gurmeet responded to all the questions in English, as such, all her responses 

were coded. For the behavioural analysis, the total accumulated duration of interaction (i.e., 

15 question and answer pairs) between Gurmeet and Ms Nisha that were used for analysis 

was 114 seconds. 

An overview of Gurmeet’s type of answers showed that Gurmeet mostly produced 

simple answers (i.e., nine questions), which consisted of utterances with approximately three 

words and below, followed by complete and complex answers to the teacher’s questions (i.e., 

three questions each). Gurmeet was the only learner in this study to have produced complex 

answers and also the learner that produced most complete answers. Gurmeet’s complex 

answers were in response to the clarification questions asked, while the complete answers 

were in response to the closed questions asked. This may be due to her high level of language 

proficiency and competency as she was one of the learners that spoke English at home and in 

school. Based on Gurmeet’s responses, it was observed that she was able to engage in higher 

order thinking for simple clarification questions asked as well as displayed a large repertoire 

of words and language skills to form her sentences. For instance, Ms Nisha led the interaction 
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by asking an open question (i.e., “So do you think it is safe to have a Pitbull at home?” 

[O8/72/T5]) to which Gurmeet produced a simple answer (i.e., “No” [O8/73/L8]). This was 

then followed up with a clarification question (i.e., “Why?” [O8/72/T5]) which then led to 

Gurmeet giving a complex answer (i.e., “I don’t know why. I just like him, because I have 

touched him before and play with him, so he is friendly.” [O8/73/L8]). 

In accordance with her teacher’s perspective and her self-reported level of CA 

through the survey, Gurmeet also shared that she did not feel anxious when she interacted 

with Ms Nisha in the classroom. Immediately after the observation, Gurmeet was interviewed 

and she shared that she “felt calm” [LI8/82/L8]) and confident when interacting with Ms 

Nisha (i.e., No, normally I am not nervous talking to Ms Nisha. I like Ms Nisha, she is a good 

teacher. [LI8/84/L8]).  

 

4.3.3.3 Behaviour During Classroom Interaction. A review of the 114 

accumulative seconds of the interaction during the observed lesson revealed that Gurmeet 

maintained eye contact most of the time when she interacted with Ms Nisha in the classroom. 

She maintained mutual gaze whenever the teacher was asking her questions and only looked 

away to refer to specific objects in the classroom when she responded to the teacher. This 

parallels Ms Nisha’s observation of Gurmeet’s behaviour in the classroom as Ms Nisha 

claimed during the interview that Gurmeet was a learner who creates eye contact in general 

(i.e., “… she's very confident and a lot of eye contact” [TI5/117/T5]). 

In relation to facial activity, Gurmeet was observed to have smiled during three 

specific instances. All three of the instances in which she smiled was specifically when she 

was sharing about her pet dog (i.e., “My favourite animal is Pitbull” [O8/48/L8], “It’s a dog 

that sometimes it can be friendly but sometimes it’s fierce” [O8/57/L8], “I have a Pitbull in 

my house. When I was sleeping every night, the dog will bark so loudly, everybody will be 
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sleeping” [O8/57/L8]). Similar to Vincent, her smiles did not occur during instances in which 

she was struggling to answer the questions. Therefore, the smiling behaviour observed may 

be a response to enthusiasm instead of anxiety (Rashotte, 2002).  

Similar to Vivek, Gurmeet’s eye blinking rates during two instances were above the 

average blinking rate during a conversation, i.e., 26 blinks per minute (Bentivoglio, 1997). 

During the two instances, Gurmeet was constructing her sentences without any hesitation. 

This contrasted learners of high CA in Study 2 whose blinking rates were associated with 

silent or no responses to the questions. In addition, head nods were also observed (i.e., four 

times) and this may be due to the type of questions. For instance, during all four of the 

specific instances in which head nods were observed, Ms Nisha asked clarification questions 

in which Gurmeet produced simple answers in response (e.g., “Yea” [O8/61/L8]). 

Specific to body movements, self-adaption behaviours were not observed. However, 

body shift was observed once when she was trying to show the size of her dog (i.e., “Like 

from that table (gestures to the next table)” [O8/59/L8]). Apart from these two body 

movement behaviours specified in the coding scheme (Lindberg et al., 2021), it was observed 

that Gurmeet fidgeted with her bottle almost the entire time. This was further supported by 

Ms Nisha’s observation of Gurmeet’s communicative behaviour in the classroom, in which 

she mentioned that Gurmeet always fidgets (i.e., “She likes to like to you know sway and 

fidget” [TI5/191/T5]). Although fidgeting has been associated with high anxiety (Gregersen, 

2005), unlike high CA learners in Study 2 whom the teachers reported that fidgeting 

behaviour only occurs during instances of engaging in interactions, Gurmeet’s teacher 

claimed that Gurmeet also fidgeted when not engaged in any communicative tasks or 

interaction (i.e., “When she is standing doing nothing also she tends to, it’s like a habit” 

[TI5/193/T5]).  
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As for the verbal behaviours, i.e., repair, repetition, filled pause, and unfilled pause, 

there were no verbal disfluencies observed.  Based on an overview of Gurmeet’s type of 

answer responses, it can be seen that most of Gurmeet’s answers were simple (i.e., eight). 

However, it is noteworthy that she has produced three complex answers and three complete 

answers. The higher complexity of Gurmeet’s answers may be due to her language 

proficiency and her exposure to the language. 

 

 4.3.3.4 Summary of Low CA Case Study 3 – Gurmeet. Gurmeet was a primary 

five learner who had low CA according to her English language teacher and the PRCF 

survey. Specific to personality traits, the teacher and learner perceptions were parallel to one 

another as her most dominant personality traits were extraversion and openness. Ms Nisha 

also revealed that Gurmeet was confident, bold, and not emotionally sensitive. In addition, 

Ms Nisha reported that Gurmeet had good English language proficiency and she often 

volunteered to answer questions in the classroom. In regard to the type of questions and 

answers, Ms Nisha mostly asked clarification questions and the most frequent type of 

answers that Gurmeet produced were simple answers, followed by complex and complete 

answers. She was the only learner in this study that produced complex answers. Specific to 

the nonverbal behaviours, the behaviours that were frequently observed during interaction 

with her teacher in the classroom were; (i) smile, (ii) blink, (iii) fidget, (iv) mutual gaze. 

Similar to Vivek and Vincent, the specific behaviours (i.e., fidgeting, smiling behaviour) that 

were also displayed by high CA learners in Study 2 consists of nuances in the way in which 

these behaviours occurred. 
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4.3.4 Low CA Case Study 4 – Aarav 

4.3.4.1 Case Description. Aarav was a 12 year old male learner in a national primary 

school. He spoke English at home with his family and in school with his friends. Based on 

the PRCF survey, his self-perceived CA score was 24. For the subdimensions of CA, i.e. 

CCF, GCF and SCF, Aarav’s scores were mostly low i.e., 1.40, 1.80 and 2.33 out of five 

respectively. However, based on the interview with him, he specified that felt slightly 

nervous talking to new people (i.e., “How do you feel when you're talking to a new person” 

[I/59/R], “A bit nervous, I don’t know why, but just a bit nervous” [I/60/L9]) and also talking 

on stage (i.e., “When do you usually feel nervous to talk or communicate?” [I/63/R], “Like on 

a stage” [I/64/L9]). In contrast, he claimed that he did not feel anxious when someone asks 

him questions (i.e., “Does it scare you when someone asks you a question?” [I/61/R] , “No, I 

am fine” [I/62/L9]). 

Just like Gurmeet, Aarav’s English language proficiency and academic performance, 

according to his teacher Mr Daniel, were high. Mr Daniel perceived Aarav to have low CA 

and emphasised that Aarav was a very confident learner who could coped well with mistakes. 

… he doesn’t have communication apprehension. He is a very 
smart student, good education background, good language 
background, and his first language is English so he has no 
issues communicating in English. No matter how difficult the 
topic is, he will always have something to say. He is not anxious 
about speaking up, and he is very very confident. Even 
sometimes you make mistakes, he makes mistakes, but still he 
the confidence level, wow. [I/43/T3] 
 

Aarav’s most dominant personality traits were extraversion, openness, and 

conscientiousness at 15 out of 15 respectively. His self-perception of his personality was 

somewhat similar to his teachers’, as Mr Daniel perceived Aarav to be imaginative, curious, 

efficient, and organised (see Appendix I). Specific to the extraversion personality trait, Mr 

Daniel stated that Aarav was neither outgoing and nor reserved, but was friendly only with 

his group of friends (i.e., “He has a particular set of friends, and he is very close to them, but 
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when he will help those that he is not very close to. He has his comfort clique” [I/66/T3]). 

However, Mr Daniel highlighted that Aarav did not have issues communicating or sharing his 

ideas in the classroom as he was a very confident learner.  

… his first language is English so he has no issues 
communicating in English … no matter how difficult the topic 
is, he will always have something to say. He not anxious about 
speaking up, and he is very very confident. [I/43/T3] 
 

Mr Daniel also mentioned during the interview that Aarav received criticisms well and 

was an open-minded person (i.e., “Very open-minded person. Can accept comments and 

criticism openly” [I/49/T3]) 

Based on perspectives of both Mr Daniel and Aarav, it can be summarised that Aarav 

displayed the characteristics of generally low CA, especially in the classroom. In regard to 

personality traits, Aarav generally had high openness and conscientiousness personality traits. 

 

4.3.4.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The activity of the observed lesson was 

on the format of writing emails and letters. This activity was a pre-task discussion as the 

English language teacher, Mr Daniel, later instructed them to write an email and letter as their 

homework. Throughout the lesson, Mr Daniel lead the lesson by prompting learners to share 

the points as he asked questions throughout the discussion.  

Throughout the lesson, Mr Daniel facilitated the discussion in dual language, i.e., 

English and Malay language. Specific to the questions that Mr Daniel had asked Aarav, 

Aarav responded to all the questions in English and Mr Daniel did not need to translate the 

questions to him in Malay language as he had to with some of the other learners.  

When the type of questions and responses were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) 

QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 15 question and answer pairs in English that 

were recorded. For the behavioural analysis, the total accumulated duration of interaction 

(i.e., 15 question and answer pairs) between Aarav and Mr Daniel that were used for analysis 
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was 116 seconds. Appendix J consists of the frequency counts of the type of questions and 

answers during interaction between Aarav and Mr Daniel.  

Unlike Gurmeet whose English proficiency was also high and produced complete and 

complex responses, Aarav only produced simple answers (i.e., 15 questions), which consisted 

of utterances with approximately three words and below. The simple answers produced by 

Aarav to the questions asked by Mr Daniel may be due to the high number of closed 

questions (14)  and clarification question (1), e.g., “Okay, so here what do you write?” 

[O9/32/T3], “My question is, address is here right, whose address is here?” [O9/82/T3])  

Immediately after the observation, Aarav was interviewed and he shared that he did 

not feel anxious when he interacted with Mr Daniel in the classroom, during the observed 

lesson. Aarav stated that he felt comfortable interacting with Mr Daniel during the observed 

lesson (i.e., “No. I was comfortable, not nervous.” [LI9/82/L9]). As such, Aarav’s behaviours 

observed in classroom that are analysed in the following sub-section reflects Aarav’s 

behaviour during an instance in which he claimed to have experienced low CA. 

 

4.3.4.3 Behaviour During Classroom Interaction. A review of the 116 seconds of 

interaction in English revealed that Aarav maintained eye contact with Mr Daniel, when Mr 

Daniel was interacting and asking questions. Although Aarav was observed to have glanced 

away during 12 instances, it was found that Aarav glanced away to refer to his book during 

the interaction, as it was used as a reference. The mutual gaze behaviour is parallel to Mr 

Daniel’s observation as he mentioned during the interview that Aarav’s high level of 

confidence reflected through his mutual gaze behaviour (i.e., “He stares into my soul, I can 

sense his confidence, he creates eye contact” [TI3/75/T3]). 

In contrast to high CA learners in Study 2 that only responded to questions that were 

specifically directed to them, like Gurmeet it was observed that Aarav raised his hands to 
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answer the questions that Mr Daniel asked, which indicated that he was willing to answer the 

questions even when the questions were not directed to him. In addition, self-adaption 

behaviour was observed to have occurred three times during specific instances in which Mr 

Daniel was asking Aarav questions (e.g., “Okay so we have to, from, subject, date and then 

after that what do you do, what do you do here?” [O9/22/T3]). Apart from this body 

movement behaviour specified in the coding scheme, no other body movements were 

observed. 

In relation to facial activity, Aarav was observed to have smiled twice while 

answering questions (i.e.,. “Informal letter” [O9/53/L9], “(raises hand) The receiver” 

[O9/85/L9]). In addition, although blinking behaviour was observed, similar to Vincent and 

Gurmeet, the frequency of occurrence was below the average blinking rate during a 

conversation, i.e., 26 blinks per minute (Bentivoglio, 1997).  

As for the verbal behaviours, i.e., repair, repetition, filled pause, and unfilled pause, 

there were no verbal disfluencies observed.  However, it is noteworthy that the teacher’s 

questions were predominantly closed questions (i.e., fourteen), as such this may be the factor 

that led Aarav being limited in his length of answers, i.e., utterances with approximately three 

words and below. Thus, it may be possible that verbal disfluencies were generally not 

observed in Aarav’s responses due to the type of answers (i.e., none and simple answers) that 

Aarav produced during this specific observation.    

 

 4.3.4.4 Summary of Low CA Case Study 4 – Aarav. Aarav was a primary five 

learner who had low CA according to his English language teacher and the PRCF survey. 

Based on the five personality traits, his teacher’s view matched his high openness and 

conscientiousness scores, but they had contrasting views on extraversion personality trait as 

Mr Daniel claimed Aarav to not be a sociable type of learner. In addition, Ms Daniel reported 
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that Aarav had good English language proficiency and was a confident learner. This was 

reflected in his ability to answer all the questions asked by Mr Daniel. Mr Daniel 

predominantly asked a series of closed questions while Aarav only produced simple answers. 

Specific to the nonverbal behaviours, the behaviours that were frequently observed during 

interaction with his teacher in the classroom were; (i) mutual gaze, (ii) smile, (iii) self-

adaption. 

 

4.3.5 Low CA Case Study 5 – Shankar 

4.3.5.1 Case Description. Shankar was an 11 year old male learner in a national 

primary school. Tamil was the language he spoke at home with his family and English was 

the language he spoke in school with his friends. Specific to CA, Shankar’s self-perceived 

CA score based on the PRCF survey was 19. In addition, the score for the CA subdimension, 

i.e., CCF, GCF and SCF, were 1.00, 1.40 and 2.00 out of five respectively, suggesting that he 

was not anxious in the classroom and in general. Although Shankar had the lowest CA score 

in comparison to the other case study participants, when interviewed, Shankar claimed that he 

felt slightly afraid to communicate with new people (i.e., “A bit scared” [I/50/L10], “Because 

I don’t know the person” [I/50/L10]), and also when someone asks him questions (i.e., “Does 

it scare you when someone asks you a question?” [I/49/R], “A bit” [I/50/L10]).  

Although Shankar claimed during the interview that he had a tendency to feel scared 

communicating with others, his teacher’s perspective was in line with the survey results. Ms 

Lina expressed that Shankar did not have high CA in relation to communicating in English in 

the classroom. She added that he often tried to answer questions in the class even when he 

did not know the answers. (i.e., “He does not have communication apprehension because he 

doesn’t have any problem answering questions. Even though he doesn’t answer correctly, he 

still want to try.” [TI3/56/T3])  
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Specific to personality traits, the survey results indicated that Shankar’s most 

dominant personality traits were extraversion and openness as the scores were 15 and 14 out 

of 15 respectively (see Appendix I). This was in line with his teacher’s perception of 

Shankar’s personality as Ms Lina reported that Shankar was outgoing, imaginative and 

curious (see Appendix I). She also reported that he is a sociable and friendly learner (i.e., 

“Bubbly, talkative, friendly” [I/59/T3]). Similar to Vivek, Gurmeet and Aarav, Ms Lina 

claimed that Shankar was open to receiving criticisms and was not an emotionally sensitive 

learner (i.e., “Not a sensitive person. When I scold him if he does something wrongly, he will 

accept it and take it in positively.” [I/61/T3]).  

Based on the perspectives of both the teacher and learner, it can be summarised that 

Shankar’s characteristics were consistent with those of low CA. Although during the 

interview Shankar mentioned that he was slightly nervous to communicate with new people 

and when others ask him questions, he was classified as a learner with low CA based on his 

teacher’s perspective and also his survey scores. Shankar’s teacher’s account of his 

personality traits corroborated with his extraversion and openness trait scores. 

 

4.3.5.2 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The activity of the observed lesson was 

on a reading comprehension passage which focused on purchasing goods from shops. Ms 

Lina discussed the passage and the questions relevant to the passage. Prior to the observed 

lesson, the activity was given to the learners to read and answer the reading comprehension 

questions. The lesson was focused on checking the answers for each of the reading 

comprehension questions.  

Throughout the lesson, Ms Lina led the lesson by asking learners to share their 

answers. Based on the answers, she then asked relevant questions to ensure that the learners 

understood the content of the lesson. It was observed that Shankar voluntarily participated in 
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the discussion. Similar to Gurmeet and Aarav, he raised his hands twice to answer the 

questions asked by Ms Lina. Specific to the questions that Ms Lina had asked Shankar, 

Shankar responded to all the questions in English but none of the questions required him to 

share his opinion, he was only required to share the answers for the reading comprehension 

questions.  

When the type of questions and responses were coded based on Smit et al.’s (2021) 

QAELT coding scheme, there were altogether 14 question and answer pairs in English that 

were recorded. For the behavioural analysis, the total accumulated duration of interaction 

between Shankar and Ms Lina that were used for analysis was 116 seconds. Appendix J 

contains the frequency counts of the type of questions and answers during interaction 

between Shankar and Ms Lina.  

An overview of Shankar’s type of answer responses showed that Shankar mostly 

produced simple answers (i.e., 13 questions), which consisted of utterances with 

approximately three words and below, followed by complete answer to the teacher’s 

questions (i.e., 1 question). The limited or no response produced by Shankar to the questions 

asked by Ms Lina may be due the type of questions (Erlinda & Dewi, 2014) that were asked 

by Ms Nisha. Ms Nisha asked nine closed questions (e.g., “Okay Shankar, look at question 

number one, what do you get if you buy the shawl?” [O10/133/T5]) and five clarification 

questions (e.g., “How do you know that this one is present tense ah Shankar, how do you 

know that the question is in present tense?” [O10/71/T5]). The clarification questions asked 

were the follow-up questions to closed questions asked (e.g., (i) Close – Clarification (ii) 

Close – Clarification – Clarification – Clarification – Clarification). 

Shankar was interviewed immediately after the observation and he shared that he did 

not feel nervous when he interacted with Ms Lina in the classroom, during the observed 

lesson. He claimed that he felt normal and did not feel nervous (i.e., “No. I was normal, I was 
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not nervous.” [I/76/L10]). As such, Shankar’s behaviours observed in classroom that are 

analysed in the following subsection reflects his behaviour during an instance in which 

Shankar claimed to have experienced low CA. 

 

4.3.5.3 Behaviour During Classroom Interaction. A review of the 116 seconds of 

interaction in English revealed Shankar mostly maintained eye contact with his English 

language teacher, Ms Lina, when Ms Lina was asking him questions and when he responded 

to her question. Similar to Aarav, Shankar was observed to have glanced away during 9 

instances as he referred to his book during the interaction. Apart from referring to his book, 

Shankar maintained mutual gaze with Ms Lina when interacting with her. The mutual gaze 

behaviour was further supported by Ms Lina’s perspective as she mentioned during the 

interview that his high level of confidence was reflected through his mutual gaze behaviour 

(i.e., “He will directly look at me, he will not look down, he has the confidence to talk”  

[TI4/52/T4]). 

In line with his high level of confidence, it was observed that Shankar was quick to 

respond and when Ms Lina asked him if he was sure of his answer, he responded quickly and 

his facial expression did not change. Based on this specific behaviour, it was observed that 

Shankar was confident and his facial expression showed that he did not doubt his answers, 

even when questioned by his teacher. In addition, it was also observed when Ms Lina made a 

subtle joke (i.e., “Free one, meaning you will get 10?” [O10/39/T4]), he responded to with a 

smile and laugh (i.e., “No” [O10/40/L10]). Additionally, the frequency of occurrence of his 

blinks were below the average blinking rate during a conversation, i.e., 26 blinks per minute 

(Bentivoglio, 1997). In addition, head nods were also observed (i.e., twice) and this may a 

result of being in agreement (Ishi et al., 2014). For instance, during the two specific instances 
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in which head nods were observed, he produced simple answers in response (e.g.,“Yea” 

[O10/77/L10]). 

For body movements, self-adaption behaviour was observed to have occurred once. 

Similar to Vivek and Aarav, Shankar was observed to have engaged in the self-adaption 

behaviour while he was listening to the teacher’s question (i.e., “Full sentence start with 

what?” [O10/107/T4]). Apart from this body movement behaviour as specified in the coding 

scheme, it was also found that he fidgeted with his pencil once while responding to Ms Lina’s 

question (i.e., “Uh subject” [O10/108/L10]). 

As for the verbal behaviours, i.e., repair, repetition, filled pause, and unfilled pause, 

there were two verbal disfluencies observed (i.e., filled pause and unfilled pause). Filled 

pause was present in two of his responses (i.e., “Uh offer” [O10/24/L10],  “Uh Subject” 

[O10/108/L10]) while unfilled pause was observed to have occurred once (i.e., “Because the 

people of 5 Bestari want to … (pause) … want to buy” [O10/72/L10]). However, it was 

unclear whether the verbal disfluencies were not prominent during the observation as 

Shankar was generally limited in his length of answers, i.e., utterances with approximately 

three words and below.  

 

 4.3.5.4 Summary of Low CA Case Study 5 – Shankar. Shankar was a primary five 

learner who had low CA according to his English language teacher and the PRCF survey. His 

most dominant personality traits were extraversion and openness. Ms Lina also revealed that 

Shankar was open to criticisms and was not an emotionally sensitive learner. In addition, Ms 

Lina reported that Shankar had good English language proficiency and he did not struggle to 

answer questions. As Ms Lina predominantly asked a series of clarification and closed 

questions, most of the answers that Shankar gave were simple answers. Specific to the 

nonverbal behaviours, the behaviour that was frequently observed during interaction with his 
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teacher in the classroom was mutual gaze as well as glance away during instances of referring 

to the book. The other behaviours such as self-adaption, nods, and fidgeting, were observed 

to have not frequently occurred. 

 

4.3.6 Cross-Case Analysis – Low CA 

Similar to Study 2, an exploratory collective case study was conducted to explore the 

behaviours of young learners with low CA during interaction in English with their teacher in 

an ESL classroom. This section compares and contrasts the individual differences of learners 

across the five case studies, responses to teacher’s questions, and the behaviours during 

classroom interaction. The similarities and differences within the five case study learners are 

shown through these six elements i.e., ethnicity, language at home, language in school, 

English language proficiency, communication apprehension, and personality traits. Table 4.2 

depicts the similarities and differences between the five case studies.  
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Table 4.2 

Low CA Case Study Learners’ Table of Summary 

 Case Study 1 
VIVEK 

Case Study 2 
VINCENT 

Case Study 3 
GURMEET 

Case Study 4 
AARAV 

Case Study 5 
SHANKAR 

Ethnicity 
 

Indian Chinese Indian  Indian Indian 

Language at home 
 

Tamil Mandarin English English Tamil 

Language in school 
 

Tamil Mandarin English English English 

English language proficiency 
 

poor poor good good good 

Communication apprehension      
PRCF score a 

 
25 21 21 24 19 

Teacher’s perspective 
 

Low CA Low CA Low CA Low CA Low CA 

Personality traits      
Dominant personalities traits b extraversion 

openness 
conscientiousness 

agreeableness 
extraversion 

openness 
conscientiousness 

agreeableness 

extraversion 
openness 

conscientiousness 

extraversion 
openness  

Teacher’s perspective      
General personalities 
 

extrovert 
sociable 

not sensitive 
accepts criticism 

 

quiet 
obedient  
introvert 

confident  
bold 

sensitive 
competitive 
dominant 

not sociable 
confident 

accepts criticisms 
open-minded 

accepts criticisms 
sociable 

not sensitive 
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Personality facets outgoing  

friendly  
compassionate 

imaginative 
curious 

disorganised  
careless 
secure  

confident 

reserved  
friendly 

compassionate 
rule-bound 

cautious 
efficient 

organised 
sensitive  
nervous 

outgoing 
imaginative 

curious 

imaginative, 
curious,  
efficient 

organised 

efficient 
organised 
outgoing 
friendly  

compassionate 
secure 

confident 
 

Note. a PRCF score is out of 70, lower number indicates lower CA. b Personality traits based on the PPTQ-C survey. 
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Vivek, Gurmeet, Aarav and Shankar were of Indian ethnicity, while Vincent was of 

Chinese ethnicity. Specific to the language that they spoke at home and in school, two case 

study learners (i.e., Gurmeet and Aarav) spoke English, while three other case study learners 

(i.e., Vivek, Vincent and Shankar) spoke their mother tongue. The three case study learners 

(i.e., Gurmeet, Aarav and Shankar) who reported to speak English with their friends, have 

been perceived by their teachers to have good  English language  proficiency. Although 

Vivek and Vincent were reported by their respective teachers to have poor English language  

proficiency, their teachers claimed that their language proficiency did not influence their CA. 

It was observed that regardless of the language proficiency, the low CA learners were less 

performance oriented than the high CA learners in Study 2 and were open to criticisms.  

Based on the case study learners’ self-perceived personality traits (PPTQ-C survey), 

the most dominant personalities traits among four learners (i.e., Vivek, Gurmeet, Aarav and 

Shankar) were extraversion and openness. Although this study found that the perceptions of 

teachers and learners were more congruent with each other than the perceptions on teachers 

and learners in Study 2, there were slight differences in some teachers’ and learners’ 

perspectives. For instance, Aarav had high extraversion score but Mr Daniel claimed that 

Aarav was neither outgoing nor reserved.  

 

 4.3.6.1 Responses to Teacher’s Questions. The most common type of answers 

produced by all five learners were simple answers. Apart from the simple answers, 

collectively the second most common answers produced by the five case study learners were 

complete answers, while it was generally found that none of the five case study learners 

remained silent to their teacher’s questions.  

As emphasised in Study 2, the type of teacher questions may influence the type of 

learner responses. Similar to Study 2, the most common type of teachers questions were 
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closed and clarification type questions (i.e., 37 and 25 questions respectively). As such, it 

may be questioned whether the type questions asked (i.e., mostly closed and clarification 

questions) had influenced learners to mostly produce simple answers.  

 

4.3.6.2 Behaviours During Classroom Interaction. Table 4.3 provides a depiction 

of the similarities and differences between the five case studies in relation to their verbal and 

nonverbal behaviours. 

Specific to gaze behaviour, all five case study learners were observed to have 

maintained good eye contact with their teacher during interaction. Although Aarav and 

Shankar were observed to have glanced away during interaction with their respective 

teachers, it was found that they only glanced away to refer to their book in order to answer 

the questions. Their teachers also agreed that the five learners have a tendency to maintain 

eye contact during interactions in the classroom. This observation differs for learners with 

high CA in Study 2, as the five learners with high CA averted their eye gaze from their 

teacher throughout the interaction.  

In regard to facial activities, smiling behaviour was observed to have been displayed 

by three learners i.e., Vivek, Vincent and Gurmeet. However, it was found that Vincent and 

Gurmeet smiled when the topic of interactions were particularly relevant to them personally. 

For instance, during Vincent’s interaction with Ms Ooi, Vincent was talking about his 

favourite super hero, while during Gurmeet’s interaction with Ms Nisha, Gurmeet was 

talking about her pet dog. Thus, their smiling behaviour may be indicative that they were 

enthusiastic about the topic (Rashotte, 2002). On the other hand, it was found that Vivek 

smiled during instances in which Vivek appeared to be unsure of the answers to Ms 

Padmini’s questions, which was similar to the smiles observed among high CA learners in 
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Study 2, indicating that the particular smiling behaviour may be due to the lack of knowledge 

to answer the teacher’s questions (Sert & Jacknick, 2015).  

There were similarities and differences for the smiling behaviours observed among 

high CA learners from study 2 and low CA learners from study 3. Specific to the similarity of 

smiling behaviours among high CA learners and low CA learners, it was observed that 

learners from both studies smiled during instances in which they were (i) answering questions 

on topics of interest or topics that were of high relevance to them, and (ii) unsure of answers. 

However, high CA learners were observed to have smiled throughout their interactions with 

their respective teachers as well as during specific instances in which (i) they were being 

asked questions by their respective teachers, (ii) their names were called, (iii) they have 

responded and answered their teacher’s questions, and (iv) they were unable to respond or 

answer the questions, while low CA learners were observed to have smiled during instances 

in which they were thinking of their answers. Based on these nuances, it is indicative that low 

CA learners may have a tendency to smile as a result of their cognitive processes (i.e., 

thinking of responses), while high CA learners may have a tendency to smile when they have 

been prompted to interact with their teachers (i.e., being asked questions by teachers and their 

names were called in the classroom). Thus, the findings of both Study 2 and Study 3 suggest 

that although all learners may engage in smiling behaviours, low CA learners have been 

found to smile only during specific instances while high CA learners have been found to have 

greater tendency to smile throughout interactions.  

Another facial activity that was observed was the occurrence of high blinking rate. It 

was found that there were several instances during Vivek and Gurmeet’s interaction with 

their respective teachers, blinking rates were above the average rate of blinks in a 

conversation (Bentivoglio, 1997). The particularly high rate of blinks were observed during 

the instances in which Gurmeet was producing answers and when Vivek was thinking and 
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structuring his response. Thus, there was no significant difference in the eye blinks observed 

between high CA and low CA learners. This particularly differs from the past studies on adult 

learners that have found significantly higher rate of blinks among anxious learners (e.g., 

Giannakakis, 2017; Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021). Thus, the findings of this study 

suggest that blinking rate may not be a good indicator of CA among young learners as 

compared to adult learners. 

In relation to body movements, three out of five case study learners (i.e., Vincent, 

Gurmeet and Shankar) were found to have fidgeted while interacting in English with their 

teacher in the ESL classroom. Vincent and Shankar were found to have only fidgeted once, 

while Gurmeet was found to have fidgeted almost throughout her interaction with Ms Nisha. 

In line with Vincent and Shankar’s fidgeting behaviour that was observed to have occurred 

once, their teachers i.e., Ms Ooi and Ms Lina, claimed that they usually do not fidget. In 

contrast, Ms Nisha revealed that Gurmeet fidgets out of habit, and this was in line with the 

classroom observation. In comparison, learners with high CA in study 2 were observed to 

have fidgeted more frequently as compared to the learners with low CA in this study. The 

second body movement behaviour that was particularly observed was self-adaption. It was 

found that Vivek, Aarav and Shankar engaged in self-adaption behaviours, i.e., touching of 

face, while interacting with their respective teachers in the classroom. In all three cases, it 

was observed to have specifically occurred during instances in which they were listening to 

their teacher’s questions. This differs to the self-adaption behaviours that were observed 

among high CA learners in Study 2. High CA learners’ self-adaption behaviours were paired 

with fidgeting behaviours. 

Specific to verbal disfluencies, unfilled pause was observed among three case study 

learners i.e., Vivek, Vincent and Shankar. Out of these three learners, it was observed that 

only Vivek produced all four types of verbal disfluencies (i.e., unfilled pause, filled pause, 
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repetition, and repair), possibly due to his poor language proficiency, and struggles to answer 

the questions in English. In contrast to high CA learners in Study 2, the occurrence of verbal 

disfluencies among low CA learners were more frequently observed as low CA learners were 

more responsive to teacher questions than high CA learners. However, similar to Study 2, the 

frequency of verbal disfluencies may have been impacted by the nature of the interactions 

with the teacher which may have driven the learners to produce shorter answers. 
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Table 4.3 

Low CA Case Study Learners’ Behaviours 

Behaviours Case Study 1 
VIVEK 

Case Study 2 
VINCENT 

Case Study 3 
GURMEET 

Case Study 4 
AARAV 

Case Study 5 
SHANKAR 

Gaze • maintains eye 
contact 

• gaze aversion while 
thinking/seeking 
help from friends 
 

• maintains eye 
contact 
 

• maintains eye 
contact 

• maintains eye 
contact  
 

• maintains eye 
contact  

Body movements • body shift 
• self-adaption 
• hand gestures 

 

• fidget • fidget • self-adaption 
 
 

• fidget 
• self-adaption 
• hand gestures 

Facial Activity • smile while 
thinking or 
responding 

• high blinking rate 
 

• smile while 
thinking or 
responding 

• smile while 
responding 

• high blinking rate 
 

• nod 
 

- 

Verbal Disfluencies • unfilled pause 
• filled pause  
• repetition  
• repair  
 

• unfilled pause - - • filled pause  
• unfilled pause 
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4.4 Discussion 

Overall findings indicated that: (i) all five learners mainly produced simple answers 

and teacher questioning strategies have an influence on learner responses, (ii) there were 

specific nuances in the way in which specific behaviours occurred among low CA learners as 

compared to high CA learners, and (iii) extraversion and openness were dominant personality 

traits among four out of five learners. The discussion draws on the integration of results from 

the observation and the semi-structured interviews, which were presented in the preceding 

section. As this study was conducted to compare the behaviours of high CA learners in Study 

2, this discussion section predominantly focuses on these behavioural differences between 

these two learner groups. 

 

4.4.1 Quality of Learner Responses and Teacher Questions 

One similarity between case study learners with high CA (Study 2) and learners with 

low CA (Study 3) was that the learners predominantly responded in simple answers. This 

may be due to the type of questions that were asked by their respective teachers in the 

classroom. In both studies, it was found that the teachers had mainly asked closed and 

clarification questions. Teacher questions play an important role in the quality of answers 

produced by learners (Erlinda & Dewi, 2014; Lee & Kinzie, 2012; Noor et al., 2012). The 

length of responses by learners are directly influenced by the type of questions by teachers 

(Erlinda & Dewi, 2014; Wright, 2016). It has been found that closed and display questions 

led to shorter responses in comparison to open and referential questions, while open 

questions elicited more complex sentence structures and varied vocabulary in learner answers 

(Erlinda & Dewi, 2014). This subsequently highlights the importance of Malaysian primary 

school teachers to explore and apply a wider range of questioning strategies in order to 
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promote rich and meaningful engagements in the classroom, beyond elicitation of simple 

answers. 

An overview of learners’ answers revealed that all case study learners in this study 

attempted to answer teacher questions and did not remain silent. When compared with the 

answers produced by learners with high CA in Study 2, there was an apparent difference. All 

five learners with high CA in Study 2 had a tendency to remain silent to teacher questions. It 

may be argued that language proficiency played a role (Farahian & Rezaee, 2012; Lee & Ng, 

2009) as all five learners in Study 2 were found to have low English language proficiency. 

However, it is important to note that two learners with low CA in this study (i.e., Vivek and 

Vincent) were also found to have low English language proficiency, but nonetheless they 

attempted to answer all teacher questions. Thus, it can be drawn that learners with high CA 

generally have a tendency to not respond to teacher questions as a result of the CA 

experienced. A possible explanation is that learners’ personality may have played a 

mitigating role in their attempts to answer teacher questions in the classroom. As indicated by 

Study 1, learners with lower levels of CA have higher openness trait, and this present Study 3 

also has found that the five low CA learners were open to criticisms as asserted by their 

teachers. Thus, this is indicative that learners with low CA were less performance oriented, 

which was reflected in their attempts to answer all of the teacher questions rather than 

remaining silent as a result of fear of making mistakes or receiving negative criticisms for 

their mistakes in the responses. This is also consistent with past findings on adult learners 

that have indicated the relationship between CA and communication withdrawal 

(McCroskey, 1997). Learners with high CA have a tendency to avoid and withdraw from 

communication as a result of their anxiety (Beatty, 1987; McCroskey, 1997; Wheeless et al., 

1986).  
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Another substantial finding that emerged from this study is the quality of answers 

produced. Based on the comparison between the responses by learners with low CA in this 

study and learners with high CA in Study 2, it was found that learners with low CA 

collectively produced more complete answers. In addition, there were also complex answers 

found to have been produced by one learner with low CA in this study, while learners with 

high CA in study 2 did not produce complex answers. This is in line with the findings of 

Gallego et al. (2022) as well as Murphy and Weber (2019) that showed higher levels of 

engagements in a conversation by learners with lower CA compared to learners with higher 

CA. This may be due to the anxious state that clouds learners’ ability to think and respond to 

the questions asked by their teachers in the classroom (Cooper et al., 2018; Lukasik et al., 

2019). More specifically, learners who experience high levels of CA may have a tendency to 

forfeit their mental preparation for their responses as their thoughts would most likely be 

focused on their anxious state (Choi et al., 2015). Thus, learners may experience disorganised 

thinking patterns as a result of their CA which subsequently affects the quality of answers 

produced in the classroom. 

 

4.4.2 Behaviour of Learners with Low CA 

The findings of this study highlights specific nuances in the behavioural markers 

through a comparison of the way in which the behaviours occurred, and its similarity and 

differences between low CA learners in this study and high CA learners in Study 2. These 

nuances in behaviours were found for gaze behaviours, facial activities (smiles and blinking 

rate), and body movement behaviours, which indicates that these behaviours cannot be used 

as individual cues for CA, but CA may be identified by a combination of these specific 

behaviours when they exceed a certain threshold. 
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4.4.2.1 Gaze Behaviours. The findings of this study showed that learners with low 

CA generally maintained eye contact with their respective teachers during interaction in the 

classroom. Although learners with low CA in this study engaged in glancing away 

behaviours, it was specifically observed during instances in which they appeared to be 

thinking. For instance, learners glanced away after the teacher’s question and before 

producing their answers, while they maintained eye contact when the teacher was asking the 

questions and when they were answering the questions. Lack of eye contact can be a result of 

cognitive processes that learners engaged in. As glancing away may be a result of cognitive 

processes (Knapp et al., 2012), it is reflective of both high CA and low CA learners thinking 

of their responses to the teacher questions. Individuals may look away during instances of 

thinking and processing information (Richmond et al., 2012). However, as discussed in Study 

2, learners with high CA generally did not maintain eye contact with their teachers during the 

interaction. While the teachers were asking the questions and while they were responding, 

learners were often found to have engaged in glancing away and gaze aversion behaviours. 

Thus indicative that the lack of eye contact among learners with high CA in Study 2 was a 

result of their CA, rather than cognitive processes. 

 

4.4.2.2 Facial Activity. In regard to facial activity, smiling behaviour was observed 

among learners with low CA in this study. More specifically, three out of five learners were 

found to have smiled while responding to their teachers’ question. Closer examination 

revealed that these learners smiled during instances in which they were talking about specific 

topics that were relevant to them. Specific to high CA learners in Study 2, smiling behaviours 

were observed in all five learners and it was prevalent throughout the interaction with their 

respective teachers. However, in contrast to low CA learners, this behaviour was observed to 

have more frequently occurred during instances in which high CA learners were thinking or 
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responding to the teachers questions. A possible explanation is that learners with high CA 

experience a feeling of discomfort associated with their anxiety (Anandari, 2015), therefore 

leading to smiles to mask their true feelings (Harris & Alvarado, 2005; Pitton et al., 1993; 

Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013). The discomfort experienced was reflected during instances 

in which high CA learners in Study 2 smiled along with glancing away gaze behaviour. 

Specific to blinking behaviour, there were a few instances in which Vivek’s and 

Gurmeet’s rate of blinks were above the normal blinking rate (i.e., 26 blinks per minute based 

on Bentivoglio’s (1997) study), and rates were observed to have been elevated while they 

were answering the teacher’s questions. Similarly, Study 2 also found that there were few 

instances in which Faris’ and Ahmad’s blinking rates were above the normal rate. Findings of 

Study 2 and Study 3 do not support the previous research by Giannakakis (2017), Gregersen 

(2005) and Lindberg et al. (2021) on adult learners, which found that the rate of blinks were 

significantly higher among anxious learners. It was evident that high blinking rates were also 

observed among low CA learners. The instances in which learners in Study 2 and Study 3 had 

high blinking rates may also have been due to the specific interactive contexts, i.e., listening 

and responding to questions (Hirokawa et al., 2004). As such, it can be drawn that high 

blinking rates observed in young learners may not be an appropriate behavioural indicator of 

CA. 

 

4.4.2.3 Body Movements. In this study, fidgeting was observed during Vincent’s, 

Gurmeet’s and Shankar’s interaction with their respective teachers in the classroom. Vincent 

and Shankar only fidgeted once respectively, while Gurmeet fidgeted throughout her 

interaction. However, based on the interview with Gurmeet’s teacher, it was found that 

Gurmeet frequently fidgets out of habit, even when she was not engaged in interactions. In 

contrast, Study 2 found that fidgeting was a prominent behaviour among learners with high 
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CA as learners in Study 2 were generally found to have fidgeted throughout their interactions. 

Thus, it is conspicuous that constant fidgeting behaviour was dominant among high CA 

learners, while it was not entirely prominent among low CA learners. This was in line with 

past studies on adult learners that have found fidgeting to be behavioural manifestations of 

anxiety (Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021). Although fidgeting may be a particularly 

useful behavioural indicator of high CA among young learners during interaction, there needs 

to be caution is overgeneralising such behaviours as they may also be engaged in out of habit.  

 

4.4.3 Personality and CA 

Although the main aim of this study was to explore the behaviours of learners with 

low CA, it was also found that there was a trend observed specific to the personality of 

learners. The findings of this study showed that extraversion and openness personality traits 

were most dominant among the learners with low CA. Only one learner, i.e., Vincent, was 

found to have conscientiousness and agreeableness as his dominant traits. This is in contrast 

to the personality traits of learners with high CA in Study 2, which found that learners with 

high CA were dominant in agreeableness and conscientiousness personality traits. This 

generally supports the findings of Study 1, which found that extraversion and openness 

negatively predicted the CA scores. Thus, an overview of the dominant personality traits of 

learners with low and high CA respectively show that personality may be a factor that is 

relevant to young learners’ CA.   

 

4.4.4 Implications 

Similar to study 2, this study has theoretical, pedagogical, and methodological 

implications specific to young learners with low CA in the context of English language 

classroom interaction. Firstly, the theoretical implication of this study is that we are aware of 
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the behavioural differences among learners with low CA and learners with high CA from 

Study 2. For instance, specific behaviours that may be common among high CA learners (i.e., 

glancing away, and smile) may be a result of anxiety, but when observed among low CA 

learners it appeared to be inclined towards a result of cognitive processes, due to the nuances 

in the behaviours observed. Secondly, one methodological implication of this study is that the 

development of future instruments should include the specific behaviours along with the 

nuances in the occurrence of these behaviours for the identification of CA among learners, 

along with established instruments such as McCroskey et al.’s (1981) PRCF. Thirdly, specific 

to pedagogical implications, the knowledge on the behaviours of young learners’ with low 

CA from this study may be used by teachers as a guide to understand learners who are less 

anxious. More specifically, this study found that learners may glance away often when 

thinking of the questions asked, but it may not be assumed that they are anxious, rather it may 

be a result of their engagement in cognitive processes. Fourthly, the quality of teachers’ 

questions were predominantly closed and clarification type questions, as observed in both 

Study 2 and Study 3, which may have had a direct influence on learners’ quality of responses. 

As such, teachers need to use a wider range of questioning strategies to promote quality 

interactions in the classroom, beyond the elicitation of simple answers. 

 

4.4.5 Limitations 

As this study replicated Study 2, the limitations of this study are identical to the 

limitations of Study 2. First, the coding of behaviours was done based on the established 

coding system which was developed based on adult learners, and it is possible that there may 

be other behaviours outside of the coding scheme that we may not be aware of. Secondly, the 

observation of behaviours that were analysed in this study were based on one lesson. As such, 

due to the duration of the observations, the occurrence of certain behaviours may not have 
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been observed. Thirdly, brow movements could not be observed due to the use of mobile eye 

trackers as it obstructed the view of learners’ eye brows. 

 

4.4.6 Conclusion 

The present study explored the behaviours of learners with low CA during interaction 

with the teacher in the ESL classroom. Based on the survey from Study 1, the case study 

learners were selected as well as the scores of their CA and personality traits were obtained. 

The young learners that this study examined were five Malaysian primary school learners, 

i.e., Vivek, Vincent, Gurmeet, Aarav and Shankar. To answer the research question (i.e., 

How do Malaysian primary school learners with low CA behave when answering teacher 

questions in English in the ESL classroom?), observations and interviews were conducted.  

This study has shown that there are specific behaviours (i.e., mutual eye contact, smile while 

responding to questions) that are prevalent among young learners with low CA during 

interaction with their teacher in the ESL classroom.  

As a result of a comparison made between learners with high CA (Study 2) and 

learners with low CA in this study, it was found that there were significant differences i.e., 

responses to teacher questions,  nonverbal behaviours, and personality traits. In regard to 

learner responses, it was found that learners with low CA in this study produced more 

complete and complex answers than learners with high CA in Study 2. Specific to nonverbal 

behaviours, low CA learners in this study maintained good eye contact and fidgeted less as 

compared to high CA learners in Study 2. It was also found that the smiling behaviours were 

different as learners with low CA smiled while responding to teachers’ questions on topics 

that they may have been enthusiastic about, while high CA learners in Study 2 generally 

smiled throughout their interactions with their respective teachers and during specific 

instances (e.g., when they were being asked questions by their respective teachers, when their 
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names were called and they were unable to respond or answer the questions). In regard to 

personality traits, this study found that extraversion and openness personality traits were most 

dominant among the learners with low CA while learners with high CA in Study 2 were 

dominant in agreeableness and conscientiousness personality traits. 

When a comparison is made with past studies on adult learners, it was also found 

through these two studies (i.e., Study 2 and Study 3) that there is a difference in the 

behavioural cue of CA among young learners and adult learners. For instance, past studies on 

adult learners found that the rate of blinks were significantly higher among anxious learners, 

however, this study showed that high blinking rates were also observed among low CA 

learners. Therefore, unlike adult learners, young learners’ blinking behaviours may not be a 

good indicator of CA and there needs to be caution in overgeneralising behaviours found to 

be prominent among adult learners to be applicable to young learners. In addition to the 

knowledge obtained on behaviours and traits associated with young learners’ CA, to obtain a 

holistic understanding of CA phenomenon among young learners, there is a need to examine 

teachers’ perspectives and understanding. This would provide insight to the current 

understanding of CA among in-service teachers and the strategies applied in supporting 

learners with CA. As such, the following chapter will explore teachers’ overall perceptions of 

young learners’ CA. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: STUDY 4 – TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF YOUNG 

LEARNERS’ COMMUNICATION APPREHENSION 

 

Past studies have shown that approximately 20% to 40% of learners from different 

countries e.g., Malaysia, Portugal and United States experience high CA (Loureiro et al., 

2020; McCroskey, 1977; Mustapha, 2010). In fact, McCroskey (1977) argued  that “no 

instructor, with the possible exception of the teacher of a voluntary class in public speaking, 

is likely to ever face a class that contains no high communication apprehensive students” (p. 

33). A wide area of educational research such as studies on learner motivation, teacher-

learner relationship, learner achievement and attributes, have established that teachers’ 

perceptions of learners contribute valuable information that may be used as a tool in 

understanding learners (e.g., Hardre et al., 2008; Rubie-Davies, 2010; Schappe, 2005). 

Specific to learner anxieties, studies have sought the experiences and perceptions of teachers 

in order to strengthen the understanding of learners’ anxieties (e.g., Chuang, 2019; Inada, 

2021; Tran, Baldauf & Moni, 2013). As young learners may not be entirely able to reflect and 

provide a comprehensive overview of their anxiety experiences due to their development of 

cognitive functioning that may only begin to develop during mid adolescence (Borgers et al., 

2000), it is an added advantage that teachers have been found to be a reliable source of 

information to expand our current understanding of young learners’ anxieties. 

In this chapter, I present Study 4, which aimed to explore English language teachers’ 

perceptions of Malaysian primary school learners’ communication apprehension. A 

qualitative research design was used through semi-structured interviews conducted with six 

Malaysian primary school English language teachers.  
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5.1 Background 

Teachers’ perceptions are important as teachers are engaged with learners on a daily 

basis and are specifically engaged with learners in the classroom context (Mak, 2011; Tran & 

Moni, 2015). A past study by Gregersen (2007) showed that teachers’ ratings of learners’ 

anxiety levels appeared to be accurate and reliable, especially in identifying highly anxious 

and non-anxious learners. Thus it may be asserted that teachers are in a good position to 

provide observational insights on young learners’ CA phenomenon. In addition, teachers’ 

perceptions of their learners also influence their decisions and practices in the language 

learning classrooms (Agustrianita et al., 2019; Pettit, 2011; Rizzuto, 2017). Rizzuto, (2017) 

argued that when teachers perceived that learners do not have the knowledge and ability to 

engage in the specific topic, teachers deliberately used specific approaches in promoting 

learner engagements in the specific topic. Agustrianita et al. (2019) showed that when 

teachers perceived that their learners preferred learning in groups, they incorporate more 

group based activities in their lesson planning.  

 

5.1.1 Teachers’ Perceptions of Communication Apprehension 

An overview of studies on CA that have examined teachers’ perceptions revealed that 

the focus has mainly been on causes, implications, and mitigation strategies (e.g., Carter & 

Hansford, 1999; Molnar & Crnjak, 2018; Watson & Monroe, 1990). As such, this section 

reviews the literature on these three specific themes. 

 

5.1.1.1 Teachers’ Perceptions of the Causes of Learners’ Communication 

Apprehension. Past studies that explored teachers’ perceptions of the causes of learners’ 

anxieties in relation to speaking revealed that teachers mainly perceive fear of evaluation, and 

the lack of proficiency and fluency in the language to be the main reasons for learners’ CA 
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(He, 2013; Molnar & Crnjak, 2018). Learners’ fear of negative evaluation is associated with 

being afraid of making mistakes and consequently being judged by their peers for their 

mistakes (He, 2013). Teachers perceived that fear of being evaluated is also directly linked 

with learners’ lack of language proficiency (Asif, 2017), which therefore reduces learners’ 

ability to engage in the interaction, and subsequently withdrawal from interactions. 

Ironically, although teachers did not view lack of content knowledge to be a causing factor of 

learners’ anxiety, learners related their lack of knowledge with their anxiety (Cepon, 2016). 

Cepon (2016) and Hachfeld et al. (2010) further argued that teachers may not necessarily be 

good evaluators of their learners’ content knowledge in classroom interactions, and that they 

often overestimate their learners’ capabilities. Their overestimation of learners’ content 

knowledge limited the use of scaffolding which then leads to communication difficulties and 

CA among learners in the classroom. The observation and teacher interview findings of 

Study 2 and Study 3 showed that learners’ language proficiency did limit their responses, a 

lack of openness too criticism were related to the learners with high CA but not low CA. 

Study 4 therefore examined further the teachers’ views about the causes of CA.  

Teachers who have a good understanding of learners’ anxiety and the causes are able 

to address learners’ anxiety through proper support and guidance (Chuang, 2019; Horwitz, 

2017). For instance, when teachers are aware that their learners are fearful of negative 

evaluation in the classroom, they create a safer and more comfortable environment that 

eliminates negative evaluation in the classroom (Horwitz, 2017). Similarly, teachers’ 

awareness of language proficiency as a contributing factor to learners’ anxiety prompts 

teachers to provide explicit instructions to improve learners’ language proficiency with the 

aim of mitigating learners’ anxieties in the classroom (Tran & Moni, 2015). 

It has been established that there are differences in the contributing factors to learners’ 

anxiety based on cultural contexts (Horwitz, 2001; Kim, 2010). Classroom practices 
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perceived to be comfortable by one group of learners may be stressful for learners from a 

different cultural context (Horwitz, 2001). This may be due to the differences in educational 

agendas and traditions regarding language instruction (Kim, 2009). For instance, the Chinese 

educational context is predominantly exam oriented whereby the focus of language learning 

is on the writing skills, and it has been found that learners’ anxieties were caused by the fear 

of making mistakes as they lacked practice on the spoken form of English language (Jiang & 

Dewaele, 2019). However, in the Vietnamese context, learners’ anxiety in relation to English 

language were predominantly driven by learner related factors which include EFL learning 

ability, attitudes to language learning, prior negative experiences, and psychological factors 

(Tran, Moni & Baldauf, 2013). Specific to the Malaysian context, adult and secondary school 

learners’ anxieties may be caused by factors such as fear of the English language, negative 

evaluation, and making mistakes (Aziz & Kashinathan, 2021; Chin et al., 2016; Wathumalai 

& Shah, 2022). However, it is unclear whether these causes parallel anxieties experienced by 

young Malaysian learners, and whether Malaysian primary teachers would perceived these as 

the contributing factors to Malaysian primary school learners’ CA. 

 

5.1.1.2 Teachers’ Perceptions of the Implications of Learners’ Communication 

Apprehension. Based on their experience of learners with CA, past studies revealed that 

teachers observed both negative and positive CA implications on learners. Tran, Moni and 

Baldauf (2013) showed that teachers perceived prolonged anxiety to be negatively affecting 

the learning process, and learners with the trait of pessimism and tendency to be disappointed 

when facing challenges exacerbate the  debilitative effects of anxiety. In another study, Tran 

and Moni (2015) argued that teachers also believed that they could generate facilitative 

effects of learners’ anxiety by using the  anxiety to promote motivation to work harder in the 

classroom. However, this facilitative role of learner’s anxiety can only be realised when the 
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level of anxiety experienced by learners are at an optimal level and when learners 

consciously interpret their anxiety as facilitative instead of threatening  (Azarfam & Baki, 

2012; Strack & Esteves, 2015). It has also been argued that facilitative and debilitative 

anxieties experienced by learners are not separate constructs, they work in tandem as learners 

may experience both facilitative and debilitative effects of anxiety at the same time (Jahangiri 

et al., 2014). As such there is a need to consider both possibilities in examining and 

understanding learner related anxieties. 

Regardless of the negative or positive implications that CA may generate, it is 

important for teachers to have awareness of those possible implications because their 

understanding of implications influence their classroom practices. Teachers who lack 

awareness of the consequences of learners’ anxiety have a tendency to not address learners’ 

anxieties, more specifically their classroom practices would not be focused on mitigating 

learners’ CA (Tran, Baldauf & Moni, 2013). Past studies that have examined the implications 

of learners’ CA were focused on adult learners (e.g., Jahangiri et al., 2014; Tran, Moni & 

Baldauf, 2013; Quinto & Macayan, 2019). This is therefore important to be further examined 

in this study as it would provide us with a better understanding of the possible implications of 

CA specific to young learners, as well as provide insights on the teachers’ understanding of 

the importance of addressing learners’ CA. 

 

5.1.1.3 Teachers’ Perceptions of the Mitigation Strategies for Learners’ 

Communication Apprehension. There are various strategies that have been identified to be 

effective in mitigating CA. The effective remediation that align with the social learning 

paradigm aim to enhance communication context through mentoring, active learning tasks, 

and multidimensional model. Mentoring (Jones & Procopio, 2017), the use of films (Razak et 

al., 2021) and active learning strategies such as game-based and activity-based tasks (Lie, 
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2018) have been found to significantly reduced levels of CA among learners. The use of  a 

multidimensional model which involves appraisal of symptoms based on seven dimensions 

(i.e. behaviour, affect, sensation, imagery, cognition, interpersonal relationships, physical 

well-being) has also been found to be highly effective in reducing the anxieties specific to 

public speaking, interpersonal conversation, group discussion, and meeting contexts, in 

comparison to skills training method (Dwyer, 2000). On the other hand, in line the 

communibiology paradigms’ aim to help individuals cope with CA, strategies such as 

imagined interactions and positive self-talk have been found to be effective to mitigate CA. 

Self-reinforcing self-talk (Shi et al., 2015) and imagined interactions, i.e. using mental 

imagery pre and post interaction, (Honeycutt et al., 2009) have been associated with lower 

CA.  

In general, studies showed that teachers perceptions of CA mitigation strategies 

revolved around creating an environment that encourages learners’ interaction in the 

classroom. More specifically, teachers viewed that creating a positive and safe environment 

to be highly effective (Carter & Hansford, 1999; Inada, 2021; Molnar & Crnjak, 2018; Tran 

& Moni, 2015). A positive and safe environment include not criticising learners for making 

mistakes, encouraging learners to freely express their anxious feeling as well as providing 

support for learners who are unable to communicate as good as other learners in the 

classroom (Inada, 2021). Teachers’ who are positive, humorous, happy, well-organised and 

respectful of learners, were found to result in a positive learning environment and valued by 

learners (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; Dewaele et al., 2019). In addition, the atmosphere that 

a teacher creates in the classroom also influences how learners’ behaviours are shaped as 

teachers who are supportive of learners’ mistakes would then influence learners to also be 

supportive with their peers in the classroom (Osterman, 2010). 
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Another strategy perceived by teachers to be effective in mitigating learners’ CA is 

encouraging learners to interact with peers in the classroom (Carter & Hansford, 1999; Inada, 

2021; Molnar & Crnjak, 2018; Tran & Moni, 2015). Teachers perceived that learners should 

be given opportunities to interact by incorporating topics that are of interest to learners in 

order for them to interact in the classroom as it will eventually build learners’ confidence 

levels (Carter & Hansford, 1999; Tran & Moni, 2015). This parallels the evidence of past 

studies that have suggested the more learners are exposed to interactive contexts, the less 

apprehensive they will eventually be (Alrabai, 2015; Lie, 2018). Specific to interactive 

strategies, it has also been found that incorporating game-based activities promotes learner 

engagements in classroom interactions, which subsequently mitigates their anxiety levels 

(Lie, 2018). 

Apart from creating a safe classroom environment and encouraging learner 

interactions, teachers have also perceived that incorporating pair and group discussions as 

well as providing sufficient time for learners to prepare to be important in mitigating their 

anxiety levels (Carter & Hansford, 1999; Inada, 2021; Molnar & Crnjak, 2018; Tran & Moni, 

2015). Teachers viewed that group activities enables learners to participate in a less stressful 

manner and have a positive relationship with peers which subsequently leads to the 

development of a non-threatening classroom environment (Inada, 2021; Tran & Moni, 2015). 

This view corroborates findings that showed learners also preferred to work with their peers 

in pairs or in groups as they view it to be an opportunity for them to practice using the 

language in a less stressful manner as well as to be less anxiety provoking (Gregersen et al., 

2014; Liu, 2006). In addition, teachers have also emphasised the importance of providing 

learners with sufficient time to prepare their responses as it enables them to feel less anxious 

when responding to teachers’ questions or sharing their views in the classroom (Molnar & 

Crnjak, 2018).  
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Although various effective strategies have been identified, teachers have also 

emphasised that there is no single strategy that is effective in mitigating learners CA, instead 

the use of diverse strategies are deemed most effective (Carter & Hansford, 1999; Tran & 

Moni, 2015). Carter & Hansford (1999) and Ginsburg et al. (2021) argued that each teacher 

had their own belief of what was the most effective strategy in reducing learners’ CA but 

may not necessarily have the awareness and knowledge of specific evidence-based strategies. 

Teachers were found to favour specific mitigation strategies based on their understanding of 

their learners’ needs and backgrounds. Similarly, Tran and Moni (2015) asserted that teachers 

are aware of the challenge in using strategies that may be effective for some learners but not 

all. Therefore, it is important for teachers to have awareness of the possible strategies in 

mitigating CA and the strategies that are particularly effective for their respective learners.  

Evidently, teachers use of strategies in the past have suggested effective ways to 

mitigate learners’ CA. However, the effective CA mitigation strategies from the teachers’ 

perspectives have been predominantly focused on adult learners (e.g., Inada, 2021; Molnar & 

Crnjak, 2018; Tran & Moni, 2015) while there is limited knowledge on teachers’ perspectives 

of CA mitigation strategies specific to young learners (e.g., Carter & Hansford, 1999). There 

is a need to identify relevant strategies to mitigate young learners’ CA as the effectiveness of 

strategies may differ according to learners’ age (Barrett et al., 2001; Garnefski et al., 2002). 

Garnefski et al. (2002) compared the use of cognitive coping strategies (e.g., refocus on 

planning, positive refocusing) for anxieties among adolescence and adults, found that adults 

effectively used more cognitive coping strategies than  adolescents. In addition to the 

effectiveness of strategies, learners’ age may also be a factor that in teachers’ use of 

strategies to mitigate learners’ anxieties (Nyborg et al., 2022). 

Classroom strategies in general are also known to differ based on cultural contexts. 

These cultural differences in classroom strategies have been found to differ in regard to 
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mistake-handling, grammar instruction as well as learners’ preference of strategies. For 

instance, the way in which mistake-handling strategies are implemented in the classroom 

have been found to differ across cultural contexts e.g., Italian and American contexts 

(Santagata, 2004). In Italy, mistakes are openly discussed and emphasised, while in the 

United States mistakes are commonly mitigated through praises for efforts. Specific to 

grammar acquisition, there have been differences in perceptions of explicit learning of 

grammar structures and rules among teachers in the Colombian and American contexts as 

Colombian teachers preferred teaching strategies to be focused on grammar as compared to 

American teachers (Schulz, 2001). In addition, learners’ preferences of strategies have also 

been driven by cultural background as rote memorization was predominantly preferred by 

Asian learners as compared to Hispanic learners (Oxford, 2011). Given the disparity between 

teachers’ knowledge of CA and their classroom practices, it is therefore important to 

understand how teachers of a particular context such as the Malaysian context, manage CA 

among young learners. 

 

5.1.2 Teachers’ Classroom Practices and Role 

Teachers’ classroom practices can be reflected through their teaching methods (Birgili 

et al., 2016), motivational strategies (Hapsari, 2013), classroom management strategies 

(Kurdi et al., 2018; Tillery et al., 2010), classroom feedbacks (Unlu & Wharton, 2015), and 

their strategies in teacher-learner interactions (Wang et al., 2019). Teachers’ classroom 

practices have an impact on learners’ enjoyment, engagement, motivation and academic 

achievement. Firstly, learners’ enjoyment in the language learning process is dependent of 

teachers’ classroom practices such as the implementation of teacher recognition and the 

incorporation of group activities and role plays (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; Dewaele et al., 

2018). Secondly, the implementation of classroom strategies such as authentic, engaging and 
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real-world tasks increases learners’ motivation to be engaged in the classroom activities 

(Darling-Hammond et al. 2020). Thirdly, teachers who use internally focused strategies such 

as tasks that are focused on interpersonal relations with learners and tasks that connects 

education with areas that are highly valued by learners, positively influences learners’ 

motivation in the classroom (Hardre & Sullivan, 2009). Fourthly, teachers’ classroom 

practices played a more significant role in learners’ academic performance compared to 

learner related factors i.e., learner backgrounds (Wenglinsky, 2002). In line with the impact 

that teachers’ classroom practices have on learners, it may be argued that teachers’ 

perceptions of learners have an indirect impact on learners as their perceptions may have 

mediated their classroom practices (Agustrianita et al., 2019; Rizzuto, 2017). 

Teachers’ classroom practices also affect anxious learners’ emotions (Alrabai, 2015; 

Cooper et al., 2018; Kurdi et al., 2018), which may then affect learners’ perceptions of 

school, engagement and academic performance further. It has been established that teachers 

played a significant role in enhancing learners’ positive perceptions of school as teachers who 

demonstrated respect and care for learners had significantly led to learners positive 

perceptions of school (Hallinan, 2008). Kurdi et al. (2018) showed that teachers who 

implemented structured practices such as explicit rules and clear expectations from the 

beginning of the school year led to greater confidence and academic outcomes among 

anxious learners in the long run. Therefore, it is important for teachers to establish a clearly 

defined environment in order for anxious learners to have a better idea of the teacher 

expectations and goals, in which they can work towards and gradually gain more confidence. 

In addition, the implementation of active learning strategies by teachers such as group work 

in the classroom has been found to have both a positive and negative influence on learners’ 

anxiety levels (Cooper et al., 2018). For instance, in the implementation of group activities, 

when learners were comfortable with their peers their anxiety level decreased, while their 
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anxiety increased when they were made to work in groups that consisted of peers that they 

were uncomfortable to work with.  

Specific to young learners’ CA, the learners’ environment plays an important role in 

their CA. Young learners who have high CA have a tendency to experience social 

disparagement as a result of their school or classroom environment i.e., negative peers’ 

reactions, and evaluation (Carabeo & Juanillas, 2022). Although young learners may be able 

to cope with the implications of CA, their developmental trends in coping dimensions (e.g., 

problem solving, seeking social support, palliative coping, externalising emotional coping, 

and avoidant coping) differ from adult learners as younger learners’ coping strategies are 

more focused on palliative  behaviour,  avoiding  and  seeking  social  support (Vierhaus & 

Lohaus, 2009). Thus, it is evident that the pattern of coping of young learners is not directly 

goal-oriented, but the direct coping and primary control of anxiety increases with age. This is 

when teachers intervene by playing an important role in creating a safe and positive 

environment to support and help young learners overcome their CA (Carter & Hansford, 

1999). Especially in the classroom, teachers have the responsibility to create an environment 

that would enable young learners to be comfortable to communicate and not fear being 

judged by others.  

The relationship between teachers and learners has also been found to be important in 

shaping learners’ learning process. Affective quality of teacher-learner relationship positively 

influences learner engagements and achievements in the classroom (Darling-Hammond et al. 

2020; Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004; Lee, 2012). Supportive relationships between teachers and 

learners may motivate learners to be more actively engaged in the classroom interactions 

(Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004). More specifically, learners may also be open to seeking 

emotional and academic support from teachers when there is a warm teacher-learner 

relationship established in the classroom. In addition, when there are positive teacher-learners 
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relationships, it leads to increased effort among learners in the learning process especially 

when learners’ internalised academic values and efforts are openly appreciated by teachers 

(Lee, 2012). Specific to anxiety, it has also been established that learners experience greater 

anxiety levels in the language learning classroom when they perceive their teachers to not be 

friendly (Dewaele et al., 2019; Malik et al., 2021). Teachers who are friendly with their 

learners have been found to create a nonthreatening classroom environment which 

subsequently enables anxious learner to be more comfortable in the learning process 

(Hashemi & Abbasi, 2013, He, 2017). However, Dewaele et al. (2018) found that learners’ 

attitudes towards teachers did not have an influence on learners’ anxiety as learners were 

equally anxious with teachers that they liked as well as with teachers that they were not 

entirely comfortable with.  

In line with the importance of teachers’ role in young learners’ CA, it is important to 

address CA as early as possible (Carter & Hansford, 1999; Coetzee et al., 2014), there is a 

need to examine the awareness and practices of teachers in addressing young learners’ CA. 

Our understanding of CA specific to young learners would be further strengthened with the 

knowledge of teachers’ perspectives and through a comparison with literature, the findings of 

this study may subsequently inform the anxiety differences that may exist between young and 

adult learners.  

 

5.1.3  The Current Study 

The aim of this study is to explore English language teachers’ perceptions of 

Malaysian primary school learners’ communication apprehension. In accordance with the aim 

of this study, the main research question that this present study seeks to answer is:  

RQ 4: How do English language teachers’ perceive Malaysian primary school 

learners’ communication apprehension?  
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The perceptions of teachers in this study were focused on their understanding of the 

causes, characteristics (i.e., traits and behaviours), impact of CA as well as their perceived 

CA mitigation strategies.  

 

5.2 Method 

5.2.1 Research Design 

A qualitative inquiry was used to derive “depth of meaning and people’s subjective 

experiences and their meaning-making processes” (Leavy, 2017, p.124). In this study, I 

examined  the teachers’ perceptions and subjective experiences on young learners’ CA, and 

their interpretation of the CA phenomenon in the classroom context. More specifically, an 

interview approach was used to obtain teachers’ perceptions because it allows detailed views 

to be obtained (Creswell, 2014).  

 

5.2.2 Participants 

This study focused on Malaysian primary school English language teachers. The 

participants of this qualitative study were the six teacher participants in Study 2 and Study 3. 

The background information of the six participants of this study is shown in Table 5.1. These 

six participants were from Malaysian primary schools situated in Kuala Lumpur, Selangor 

and Negeri Sembilan, comprising five females and one male. Each teacher had at least a 

bachelor degree and at least five years of experience teaching English to primary school 

learners. 
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Table 5.1  

Demographic Data of Teacher Participants 

Teacher Gender 
Teaching 

Experience 
(years) 

Highest 
Qualification 

School 
Type 

School 
Location 

T1 – Ms Padmini 
 

Female 6-10 years Bachelor 
degree 

National 
Type Tamil 

(Co-ed) 
 

Semenyih 
(Selangor) 

T2 – Ms Ooi 
 
 
 

Female > 20 years Bachelor 
degree 

National 
Type (Boys) 

 

Seremban 
(Negeri 

Sembilan) 

T3 – Mr Daniel 
 
 

Male 1-5 years Bachelor 
Degree 

National 
Type (Boys) 

 

Sentul 
(Kuala Lumpur) 

T4 – Ms Lina 
 

Female 16-20 years Bachelor 
Degree 

National 
Type (Boys) 

 

Sentul 
(Kuala Lumpur) 

T5 – Ms Nisha 
 

Female 16-20 years Post-graduate 
diploma 

National 
Type 

(Co-ed) 
 

Seremban 
(Negeri 

Sembilan) 

T6 – Ms Menakshi 
 

Female 6-10 years Post-graduate 
diploma 

National 
Type Tamil 

(Co-ed) 

Semenyih 
(Selangor) 

 

 

5.2.3 Research Instrument 

Part of the interview questions from the semi-structured interviews conducted with 

the English language teachers in Study 2 and Study 3 were used in this study. The interview 

questions on learners’ CA analysed for this chapter were derived from the findings by Carter 

and Hansford (1998) as well as Tran, Baldauf and Moni (2013), while the interview questions 

on teachers’ classroom practices were formulated based on the broader literature beyond CA 

(i.e., Birgili et al., 2016; Hapsari, 2013; Kurdi et al., 2018; Tillery et al., 2010; Unlu & 

Wharton, 2015; Wang et al., 2019). The questions for the interview are in Appendix G.   
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5.2.3.1 Pilot Study. As reported in Chapter 3 (Study 2), two Malaysian primary school 

teachers were involved in the pilot study that evaluated the (i) appropriateness of the interview 

questions, (ii) logical organisation of the interview, and (iii) the length of the interview. Upon 

conducting individual interviews with the two participants, it was generally found that 

interview protocol was suitable for this study as the responses generated were indicative of 

teachers’ reflecting on their experiences and perceptions, their elaborations generally did not 

overlap throughout the interview, and the way in which the questions were phrased was 

understood by the teachers. However, specific to the interview questions for this particular 

study, it was found that two questions had to be refined. Firstly, the question “Do you see high 

levels of communication apprehension among your students?” elicited only yes or no responses 

thus was modified to “How do you identify communication apprehension in your students?”. 

Secondly, another question i.e., “In general, tell me about the communication apprehension of 

students” was rephrased to “Do you feel communication apprehension is an issue in your 

classroom?” The sequence of the interview questions were also changed. Questions pertaining 

to the teachers’ general view on CA were presented first, prior to focusing on CA of specific 

learners, Lastly, the length of the interviews was found to be appropriate as both the interviews 

took approximately 45 minutes. 

 

5.2.4 Data Collection and Analysis 

5.2.4.1 Data Collection Procedure. As the semi structured interviews conducted for 

this Study 4 were an extension of the interviews conducted in Study 2 and Study 3, in this 

section I provide a summary of the data collection process that took place, as the detailed 

account of the interviews have already been reported in Chapter 3 (see Section 3.2.4.1). Upon 

obtaining the teacher participants’ consents, the interviews were then conducted at their 

preferred time and respective schools, and audio recorded. After the interviews, I transcribed 
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their responses and validated their responses through member checking (Birt et al., 2016). 

The participants were requested to fill out an interviewee transcript approval form that 

focused on (i) accuracy of the content, (ii) corrections to be made to the transcripts, and (iii) 

requests for removal of statements. See Appendix L for the interviewee transcript approval 

form.  

 

5.2.4.2 Data Analysis. Similar to Study 2 and Study 3, in the interview transcripts 

each utterance was given a reference code in the sequence of; (i) the event (i.e., teacher 

interview - TI), (ii) the utterance number, (iii) participant code, e.g., [TI3/40/T3]. These 

reference codes are used throughout this study. The semi-structured interviews were analysed 

using thematic analysis which is an approach first established by Braun and Clarke (2006), to 

identify, analyse and report the themes that emerged from the data. More specifically, this 

study employed the reflexive approach of thematic analysis which is aimed providing “a 

coherent and compelling interpretation of the data, grounded in the data” (Braun et al., 2019, 

p.848). The reflexive thematic analysis was guided by the following six phases of analysis as 

outlined by Braun et al. (2019); familiarisation, generating codes, constructing themes, 

revising themes, defining themes, and producing the report.  

First, I familiarised myself with the data (i.e., interview transcripts) by reading and 

noting the initial ideas that I obtained from the data. Once initial ideas were drawn from the 

data, I manually coded relevant features of the data. I took on a deductive orientation to 

coding whereby the generation of codes were led by prior knowledge or literature, rather than 

the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun et al., 2019). In addition, I generated semantic (i.e., 

explicit) and latent (i.e., implicit) codes which captured both the surface and conceptual 

meaning based on the utterances of the teacher participants. Table 5.2 shows the example of 

codes generated from the interview transcripts.  
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Table 5.2 

Example of Codes Generated. 

Data Code 
They mainly fear negative evaluation by others around 
them. [TI2/22/T2] 
 

• Fear of negative 
evaluation  

Another thing is how comfortable they are with the teachers. 
Some students like that are very comfortable with the teachers, 
they don't mind, they can become very comfortable and 
everything and they are willing to try. But some of them are just 
not comfortable, they just don't have the chemistry, so maybe 
that's why they're very anxious. [TI6/34/T6] 
 

• Relationship with 
teacher  

 

Yeah, we should also, maybe not push them too much, because 
that is their character, you know, you can make them come out 
of it, you know, so we work along with that maybe they can 
personally come in talk to maybe they can share the idea with 
their friends, instead of a teacher, you know, something like 
that. [TI1/37/T1] 

• Avoid forceful 
interactions  

 
• Encourage interaction 

with peers  
 

They will like, look away, they will look down, you know, those 
kind of things we already know, when they like "uh uh 
uhm". [TI1/47/T1] 
 

• Eye contact  
• Verbal disfluencies  
 

Those with higher CA will have lower self-esteem. They will 
also be more sensitive. They also feel very difficult to open up, 
they take time to open up, so we will have to talk to them and 
you realise they can actually communicate but they feel anxious 
to do so. [TI2/32/T2] 
 

• Sensitive   
• Self-esteem  
• Introvert 
 

 

I then organised the codes into potential themes that captured the essence of teachers’ 

perspectives of learners’ CA (e.g., causes of CA, implications of CA). Braun et al. (2019) 

highlighted that “themes do not fully emerge from data” (p.854), as such the themes gathered 

in this study were informed by the knowledge obtained from literature. Once the potential 

themes were identified, I reviewed the themes and generated a thematic analysis map to 

demonstrate the interconnection among these themes. The themes were then further refined 

by identifying appropriate names to represent each theme. Lastly, the results were reported 

based on the finalised themes. 
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5.3 Results 

Five themes were generated i.e., causes of CA, characteristics of CA, implications of 

CA, and CA mitigation strategies, as well as general classroom practices. Figure 5.1 

illustrates the thematic map which explains the relationship between the established themes. 

The analysis pointed towards an interconnection between the teachers’ perceived causes and 

mitigation strategies, and a misalignment between their perceived mitigation strategies and 

reported classroom practices. The organisation of the analysis section is driven by the themes 

identified. Figure 5.2 illustrates the structure of this section.  
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Figure 5.1 

Thematic Map  
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Figure 5.2 

The Order of Analysis  

 

 

5.3.1 Causes of Communication Apprehension 

This theme embodies teachers’ perceptions of the possible causes of CA among 

learners. The teachers believed that CA could be attributed to, (i) fear of making mistakes, 

(ii) fear of negative evaluation, (iii) language proficiency, (iv) lack of content knowledge and 

(v) relationship with teacher. Out of these perceived causes, the most frequently reported 

cause of learners’ CA were fear of making mistakes and fear of negative evaluation, which 

are also supported by past findings (e.g., Hsu, 2004; Matsuoka, 2008). 

 

5.3.1.1 Fear of Making Mistakes. Three teachers believed that learners develop CA 

because of their fear of making mistakes during interactions. This view is supported by past 

studies that showed fear of making mistakes could indeed lead to learners’ CA (Matsuoka, 

2008; Tiono & Sylvia, 2004). Ms Padmini elaborated that fear of making mistakes occurred 

when learners lack the confidence and were unsure of the answers:  

I think that only sets in when they have no confidence la, 
basically, you know, they are not sure and they are hesitant to 

Causes of CA

Characteristics of 
CA

Implications of CA

CA Mitigation 
Strategies

General Classroom 
Practices

 Teachers’ Perceptions 
of CA 



Teachers’ Perceptions of Communication Apprehension 

 
 

242 

speak and all that is because they, they feel that they might make 
mistakes when they talk. [TI1/21/T1] 
 

In addition, Mr Daniel highlighted that fear of making mistakes was also due to their 

lack of practice in using the English language. He stated that “For example when we ask “can 

you tell me what you did during the holidays?” they can’t even respond because they don’t 

practice using the language and therefore the fear of making mistakes” [TI3/19/T3]. Another 

teacher, Ms Menakshi, claimed that one particular learner of hers was fearful of giving 

incorrect answers as she had a positive image that she believed was important to uphold. This 

subsequently led to her CA in the classroom: 

There was one girl right, she's the best student, and she does 
that so like they have that thing you know, that fear of getting 
things wrong, getting the answer wrong … and she mustn't be 
wrong. You know, that I have to be correct. I think she has the 
thing in her which makes her more apprehensive. [TI6/38/T6] 

 

5.3.1.2 Fear of Negative Evaluation. Three teachers indicated learners’ fear of 

negative evaluation as another cause of their CA. Ms Ooi stated that “They mainly fear 

negative evaluation by others around them” [TI2/22/T2]. More specifically, one teacher 

highlighted that learners have CA due to their fear of being criticised by others, as Mr Danial 

claimed “… fear that they will be criticised” [TI3/19/T3]. Ms Menakshi related fear of 

negative evaluation to fear of making mistakes by referring to the same student:  

Fear of negative evaluation because it has already been painted 
that she's the kind of student you know that needs to keep up to 
standard. So I think there's a reason why she doesn't want to be 
caught wrong and that's the reason why she's very apprehensive. 
[TI6/40/T6] 
 

Fear of negative evaluation among learners has been widely established by past 

studies to be a contributing factor to the development of learners’ CA (e.g., Hsu, 2004; Mak 

& White, 1996; Mustapha et al., 2010). 
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5.3.1.3 Language Proficiency. Two teachers identified that language proficiency was 

a cause of learners’ CA. Ms Ooi stated that “ I see that they mainly have communication 

apprehension because of their language barrier” [TI2/22/T2]. In addition, Ms Lina 

elaborated that the students’ spoken language proficiency was related to a lack of exposure to 

English at home: 

Based on their mother tongue, if they are able to converse in 
English well, they are not so afraid to converse and talk with 
me, But, usually the student doesn’t have English background 
they will have anxiety when it comes to communicating. 
[TI4/19/T4] 
 

Low language proficiency as a contributing factor to learners’ anxiety levels has also 

been established by past studies (e.g., Liu, 2012; Malik et al., 2021).  

 

5.3.1.4 Lack of Content Knowledge. One teacher indicated that learners’ knowledge 

of content plays an important role in learners’ CA. Ms Lina asserted that when learners had 

prior knowledge of the target content from another source of information, they would have 

the answer to her questions and not be anxious: 

If they have the knowledge, they get the knowledge maybe at 
home from the internet from the computer, they will they will be 
able to answer if they if they want to answer they will be able to 
answer so the confidence level will be higher. [TI4/42/T4] 

 

5.3.1.5 Relationship with Teacher. The relationship between the teacher and learner 

has also been indicated as a contributing factor to learners’ CA. In this study, Ms Menakshi, 

asserted that learners with positive relationships with their teachers would feel comfortable 

when interacting with them, and therefore would not be anxious of answering questions. In 

her own words: 

Another thing is how comfortable they are with the teachers. 
Some students like that are very comfortable with the teachers, 
they don't mind, they can become very comfortable and 
everything and they are willing to try. But some of them are just 
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not comfortable, they just don't have the chemistry, so maybe 
that's why they're very anxious. [TI6/34/T6] 
 

This study’s findings provides a direction for understanding young learners’ CA as 

past studies on adult and secondary school learners have shown mixed findings on the 

influence of teacher-learner relationships on learners’ anxiety. For instance, although Malik 

et al. (2021) indicated that teachers are important in the development of adult learners’ CA, 

however the findings of Dewaele et al. (2018) suggests that the attitude of secondary school 

learners towards their teachers was not related to their anxiety experienced in the classrooms. 

 

5.3.2 Characteristics of Communication Apprehension Learners 

Apart from articulating the causes of CA, teachers shared their views on the 

characteristics of learners with CA. Characteristics of CA refer to the features of CA among 

learners. The characteristics shared by the teachers were placed in two categories i.e., traits 

and behaviours of learners with CA. Traits represent the nature of learners with CA which is 

associated with personality. The second sub-theme focuses on the observable learner 

behaviours in the classroom that signifies their CA. Based on the teachers’ interviews, it was 

found that introvert, emotional sensitivity, and eye contact were the characteristics reported 

by a majority of the teachers in this study. Introvert trait and lack of eye contact aligns with 

past evidence (e.g., Gregersen, 2005, MacIntyre & MacKay, 2019; Malik et al., 2021 Zhiping 

& Paramasivam, 2013), while emotional sensitivity is a trait that has not been associated with 

CA by past studies.  

 

5.3.2.1 Traits of Learners with Communication Apprehension. There were three 

types of traits that emerged from the teachers’ responses, i.e., (i) introvert, (ii) emotional 

sensitivity, and (iii) self-esteem. 
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5.3.2.1.1 Introvert. Five out of six teachers described learners with CA to be introvert 

in nature. Ms Menakshi claimed “… it also could be because the person is an introvert. Yeah, 

maybe that’s the reason why” [TI6/33/T6]. Mr Daniel elaborated that learners with CA and 

who have an introvert personality preferred to work alone, quiet and not sociable., i.e., “Some 

students have anxiety but it depends on their personality. They are students who are very 

quiet, … not very sociable and there also students who actually socialise …” [TI3/33/T3]. 

Similarly, it was highlighted by Ms Nisha that learners with CA preferred working 

individually rather than in groups.  

Introverts, yes you can see a pattern, mostly they like to be left 
alone. Even when it comes to, if they're working in groups, I 
could see that, you know, they just didn't, they just take the role 
that they're supposed to be and they prefer to just do it on their 
own, they don't really discuss. They prefer to work on their own 
[TI5/88/T5] 
 

In addition, Ms Lina claimed that learners with CA were learners who were passive 

and did not engage in interactions, e.g., “Sometimes they are not so talkative, they’re quite 

passive … introverts” [TI4/36/T4].  

The association of introversion personality and CA have been widely established by 

past studies (e.g., Neuliep et al., 2003; MacIntyre & MacKay, 2019; Malik et al., 2021). 

Teachers’ perceptions of the traits of learners with CA concurred with the findings of Study 1 

that extraversion personality trait scores negatively predicted learners’ CA scores. 

 

5.3.2.1.2 Emotional Sensitivity. Three teachers (i.e., Ms Ooi, Ms Lina and Ms Nisha) 

also claimed that learners with CA mostly appeared to be emotionally sensitive. The teachers 

used the term ‘sensitive’, a locally acceptable word to denote emotional sensitivity, to 

describe learners with CA, e.g., “They will also be more sensitive” [TI2/32/T2], “They are, 

normally, they are very sensitive” [TI5/82/T5]. The nature of learners who are emotionally 

sensitive has also been reported to be reflected in specific behavioural action such as crying, 
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i.e., “Yeah, sometimes they will cry” [TI4/38/T4]. Although highly anxious adult learners in 

the past have been reported to have the tendency to cry in situations that are anxiety 

provoking (Gregersen, 2003; Hewitt & Stephenson, 2012), it may not necessarily be a 

representation of emotional sensitivity trait. This is indicative that emotional sensitivity may 

be a prevalent trait among young learners with CA, and the findings of this study supports the 

findings of Study 2 and Study3. 

 

5.3.2.1.3 Self-esteem. Another trait of learners with CA that was highlighted by two 

teachers was low self-esteem. Ms Ooi and Ms Lina claimed that learners with higher CA 

have a tendency to have lower self-esteem, i.e., “Those with higher CA will have lower self-

esteem” [TI2/32/T2], “Low self-esteem” [TI4/34/T4]. This is not surprising as there have 

been associations found between learners CA and their levels of self-esteem (Campero-Oliart 

et al., 2020).  

 

5.3.2.2 Behaviours of Learners with Communication Apprehension. This sub-

theme represents teachers’ perceptions of the observable behaviours of learners with CA. 

Based on the teachers’ responses, the behaviours of learners with CA were further grouped in 

two categories, i.e., non-verbal behaviours and verbal behaviours. Each of these categories 

were further broken down into specific behaviours (i.e., eye contact, body language, verbal 

responses, verbal disfluencies).  

 

5.3.2.2.1 Non-verbal Behaviours. Non-verbal behaviours refer to the observable 

behaviours excluding verbal utterances. This category consists of two types of behaviours, 

i.e., eye contact and body language.   
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(i)  Eye Contact.  

All six teachers reported that the lack of eye contact was a prominent behaviour that 

they have observed among learners with CA. For instance, Ms Padmini and Ms Lina both 

claimed that learners with CA have a tendency to look away during interactions, i.e., “It is the 

way they look at you or you know, they will like, look away, they will look down …” 

[TI1/47/T1], “They won't make eye contact, okay. They will just keep looking down” 

[TI4/29/T4]. Similarly, past studies have also found that lack of eye contact to be a common 

behaviour among adult learners with CA (e.g., Gregersen, 2005, Zhiping & Paramasivam, 

2013). 

Teachers have asserted that learners’ eye contact reveals whether learners are anxious. 

For instance, Ms Ooi and Ms Menakshi have described the difference in eye contact between 

anxious and non-anxious learners. Ms Menakshi claimed that eye contact is an obvious 

behaviour that signifies learners’ anxiety, i.e., “Usually the first, the most easiest is eye 

contact. So this is obviously the first point, you know already that he or she is very 

apprehensive, he doesn't want to answer. So that is usually the first point of sight … ” 

[TI6/32/T6]. Likewise, the avoidance of eye contact in order to not engage in interactions 

was also reported by Ms Nisha. She made reference to one particular learner whom she 

believed experienced high CA, i.e., “They won’t look at you in the eye when they are talking 

to you … So there's one particular boy who doesn't mean he will just, you know, the minute 

you ask him something, he will just look down, he won’t answer” [TI5/80/T5]. 

It was also reported that apart from lack of eye contact, learners with CA may seek 

help from friends when they were required to interact. Mr Daniel reported that when his  

learners with CA were anxious, they had a tendency to avert their eye contact to the more 

proficient learners as a way of seeking assistance from them. He stated that “They won’t look 

at me, they will tend to look at the good students, hoping that they would help them. They 
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avoid creating eye contact when they are communicating with me” [TI3/29/T3]. In addition, 

Ms Ooi reported that non-anxious learners have a tendency to create eye contact as they 

would like to engage in interactions; whereas anxious learners would not create eye contact 

in order to avoid interaction as well as avoid eye contact during interactions. 

Sometimes, they don’t look at you. If they stare at you, it means 
“teacher I want to say, I have the answer” or if they look down, 
“it means they don’t want to be chosen to talk or answer in 
class. I have done it so I know … they won’t have eye contact 
with the person they are communicating. [TI2/26/T2] 
 

This is also in line with the findings of Study 2 and Study 3, which found that learners 

with low CA created more eye contact with teachers during interaction as compared to 

learners with high CA. 

 

(ii) Body Language. 

Two teachers have also reported that body language was a behaviour that signified 

learners’ CA. However, two different descriptions of body movements were given by Mr 

Daniel and Ms Nisha respectively. Mr Daniel asserted that learners with CA have a tendency 

to demonstrate agitative behaviour such as swaying. He stated that “Those with high 

communication apprehension will not be standing still, they will be moving they body left to 

right” [TI3/29/T3]. While Ms Nisha reported that learners with CA have a tendency to be 

rigid and motionless, i.e., “Yeah, they will be stiff when you approach them when you ask 

them something and they won't react” [TI5/79/T5]. These two behaviours (i.e., rigidity and 

agitation) have been reported to be associated with learners’ CA (e.g., Gregersen 2005; 

Mulac & Sherman, 1974). 
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5.3.2.2.2 Verbal Behaviours. For this category, there are two specific classifications 

of verbal behaviours that were identified based on teachers’ responses. These two types of 

verbal behaviours are verbal responses and verbal disfluencies. 

 

(i) Verbal Responses.  

Verbal responses refer to the type of learner responses during interactions in the 

classroom as reported by teachers. All six teachers highlighted that learners with CA have a 

tendency to not respond to or answer the questions asked in the classroom. For instance, this 

can be seen in Ms Padmini’s and Mr Danial’s statements respectively, i.e., “I mean, the way 

they respond. They don't answer at all” [TI1/49/T1], “Usually students with high 

communication apprehension will be very quiet and they do not respond to you ...” 

[TI3/27/T3]. 

In addition, one teacher also highlighted that learners with CA may know the answers 

to the questions but were too apprehensive to try to answer even when they may have had 

ideas or the answers to the questions asked. Ms Menakshi stated that: 

The ones with high communication apprehension, … try to 
avoid answering your questions, the very apprehensive students, 
even they know the answer, they are very scared to try. Unless 
you call them, you must pick one and call them then only they 
will tell you the answer, which probably would have been the 
correct answer … [TI6/34/T6] 
 

Similarly, Ms Padmini also claimed that learners have a tendency to not even to 

attempt to answer., i.e., “… they just say "I don't know teacher", you know just like that, they 

don't want to try la you know” [TI1/49/T1]. This avoidance of responding to teachers’ 

questions was highlighted by Ms Nisha and Mr Daniel to be due to their fear, i.e., “They are 

very, very quiet, scared to answer” [TI5/72/T5], “Although they are paying attention, they 

are afraid, so they choose to keep quiet ...” [TI3/27/T3]. This is in line with the current 

understanding of anxious learners’ verbal behaviours i.e., learners often talk less and choose 
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to remain silent in various communication contexts as a result of their CA (Maher & King, 

2020; Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013). 

 

(ii) Verbal Disfluencies.  

Verbal disfluency was identified as another verbal behaviour based on the teachers’ 

statements. Ms Padmini claimed that learners with CA have a tendency to use filled pauses 

during interaction. She described this behaviour by stating “when they are like ‘uh uh uhm’ " 

[TI1/47/T1]. Similarly, Ms Ooi also claimed that verbal disfluency was a behaviour that she 

observed among learners with CA. She referred to this behaviour as stammer, which signified 

that when learners interact, their responses are consist of involuntary disruption in speech 

production (Craig & Tran, 2006) as a result of struggling to communicate (Harrison, 2008), 

i.e., “Those with high CA may have certain behaviours. Sometimes they stammer …” 

[TI2/26/T2]. This further supports past studies that have highlighted learners’ tendency to 

display verbal disfluencies during interactions (e.g., Lewin et al., 1996; McCroskey, 1997). 

 

5.3.3 Implications of Communication Apprehension.  

Implications of learners’ CA based on teachers’ perceptions were predominantly 

focused on academic work or performance. There are three sub-themes for the implications 

of CA i.e., (i) no effect on academic work, (ii) negative effect on academic work, and (iii) 

positive effect on academic work. The findings of this study suggest that teachers had 

different perceptions on the implications of learners’ CA on their academic performance. 

Similarly, past studies on adult learners have also found that CA may have both negative and 

positive implications on their academic performance (e.g., Blume et al., 2010; Hardacre & 

Guvendir, 2020; Joyce et al., 2006; Zhang & Liu, 2013).  
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5.3.3.1 No Effect on Academic Work. Three teachers perceived that learners’ CA 

did not have an impact on their academic performance.  Ms Lina asserted that learners’ 

anxiety did not have an impact on their attainment of knowledge in the classroom, i.e., “The 

anxiety itself doesn't have an impact, lots of impact. It's in the class. Whatever I'm teaching 

them, they will, they will learn. It's the same as everyone else. It just that how they absorb the 

knowledge, right, it's not because of their anxiety” [TI4/46/T4]. Similarly, Ms Nisha also 

shared the same view as she stated that: 

… so far as I've seen, it's like maybe, you know, when it comes 
to the academic, if you see it as a whole, because now academic 
achievements we see in the exam, but if we see as a whole they 
are okay. [TI5/100/T5] 
 

Ms Menakshi used a particular learner as a reference when asserting her point of 

view, i.e., “No, that I will have to say no. Because it's quite obvious, the girl was very 

apprehensive but she's actually the first she usually gets straight A's” [TI6/52/T6]. However, 

Ms Menakshi (in Section 5.3.2.2.2) also viewed that learners with CA usually do not respond 

or avoid responding to questions in the classroom, a contradiction to her view that CA does 

not have an influence on academic performance. Perhaps, Ms Menakshi did not view the lack 

of learner engagements and classroom interactions as part of academic performance. 

 

5.3.3.2 Negative Effect on Academic Work. Two teachers highlighted that the 

presence of CA among learners negatively influenced their language learning process. Ms 

Padmini asserted that CA indirectly plays a role in their performance as it was important for 

learners to be confident in oral production in order to excel in their written work, i.e., “I mean 

when they learn to speak correctly and confidently, it will automatically help them with their 

writing also, it's all actually connected. You cannot like take it apart” [TI1/64/T1]. Similarly, 

Mr Daniel claimed that when learners with had high CA withdraw from interactions, they 
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missed the opportunity to practice using the language, and consequently inability to improve 

their language proficiency. In his own words: 

The major difference between high and low communication 
apprehension is their performance in terms of how they perform 
in class. This is because high CA they don’t communicate, so it’s 
hard for them to improve but those with low CA there is a two-
way communication so a lot of opportunity for them to improve. 
So there are implications of communication apprehension on 
student academic achievement. [TI3/37/T3] 
 

5.3.3.3 Positive Effect on Academic Work. Interestingly, one teacher believed that 

learners’ CA was a driving force in enhancing the classroom performance. Ms Ooi indicated 

that learners’ CA positively impacts their effort in completion of work given in the 

classroom. She stated: 

I think CA affects their academic performance. Because if they 
realise that the teacher keeps calling them, then they will know 
that they have to get their work done in order to be able to 
respond to the teacher in the class. [TI2/40/T2] 

 

Other than Ms Ooi, no other teachers viewed CA positively. However, Ms Ooi’s 

statement seemed to support learning out of fear, which may escalate learners’ CA to a 

greater degree if their intended learning is not achieved.  

 

5.3.4 Mitigation Strategies of Communication Apprehension. 

This theme focused on the teachers’ perceptions of effective mitigation strategies for 

learners’ CA. Five sub-themes were constructed, i.e.,  (i) encourage interaction, (ii) strategise 

question and answer sessions, (iii) seek support from parents, (iv) exclusive guidance, and (v) 

incorporate various materials and tasks. Two of these sub-themes (i.e., encourage 

interactions, strategise question and answer sessions) also embrace several minor categories, 

highlighting more specific strategies. It was generally found that the teachers shared non-
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overlapping strategies which is reflective of their individual preferences and experiences with 

CA mitigation strategies.  

 

5.3.4.1 Encourage Interaction. This sub-theme mainly expresses the idea that 

learners should be given more opportunity to interact. In general, one teacher asserted that 

teachers should provide learners with tasks and activities that enable them to interact both in 

and out of the classroom. Ms Padmini who indicated that CA has negative implications on 

learners’ academic achievements, emphasised that it was important to encourage learners to 

interact more in the classroom, “… you have to get them to speak more, the teacher have to 

come up with activities not only in classroom even out of class, so you have to come up with 

things to encourage them to actually speak” [TI1/29/T1]. Encouraging interaction is in line 

with teachers’ perceptions of mitigating adult learners’ CA, as teachers have suggested 

encouraging interaction to be an effective strategy in helping learners cope with their CA 

(Carter & Hansford, 1999; Inada, 2021; Tran & Moni, 2015). Providing learners opportunity 

and encouragement  to interact in the classroom would boost their confidence levels (Carter 

& Hansford, 1999). This sub-theme consists of two specific categories, i.e., encourage 

interaction with peers and encourage interaction with teachers. 

 

5.3.4.1.1 Encourage Interaction with Peers. Two teachers indicated that learners 

should be encouraged to interact more with their peers in the classroom. Ms Lina asserted 

that interactions with partners or in groups would enable learners to gain confidence, i.e., “… 

if they still don’t have the confidence to talk, we put them with a buddy or in a group. Usually 

buddy system and group is effective” [TI4/23/T4]. Another similar idea suggested by Ms 

Padmini was working with peers encourage sharing of ideas particularly if they were afraid to 

share their ideas with the teacher: 
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You can make them come out of it, you know, so we work along 
with that maybe they can personally come in talk to, maybe they 
can share the idea with their friends, instead of a teacher, you 
know, something like that. [TI1/37/T1] 
 
 

5.3.4.1.2 Encourage Interaction with Teachers. One teacher, Mr Daniel, emphasised 

that it was important for teachers to encourage learners to interact with teachers in the 

classroom. Mr Daniel believed that through teacher encouragements and motivations, 

learners with CA would feel more comfortable to interact in English with teachers in the 

classroom. This view is reflected in the quote below:  

Based on my experience, what I do in my class to help those 
with CA is that, I do encourage everyone to only speak English 
in my class, but they are students and they will definitely make 
mistakes. And fellow students do tend to make fun and they will 
even say “this also you don’t know?” So I motivate them to 
speak more with me in my class and they will eventually be 
comfortable. [TI3/21/T3] 

 

5.3.4.2 Strategise Question and Answer Sessions. This sub-theme focuses on 

strategies specific to answering questions in the classroom. There are four specific categories, 

in this sub-theme i.e., (i) avoid forceful interactions, (ii) provide sufficient time to prepare, 

(iii) avoid making them the first and last to answer questions, and (iv) normalise making of 

mistakes. 

5.3.4.2.1 Avoid forceful interactions. Two teachers have specifically indicated that 

learners should not be forced to answer questions in the classroom. Ms Padmini stated that 

“… we should also, maybe not push them too much, because that is their character, you 

know, you can make them come out of it” [TI1/37/T1]. Similarly, Ms Ooi also asserted that 

learners should not be forced to answer question and if they are unable to answer, they should 

be given a chance to answer the other questions. She believed that learners should be given 

an opportunity to gradually overcome their fears. In her own words: 

When I see students with CA, I don’t straight away call them.  
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If they can’t answer and all that, you don’t force them, maybe 
they can try again for the next question, you don’t force them 
because they can’t take it … Because if you push them too hard, 
they won’t be able to take it. If they can’t take it, then you 
should stop forcing them, and just let them progress on their 
own. [TI2/20/T2] 
 

It was found that there were contradictions to Ms Ooi’s perceptions. As reported 

earlier in Section 5.3.3.3, she perceived that when learners are frequently questioned in the 

classroom, they would eventually be prepared to respond through increased efforts.  

However, she also asserted that learners should not be forced if they are unable to answer 

questions in the classroom. Although there were contradictions to her perceptions in relation 

to this, she further asserted that there are effective ways to strategise question and answer 

sessions in the classroom, which is presented in Section 5.3.4.2.3. 

  

5.3.4.2.2 Provide Sufficient Time to Prepare. Two teachers also perceived that 

learners should be given sufficient time to prepare their responses. This is in line with the 

literature that insufficient preparation time given to learners would elevate their CA (Mak & 

White, 1996). Ms Menakshi specified a particular method in which she asks a question and 

provides learners sufficient time to prepare prior to seeking responses: 

So usually what I will do is when I throw the question, I'll throw 
random general questions and see who can give me back 
feedback, but after a few times that you know, you're asking for 
answers. And that particular student is very laid back refuses to 
still refuse to look at you. So I'll throw a question and then I will 
give them time to think of the answers and then I choose that 
particular student. Okay so that means I give her time, he or she 
time to think for the answers, for them to decode that whatever 
question, but to get back the answer maybe it's a bit slow. 
[TI6/32/T6] 
 

Similarly, Ms Ooi believed that providing learners sufficient time to prepare and 

giving written tasks would enable them to boost their confidence.: 

Other ways to help learners with CA is to build their confidence 
first by giving them more of writing first. I see it in few of my 
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students, they can come up with a beautiful piece if you give 
them a night or two to work on it. If they can’t do it, give them 
one week, you know tell them after this is your turn. This is not 
forcing them to straight away do it. [TI2/18/T2] 
 
 

5.3.4.2.3 Avoid Making Them the First and Last to Answer Questions. Another 

strategy that one teacher asserted was to avoid making learners with CA to be the first or last 

in answering questions. Ms Ooi claimed that learners may feel anxious when they are the first 

to answer the questions asked, while they should also not be the last as other learners may 

have already shared the ideas that they had in mind. Thus, Ms Ooi stated that it was important 

to get learners to share their answers early on:   

I feel you shouldn’t allow the students who carry up their hands 
to answer first, because if you want to ask them to answer, you 
should allow them after the second question or so because the 
first question they will be too scared to answer and the last ones 
also you shouldn’t ask because all the possible answers would 
have already been mentioned by their friends. [TI2/16/T2] 

 

5.3.4.2.4 Normalise making of mistakes. One teacher, Mr Daniel perceived that it 

was important to allow learners to make mistakes in the use of the language and 

subsequently, he claimed that peer criticism or negative evaluation should not be entertained 

or encouraged in the classroom. Based on his experience, he perceived that it was important 

to create an atmosphere to allow learners to make mistakes when they interact in the 

classroom. He stated that: 

They are students and they will definitely make mistakes. And 
fellow students do tend to make fun and they will even say “this 
also you don’t know?” So I motivate them to speak more in my 
class. When they make mistakes, and when students try and 
mock them, I will not attack the students that make mistakes, I 
will attack the students that make fun. And this works in my 
class, and it really helps students gain confidence and by the 
end of the year they can communicate using simple sentences 
confidently. [TI3/21/T3] 
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This strategy is reflective of Mr Daniel’s perception and that of past studies that have 

indicated learners to be predominantly fearful of making mistakes during interaction in the 

classroom (e.g., Arnold, 2007; Mak & White, 1996). Thus, this highlights the interconnection 

between the perceived causes and CA mitigation strategies, as well as the importance of 

emphasising the source of learners’ CA i.e., fear of making mistakes, by creating a safe 

environment for learners to make mistakes. 

 

5.3.4.3 Seek Support from Parents. Two teachers believed that it was important to 

include learners’ parents in the process of mitigating learners’ CA. Ms Lina claimed that it 

may be effective to approach the parents about learners’ CA and they would be able to 

further support the learners, i.e., “Sometimes we can also go and see their parents, we can 

meet their parents and talk to their parents also about the situation” [TI4/25/T4].  

In addition, another teacher, Ms Ooi, shared her two strategies to include parents in 

the task and activities given to learners. Firstly, she suggested to record learners’ oral 

performance and inform learners that parents will be given the recorded video. Secondly, to 

get parents to provide support in the tasks given to learners to be completed or prepared at 

home. In her own words: 

… what I do is that I will tell them that I will record it for their 
parents to see. So they will probably go back, and they will work 
hard because they know their parents will see. So maybe their 
parents will then help them, guide them at home, and they get 
better gradually. This is how it helps with their confidence.  
[TI2/18/T2] 
 

While school-parent partnerships have been shown to be important in learners’ 

language attainment and progression (Stewart et al., 2022), an older study by Bourhis et al. 

(1993) also showed that parents play an important role in providing encouragement and 

support to learners with CA. 
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5.3.4.4 Exclusive Guidance. Two teachers indicated that they prompted their learners 

with more questions when they were unable to give responses or answers in the classroom. 

This corroborates the literature that has emphasised the importance of teachers’ guidance 

during learners’ interaction in the classroom (Inada, 2021). Ms Lina stated that “Basically I 

guide them and ask more simple questions” [TI4/23/T4]. Similarly, Ms Nisha also shared that 

she usually provided guidance to her learners and does not interrupt their speech. This is 

reflected in the quote below: 

I don't really believe in, you know, uh stopping children, 
because, you know, this is is where they, actually grow and all 
that. So what I used to do is that I will try to you know, guide 
them. [TI5/48/T5] 

 

5.3.4.5 Incorporate Various Materials and Tasks. The last sub-theme that emerged 

from the teachers’ responses was the use of various tasks and materials. One teacher, Ms 

Lina, shared that she uses teaching aids to boost learners’ confidence, i.e., “I even sometimes 

use teaching aids, pictures to give them confidence” [TI4/23/T4]. In addition, another 

teacher, Ms Menakshi, shared that the use of creative strategies was effective in helping 

learners with CA. Ms Menakshi shared an example of a task that usually conducts with her 

learners in the classroom:  

You know that they're very apprehensive about answering and 
everything, you just change your ways, you change your 
strategies. If you them ask and they don't answer, then you got 
to put it in a different way. So I make everyone sit down and 
then put the coloured hat, so they use thinking hat. If you use red 
hat means you have to talk according to red colour, you have to 
ask questions, if you were to use black colour hat, you have to 
talk about what are the negatives. So then when you put them 
into task, then they are willing to talk. Because another thing 
because maybe six of them are sitting there together, thinking. 
So you find different strategies. [TI6/23/T6] 

 
 This supports the idea that there is no single task deemed most effective in alleviating 

learners’ CA. The use of various creative tasks in the classroom is reflective of individual 
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teachers’ preferred strategies and their efforts in mitigating learners' CA (Carter  & Hansford, 

1999). These preferences and efforts are guided by their perceptions of what works in 

alleviating learners' CA. 

 

5.3.5 Teachers’ General Classroom Practices 

This theme illustrates their reported classroom practices and how they shape their 

classroom environment. Four sub-themes emerged in this theme, i.e., (i) rigid rules, (ii) 

constant evaluation, (iii) power distance between teacher and learner, as well as (iv) 

punishment.  

 

5.3.5.1 Rigid Rules. Four teachers shared that they implemented a set of class rules 

and required their learners to strictly follow the rules. These rules were used for classroom 

management implemented from the beginning of the year to help learners understand the 

classroom conduct and expectations, and to consistently abide by the set rules throughout the 

academic year. Two teachers, i.e., Ms Padmini and Ms Ooi, specifically highlighted that they 

implement the rules early: 

I do make the rules I set at the beginning of the year a big thing 
and put a lot of importance on it. I think it is good that we give 
emphasis on it from the beginning, so that it gets stuck in them. 
[TI1/185/T1]  
 
I set out the rules at the very beginning [TI2/135/T2] 
 

Ms Lina stated that she used classroom rules to show the learners that she was in 

control of the class: 

Set of rules are given or share to the students on the first lesson 
of each year. It’s the first impression that is very important. 
First you have to show how strict you are, how tough you are. 
You have to the tell them the rules and guidelines that they need 
to follow … [TI4/145/T4] 
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Specific to Ms Lina’s reported practice of creating an impression that she is tough and 

strict, it may possibly act as a barrier to her perceived CA mitigation strategy that learners 

should be encouraged to interact in the classroom (see Section 5.3.4.1.1), as the impression 

that she reported to create among her learners may instead instil fear and learners may avoid 

interacting as they view her as a strict teacher (Malik et al., 2021).  

In addition, the specific rules that teachers have reported to implement in their 

classroom also appear to be rigid. Ms Padmini asserted that she required her learners to 

strictly follow her rules especially in regard to completion of work and quality of work.  

When it comes to my class, I make sure that 100% work is done, 
as in if I give them work to do. I make sure everyone does it and 
pass up on time. No excuses. I want neat work ... [TI1/179/T1] 
 

The teachers also claimed that it was important for learners to create eye contact and 

not to talk during the lesson. One teacher, Ms Ooi, claimed that it was important for learners 

to pay attention during lessons. She emphasised that she required learners to not talk during 

lessons and create eye contact with her as she stated “I also don’t tolerate noise. When I am 

teaching they all must face me. It is a must that all must look at me and pay attention …” 

[TI2/132/T2]. Similarly, Ms Menakshi reported that she emphasised learners’ eye contact and 

learners were required to be cautious when they speak “I created this class rules, I call them 

the Menakshi’s rules … Example of my rules, rule number 1, stand straight and look at the 

teacher in the eye, rule number 2 is think before you speak …” [TI6/158/T6]. 

It was also reported that there were repercussions of not abiding by teachers’ rules. 

For instance, Ms Lina asserted that if learners do not abide by the set rules, they may be sent 

to the headmaster, i.e., “… they only have one chance. Second time they will be sent to HM 

(headmaster) …” [TI4/145/T4]. 
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5.3.5.2 Constant Evaluation. It was also gathered from teachers’ responses that 

learners’ performance was constantly evaluated in the classroom. One teacher, Ms Padmini, 

asserted that apart from providing a structure and scaffolds to learning, she also usually 

performs informal formative assessments in the classroom. She claimed to point out learners 

who were observed to be not fully engaged in the lesson:  

At the end of day or lesson I will tell what I saw from my point 
of view on how the activity went. I will tell what was the 
weakness. We are supposed to tell them each day what is the 
objective, topic and learning outcome for the day. So at the end 
of the lesson I will tell whether we achieved it or not. For 
example, if we did a group activity, I will tell that this group did 
a good job, this student did a good job, this student did not 
participate. [TI1/235/T1]  
 

It was also reported that evaluations in the classrooms were followed up by 

corrections and feedback. Two teachers also highlighted that when learners engage or 

communicate during the lesson, they provide feedback and correct their mistakes as it occurs. 

For instance, Ms Padmini stated that “… I correct them or praise them when it comes to 

speaking. I always do give feedback when they communicate in class. [TI1/236/T1]. 

Similarly, Ms Lina also claimed that she had a tendency to correct learners mistakes when 

they interact, i.e., “If they are talking and I notice a mistake, I will correct them right away” 

[TI4/193/T4]. Teachers’ feedback in the classroom may positively contribute to learners’ 

language proficiency and attainment (Lyster et al., 2013). However, the constant evaluation 

of learners’ performance by teachers in the classroom may lead to an increase in learners’ 

anxiety as evaluation by teachers is one of the factors that play a role in learners’ anxiety 

(Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002, He, 2013). It has been suggested that instead on focusing on 

learners’ mistakes, teachers should provide more positive reinforcements especially for 

anxious learners (He, 2013). 
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5.3.5.3 Power Distance between Teacher and Learner. One teacher, Ms Ooi, 

shared that she created a distance between her and her learners because it was important for 

her learners to understand her stance as a teacher and that she emphasised on teacher-learner 

boundaries in their relationship. 

They can treat me as a friend but they also have to know that I 
am their teacher. So I  always stress this. I don’t like children 
who are so close to the teacher, invade my space I feel that the 
moment you allow them to come to the front space and sit with 
you, the students will make noise and they will feel that they are 
close with the teacher and they will then start other nonsense. 
What you need to know is that I can be close to you but I am still 
your teacher, not more than that. You need help, I can help you. 
So I need the children to know that, not as a friend. 
[TI2/176/T2] 
 

However, as presented earlier in Section 5.3.1.5, another teacher, Ms Menakshi 

perceived that it was important for learners to feel comfortable and have a good relationship 

with their teachers. She perceived that if learners are not comfortable, it may exacabate their 

CA and this is in line with the literature that has suggested the relationship between teachers 

and learners is important in the management of learners’ anxiety in the classroom, as learners 

may feel more comfortable to interact with their teachers when they have a friendly 

relationship with them (Young, 1990). Poor teacher-learner relationships have also been 

found to impede learners’ classroom involvement as it demotivates learners to participate 

(Hu, 2011). 

 

5.3.5.4 Punishment. One teacher, Mr Daniel, claimed to practice punishment in the 

classroom. Mr Daniel claimed that his punishments in the classroom were specific to when 

learners make simple mistakes in regard to a taught content. Mr Danial stated that “I do 

practice punishment … when I have already taught them something again and again, even 

when I have repeated so many times. I also punish them for simple mistakes. [TI3/175/T3]. 
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However, he also asserted that punishment was carried out only for mistakes that are 

unacceptable: 

 … for example, Aminah is sitting on the ___ near the table” 
and the answers are multiple choice where the options are 
chair, grass, monkey. So if they answer chair, it is correct, but if 
they answer stool, I would not punish them because they are 
very similar and if you don’t know the difference between chair 
and stool then I understand, but if they answer monkey, I will 
punish them … [TI3/175/T3] 
 

One of the ways in which he implemented punishment in his classroom is by getting 

learners to stand up for a short period of time. He claimed punishment to be an effective 

method in managing learners in the classroom and ensuring that the given work or tasks are 

completed. In his own words: 

… They are afraid of it, it wouldn’t say afraid as in terrified 
until the extend they wouldn’t want to come to school. So it is 
effective … For example, for this particular class, they are 
extremely noisy, they don’t do homework at all, most of them. 
But in my class I don’t have this problem, their homework is 
always complete, they hand out their books on time. But 
whereas with other teachers, they dare to not complete their 
homework. So this shows that this method really really works. 
[TI3/175/T3] 
 

This however contradicts his perceived mitigation strategy. As reported earlier in 

Section 5.3.4.2.4, he suggested that it was important to normalise the making of mistakes in 

the classroom, however he reported to punish learners from simple mistakes made. This is 

indicative that there is a lack of alignment between the perceived CA mitigation strategy and 

the reported general classroom practices. Although the teacher viewed that punishment was 

effective, it is important to note that punishment by teachers also directly impedes learners’ 

motivation and performance in the classroom (Hu, 2011). It creates a stressful environment 

for learners as they may be fearful to communicate in the classroom due to the negative 

repercussions of making mistakes.  
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5.4 Discussion 

The present study explored teachers’ perceptions of young learners’ CA. Based on the 

findings from the interviews with six Malaysian primary school teachers, this discussion 

section is organised based on the following key points; (i) the CA experienced by learners is 

contextual situated, (ii) the teachers’ perceptions of CA causes influenced their perceptions of 

CA mitigation strategies, (iii) there is a lack of alignment between their perceptions of CA 

mitigation strategies and their reported classroom practices (iv), and teachers perceived that 

there were specific characteristics of learners with CA such as lack of eye contact, rigid and 

agitative body language, lack of verbal responses, presence of verbal disfluencies, 

introversion, low self-esteem, and emotional sensitivity, as well as (v) CA has both 

facilitative and debilitative implications on learners’ academic performance in the classroom.  

 

5.4.1 Communication Apprehension is Contextually Situated  

Based on the teacher perceptions in this study, it is indicative that CA is contextually 

situated in relation to the causes and mitigation strategies. Firstly, fear of making mistakes 

and negative evaluation were the most commonly reported contributing factors to the 

development of CA among young learners. One of the reasons that has led to the fear of 

mistakes among learners is the evaluation and correction of mistakes made by peers in the 

classroom, while fear of negative evaluation is often a result of learners’ lack of confidence 

to communicate (Mak & White, 1996). When learners experience high CA, they doubt their 

ability to communicate competently in the given situation and subsequently withdraw from 

engaging in interactions (Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013). This may be more apparent in 

specific contexts as in the Asian context (e.g., in China or Chinese learners), there is a 

concept of ‘face value’, which signifies the importance of using the language correctly, 

without making mistakes (Durkin, 2008; Jackson, 2002; Zhong, 2013). Thus, in relevance to 
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this context, it is possible that if learners are unsure of their answer or doubt their ability to 

answer correctly in English, it may lead to an increase in their anxiety and they may choose 

to remain silent, as a result of the fear of losing face value. Although past studies have 

suggested that fear of negative evaluation and fear of making mistakes are predominantly the 

causes of CA among learners, it may be argued that this is more prevalent in specific contexts 

as the past studies that identified these factors as the causes CA were focused on Asian 

learners where English is not the first language, e.g., Taiwanese, Malaysian, Iranian, Chinese, 

Japanese, and Indonesian (e.g., Hsu, 2004; Mak & White, 1996; Matsuoka, 2008; Mustapha 

et al., 2010; Sadighi & Dastpak, 2017; Tiono & Sylvia, 2004). 

Secondly, teachers in this study also perceived that one of the effective ways of 

mitigating learners’ CA is by providing more or sufficient time for learners to prepare and 

respond in the classroom as it would boost their confidence. This particular strategy proposed 

by teachers in this study revealed that this may be context specific. Although some learners in 

general may need more time to process information and respond (Dhindsa, 2010; MacIntyre 

& Gardner, 1994; White & Lightbown, 1984), sufficient time is particularly more important 

for learners who have a tendency to process their thoughts in languages other than English 

(Jackson, 2002; Wu, 2019). Among learners in the Asian context (e.g., China) in which 

English is not the first language, they may need more time than peers with English as the first 

language as they would have to translate their responses in mind before they can produce 

verbal answers (Jackson, 2003; Li & Jia, 2006). In the Malaysian context, this is relevant as 

learners are from various backgrounds and may have a different first language, as such not all 

learners may formulate their thoughts in the English language. Without sufficient wait time, 

ESL/EFL learners may experience heightened anxiety levels in the classroom as their 

confidence level reduces due to the lack of preparation (Mak, 2011).  
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5.4.2 Interconnection Between Perceived Causes and Communication Apprehension 

Mitigation Strategies 

There are interconnections found between the perceived causes of CA and the CA 

mitigation strategies as the fear of making mistakes was interconnected with normalising the 

making of mistakes, and language proficiency was interconnected with encouraging 

interactions, avoiding forceful interactions, providing sufficient time, and giving exclusive 

guidance to learners. Figure 5.3 illustrates the interconnections. Based on these 

interconnections, it indicates that teachers’ perceived causes of learners’ CA influences 

teachers’ choices of CA mitigation strategies.  

 

Figure 5.3 

Interconnection between Causes and Mitigation Strategies 

Causes  CA Mitigation Strategies 

Fear of making mistakes   Normalise making of mistakes 

Language proficiency  Encourage interaction  

  Avoid forceful interactions 

  Provide sufficient time 

  Exclusive guidance 

 

Fear of making mistakes was perceived by teachers to be one of the causes of 

learners’ CA. In this study, Mr Daniel who perceived learners’ fear of making mistakes as a 

contributing factor to CA, perceived normalising making of mistakes in the classroom as an 

effective strategy to mitigate learners’ CA.  

This study also found that the two teachers who perceived language proficiency to be 

a contributing factor to learners’ CA, to suggest mitigation strategies such as encouraging 

interactions, avoiding forceful interactions, providing sufficient time for learners to respond, 
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and providing learners with exclusive guidance. For instance, specific to encouraging 

interactions among learners, it provides learners’ opportunity and encouragement to interact 

in the classroom would improve their language proficiency (Gradman & Hanania, 1991; 

Omar et al., 2020), which therefore addresses one of the contributing factors to learners’ CA. 

Thus it is evident that what teachers believe to be the causes of CA among learners influences 

their understanding of effective strategies to mitigate learners’ CA. However, based on the 

perceptions of the six teachers in this study, it was found that they were not aware or did not 

report on specific causes such as prior communicative experiences that was previously 

established by past studies (Bryne et al., 2012; Tran, Moni & Baldauf, 2013). As such, this 

highlights the importance for teachers to have complete awareness of all the possible factors 

that contribute to learners’ CA in order for them to be able to implement tailored strategies 

that would address the root of the CA problem among learners in the classroom. 

 

5.4.3 Lack of Alignment between Perceived Communication Apprehension Mitigation 

Strategies and Reported General Classroom Practices 

Although the teachers reported effective mitigation strategies based on their 

perceptions of CA causes, there was however, a lack of alignment between their suggestions 

of effective CA mitigation strategies and their reported classroom practices. The lack of 

alignment is illustrated in Figure 5.4. The lack of alignment reveals that they may not be 

wary of how their general classroom practices may impede their efforts of mitigating 

learners’ CA. 
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Figure 5.4 

Lack of Alignment between CA Mitigation Strategies and General Classroom Practices 
 

CA Mitigation Strategies  General Classroom Practices 

Normalise making of 
mistakes 

 Punishment 

Encourage interaction   Rigid Rules  

  Constant evaluation 

 

Although Mr Daniel identified fear of making mistakes as one of the causes of CA 

among learners and suggested normalising the making of mistakes as an effective mitigation 

strategy, his reported classroom practices contradicted with his suggestion. He claimed to 

practice punishment in the classroom when learners make simple mistakes in regard to a 

taught content, and viewed punishment to be an effective method in managing learners in the 

classroom. However, punishments may create a stressful environment for learners and may 

have a greater negative impact on their anxiety (Kopecky et al., 2004), as anxious learners 

may be prone to notice, recognise, and recall such negative experiences and therefore it may 

contribute to learners’ communication anxiety as it instills fear among learners (Suparlan, 

2021). Despite the perception of Mr Daniel in this study that normalising making of mistakes 

to be an effective CA mitigation strategy, he reported to use punishment as a tool in 

classroom management, which may therefore have negative implications on learners’ CA 

rather than alleviating learners’ CA.  

Another area which was found to have a lack of alignment is that teachers (i.e., Ms 

Padmini, Mr Daniel and Ms Lina) perceived encouraging learner interactions to be an 

effective CA mitigation strategy, however, they also reported to have implemented rigid rules 

as well as perform constant evaluation in the classroom. For instance, specific to classroom 

rules, although classroom rules are an integral part of teaching and learning in order to 
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manage learners’ behaviours in the classroom (Alter & Haydon, 2017), learners would feel 

greater anxiety with teachers who are strict (Dewaele et al., 2019) and would not be able to 

enjoy the learning process (Jiang & Dewaele, 2019). One teacher, Ms Lina, claimed that rules 

were a way in which to show learners how ‘tough’ teachers are, which reflects the 

authoritative nature of the teacher. She also asserted that if learners do not abide by her 

classroom rules, they will be sent to the headmaster. These may subsequently make learners 

feel that the teacher is less approachable and strict, and they may therefore refrain from 

engaging in interactions with the teacher, which contradicts Ms Lina’s strategy to alleviate 

learners’ CA in the classroom. This highlights an important area that needs to be addressed as 

teachers having the awareness of the possible CA causes and relevant mitigation strategies 

may not be meaningful if their classroom practices are not in line with their understanding of 

CA. In this study, in spite of the teachers' demonstrating a good understanding of CA 

phenomenon among young learners, their reported classroom practices indicate that they are 

not taking into consideration learners’ CA when it comes to classroom practices. 

 

5.4.4 Characteristics of Learners with Communication Apprehension  

5.4.4.1 Behaviours of Learners with Communication Apprehension. All six 

teachers reported that the lack of eye contact was a prominent behaviour that they have 

observed among learners with CA. Teachers perceived that eye contact of learners is an 

indicator of learners’ anxiety. It is believed that learners with CA have a tendency to avoid 

eye contact as a form of communication avoidance. This is in line with the findings of Study 

2 and 3 which observed that learners with high CA had a greater tendency to avoid eye 

contact with their teacher during interaction as compared to learners with low CA, which 

therefore indicates that lack of eye contact may be a behavioural indicator of learners’ CA. 

These are concurrent with the findings of past studies on adult learners which identified 
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significant associations between CA and lack of eye contact (e.g., Gregersen, 2005, Lindberg 

et al., 2021; Zhiping & Paramasivam, 2013).  

Another nonverbal behaviour that was reported by teachers is the body language of 

learners. Two teachers claimed body language was another behaviour that distinguishes 

learners with CA. There were two specific body language that were reported, i.e., agitative 

behaviours such as swaying, and rigid behaviours such as stiffness. Specific to agitation, 

Study 2 and 3 found that fidgeting was a prominent behaviour among learners with high CA 

as learners were generally found to have fidgeted throughout their interactions with their 

teacher as compared to learners with low CA. In addition, rigidity was also observed in Study 

2 as one of the learner with high CA was very stiff throughout the entire interaction with his 

teacher. These two behaviours, i.e., agitation and rigidity, are behaviours that have been 

reported to be associated with adult learners’ CA in a study conducted by Gregersen (2005). 

Thus, the findings of this study as well as that of Study 2 and suggest that agitation and 

rigidity are two dimensions that may most likely be reflective of the behaviours of young 

learners with high CA. 

Through a comparison of findings from Study 2 and Study 3 with the findings from 

this study, it highlights that teachers may not have complete awareness of the prominent 

nonverbal behaviours of learners with CA. As highlighted in the preceding paragraphs, 

teachers have reported specific nonverbal behaviours, i.e., lack of eye contact as well as rigid 

and agitative body language, that were also observed among the high CA case study learners 

in Study 2. However, it also highlights that the teachers did not report smiling behaviour that 

was observed to have significantly differed between high CA learners and low CA learners 

from Study 2 and Study 3. Therefore, this may be indicative of teachers not having a full 

awareness of the range of behaviours that learners with high CA may engage in, which may 

then subsequently lead to poor identification of CA among learners in the classrooms.  
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Specific to verbal behaviours, all six teachers perceived that learners with CA have a 

tendency to not respond to the questions asked in the classroom, instead they often remain 

silent during interactions. This view is further supported by the findings of Study 2 and 3 in 

which learners with high CA in Study 2 had a tendency to remain silent to teacher questions 

in comparison to learners with low CA in Study 3. This verbal behaviour also concurs with 

past studies as it has been established that learners with high CA have a tendency to avoid 

and withdraw from communication as a result of their anxiety (Beatty, 1987; McCroskey, 

1997; Wheeless et al., 1986).  

Another verbal behaviour that was reported by teachers to be prominent among 

learners with CA is verbal disfluency. Two teachers claimed that learners have a tendency to 

stammer and produce filled pauses. This is in line with past studies that have highlighted 

learners’ who experience CA have tendency to display verbal disfluencies during interactions 

(e.g., Goberman et al., 2011; Lewin et al., 1996; McCroskey, 1997). However, the findings of 

Study 2 and 3 are unable to support the findings of this study, as verbal disfluencies were not 

significantly observed to be a behavioural difference among learners with low and high CA. 

Nonetheless, the findings of this study suggests that there is a need to further examine young 

learners’ verbal disfluency in regard to CA levels.  

 

5.4.4.2 Traits of Learners with Communication Apprehension. Specific to traits, 

five out of six teachers in this study claimed that learners with CA usually have introvert 

personality traits. The findings of this study further support the findings of Study 1, 2 and 3. 

In Study 1, it was found that extraversion personality trait negatively predicted learners’ CA 

scores. Through a comparison of Study 2 and 3, it was found that extraversion personality 

traits were dominant among learners with low CA as compared to learners with high CA. 

This is in line with past studies on adult learners that found introversion personality to be 
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significantly associated with learners’ CA (e.g., Neuliep et al., 2003; MacIntyre & MacKay, 

2019; Malik et al., 2021). Therefore, this is indicative that introversion is a prominent trait 

among learners with high CA and it suggests that introversion could possibly be a factor that 

has led to the development of learners’ CA. 

Another trait that was highlighted by teachers in this study is low self-esteem among 

learners with CA. The association of low self-esteem with learners’ anxiety has been 

established by past studies on adult learners (e.g., Campero-Oliart et al., 2020; Liu et al., 

2022; Nguyen et al., 2019). Self-esteem is not a reality, i.e., it is not necessarily an accurate 

or inaccurate measure of one’s accomplishments, rather it is an individuals’ perception 

attributed to one’s self-worth (Zeigler-Hill, 2013). A possible explanation for learners’ low 

self-esteem is their poor academic performance (Aryana, 2010; Nguyen et al., 2019). Poor 

academic performance may lead to the development of low self-esteem among learners, 

which possibly affects their level of anxiety experiences. In addition, prolonged low self-

esteem leads to a gradual increase in learners’ anxiety throughout their academic progression 

(Liu et al., 2022). Therefore it highlights the need to motivate learners in order to increase 

their levels of self-esteem which may subsequently have a positive impact on learners’ CA.  

Three teachers perceived that learners with CA are usually emotionally sensitive in 

nature. The term sensitive used by teachers refer to learners’ emotional sensitivity and 

vulnerability as teachers used the example of crying often as the construct of sensitive trait. 

The term sensitive, along with dramatic, and over-reactive, are often the colloquial terms 

used to describe individuals who are emotionally sensitive (Wall et al., 2018) and this trait 

among younger individuals is usually apparent in specific behaviours such as withdrawn, shy, 

and unable to take criticisms well (Shaughnessy & Lehtonen, 1998). Individuals who are 

inclined towards being emotionally sensitive usually experience an increase in emotional 

reactivity to situations as they may have an exaggerated reaction to even a slightly bad 
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situation (Wall et al., 2018) and may be unable to take or accept criticisms as well as their 

peers (Shaughnessy et al., 1995). This trait in particular, appears to be more apparent among 

young learners than adult learners as studies in the past that have explored traits and 

behaviours in relation to adult learners’ CA have not reported on emotional sensitivity to be a 

prominent trait. Although past studies on adult learner have established that learners have a 

tendency to cry in situations that are anxiety provoking (e.g., Gregersen, 2003; Hewitt & 

Stephenson, 2012), it was mainly the act of crying that was reported as a result of the anxiety 

experienced. It is known that one may cry as a result of anxiety, however, it does not imply 

that one is emotionally sensitive. 

 

5.4.5 Teacher Perceptions of Implications of Communication Apprehension 

This study found that teachers had mixed perceptions of the effects of CA on 

academic performance. Three teachers perceived that learners’ CA did not have an impact on 

their academic performance, while two teachers viewed that the presence of CA among 

learners negatively influenced their language learning process. and one teacher believed that 

learners’ CA was a driving force in enhancing the classroom performance. This is not 

surprising as anxiety has been conceptualised as both facilitative and debilitative. Specific to 

debilitative anxiety, past studies have reported that CA has negative implications on learners’ 

academic achievement (e.g., Blume et al., 2010; Joyce et al., 2006; McCroskey & Anderson, 

1976; Watson & Monroe, 1990). Learners with high levels of anxiety have a tendency to not 

participate in classroom activities due to their internalised thoughts i.e., feeling of 

discouragement and lack of self-esteem, which subsequently leads to learners’ low academic 

achievement (Na, 2007). In contrast,  anxiety may also play a facilitative role as anxiety may 

be viewed as a form of motivation for one to work harder in order to achieve their target or 

goal (Hardacre & Guvendir, 2020). Anxiety that are facilitative have positive influence on 
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language learning and it can lead to instrumental motivation (Tsai & Chang, 2013). This is 

also evident in a past study by Zhang and Liu (2013) as learners perceived that their anxiety 

in the classroom facilitates their performance when it comes to assessments. However, 

Hardacre & Guvendir (2020) argued that anxiety specific to language learning contexts are 

predominantly debilitative as they lead to more severe negative implications. However, 

specific to speaking anxiety, it is more inclined towards having a debilitative effect instead of 

a facilitative one (Macayan et al., 2018). Nonetheless, it may be asserted that CA among 

young learners may play both a facilitative and debilitative role in the classroom context. 

 

5.4.6 Implications 

The findings of this study has highlighted the need for alignment between teachers’ 

classroom practices and their awareness of CA phenomenon among young learners. Although 

teachers were found to have adequate awareness of learners’ CA in terms of causes, 

characteristics, implications, and mitigation strategies, their reported classroom practices 

highlights contradictions to their awareness of CA among young learners. Thus, the findings 

of this study implicates the need for (i) professional development among teachers on young 

learners’ CA and (ii) explicit awareness on the importance of addressing learners’ CA in the 

classroom. In line with that, teachers should be made aware that although they have the 

awareness of the strategies that may mitigate learners’ CA, they need to be cautious of their 

classroom practices and apply their existing knowledge of CA mitigation strategies in order 

to address learners’ CA phenomenon in the classroom contexts.  

 

5.4.7 Limitations 

This study provides an insightful vision on young learners’ CA in the classroom 

context. However, there were two limitations encountered in this present study. Firstly, one 
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limitation of the data collection instrument is that the interview questions on implications of 

CA were specific to academic performance. Although the focus of the interview questions 

were driven by the literature, it is possible that there are other possible implications of CA 

among learners beyond academic performance. Secondly, this study was focused on teachers’ 

perceptions of learners’ CA and data was not triangulated with learners’ perceptions. 

Although past studies have predominantly focused on learners’ experience of CA (e.g., Byrne 

et al., 2012; Carabeo & Juanillas, 2022; Francis & Miller, 2008; Malik et al., 2021), a 

decision was made to focus on teachers’ perceptions in this study as I took into consideration 

the cognitive developmental stage of young learners and their ability to perform in-depth 

reflections (Borgers et al., 2000). However, regardless of their cognitive developmental level, 

a more comprehensive understanding of young learners’ CA could have been obtained 

through triangulation of learners’ perceptions of their experiences of CA in the classroom 

context.   

 

5.4.8 Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore young learners’ CA through their teachers’ 

lenses. It was generally found that teachers’ perceptions of young learners’ CA is 

contextualised. Fear of making mistakes and being negatively evaluated for their mistakes 

were perceived to be the main causes of young learners’ CA. Specific to this context, the fear 

of being evaluated and doubting their ability to answer the questions in English correctly may 

be reflective of learners in this context. In the Asian culture, there is a concept of ‘losing face 

value’, thus it may influence learners in avoiding the possibility of incorrectly answering the 

questions in the classroom. In addition, one of the ways in which teachers have suggested to 

be effective in mitigating learners’ CA is by proving them sufficient time to respond. This is 
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particularly relevant to this context as Malaysian learners are from various language 

backgrounds, and they may not formulate their thoughts in the English language.  

Based on teachers’ perceptions of CA in this study, it was also found that there were 

interconnections between the perceived causes of CA and the effective mitigation strategies. 

Their perceptions indicated that teachers’ perceptions of CA causes influences their choice of 

effective mitigation strategies. However, it was also found that their perceived effective CA 

mitigation strategies were not aligned with their reported classroom practices. Thus, 

highlighting the importance of creating the awareness of the misalignment between their 

perceptions of CA and their classroom practices in order for teachers to apply their CA 

knowledge and alleviate learners CA in the classroom. 

Specific to the learner characteristics, the common traits of CA learners reported by 

teachers were introversion, sensitive, and low self-esteem. This further corroborates the 

findings of Study 1, 2, and 3 which found that learners with high CA usually have low 

extraversion personality traits. Through this study as well as Study 2 and Study 3, we are 

informed that specific to young learners, there is a tendency for learners to have high 

emotional sensitivity. In regard to learners’ behaviours in the classroom it also strengthens 

the understanding gained from Study 2 and 3 that young learners who are highly anxious 

have a tendency to avoid eye contact, display agitative and rigid behaviours as well as not 

responding to teacher questions in the classroom. 

This study has also found that teachers perceived that young learners’ CA may be 

facilitative and debilitative in their academic performance in the classroom. Teachers were 

generally aware of the implications but had different views on how young learners’ CA 

affects their academic performance. This is in line with past findings that have associated 

learners’ CA with both facilitative and debilitative effects. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

 

The aim of this thesis was to examine and explore CA among young 11-12 years old 

learners in the Malaysian primary school context. Driven by the McCroskey’s CA 

continuum, social learning paradigm and communibiology paradigm, this research has 

highlighted that young learners’ traits and classroom environment or contexts are important 

in understanding CA phenomenon. Past studies that have contributed to the understanding of 

CA phenomenon among learners have predominantly focused on adult learners and therefore 

it is unclear whether what is known from adult learners with CA are applicable to young 

learners. In addition, it was also found that there was a need to obtain teachers’ perspectives 

of young learners’ CA in order to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the CA 

phenomenon. As such, mixed methods comprising survey, interviews, and observations were 

used to examine learners’ individual traits and behaviours in association with learners’ CA as 

well as teachers’ perception of the causes, characteristics, implication and mitigation 

strategies of CA.  

The structure of the thesis was guided by the four specific studies that were 

conducted. First, I examined the association of individual trait factors on CA. Then, I 

explored the behaviours of learners with high and low CA respectively during interaction 

with their English language teachers in the classroom. Lastly, I investigated Malaysian 

English language teachers’ perceptions of young learners’ CA. In this concluding chapter, I 

first provide a summary of the key findings from each study and then the significance and 

original contributions of the research, general implications and limitations, as well as 

suggestions for future research. 
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6.1 Summary of Key Findings 

6.1.1 Study 1 - What are the associations of individual trait factors (i.e., gender, ethnicity, 

personality traits) and communication apprehension of Malaysian primary school 

learners? 

In this study, I examined the association of individual trait factors i.e., gender, 

ethnicity, and personality traits, with young learners’ CA. Contrary to past studies on adult 

learners (e.g., Jaasma, 1997; Lang et al., 1998; LaRochelle & Karpinski, 2016), my study 

found no differences in the occurrence of high CA vs non-high CA between the young male 

and female learners but the female gender positively predicted total CA and SCF scores. This 

study highlights that although female learners predicted higher CA scores, it does not 

necessarily mean that female learners will fall in the ‘high CA’ category at this young age as 

compared to male learners. 

Specific to ethnicity, there were no differences in the occurrence of high CA vs non-

high CA according to ethnicity (Malay, Chinese, Indian, and mixed-ethnicity) among the 

young learners. In addition, ethnicity did have an effect on the personality scores and Indian 

learners had statistically significant scores in most of the personality traits (openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism), than certain ethnic groups. It was also 

found that the Indian ethnic group predicted all of the three subdimensions of CA (CCF, 

GCF, SCF) and Chinese ethnic group predicted GCF. An interesting finding was that the 

Indian learners did not predict the CA scores in the same direction as being Indian predicted 

low CCF scores but predicted high GCF and SCF scores. This study therefore indicates the 

importance of further examining ethnic attributes and its influence on learners’ CA. 

In addition to gender and ethnicity, this study also found that in regard to personality 

scores, high CA learners had significantly lower extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness scores, and higher neuroticism scores, compared to non-high CA learners. 
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However, out of the five personality traits, only three personality traits (i.e., extraversion, 

openness, and neuroticism) significantly predicted CA scores. Extraversion and openness 

negatively predicted total CA, CCF, GCF, and in contrast, neuroticism positively predicted 

total CA, GCF, SCF. As learners’ neuroticism trait was not a significant predictor of 

classroom related CA, it suggests that the classroom environment may play a role along with 

extraversion and openness traits, rather than individuals’ neurotic trait. Therefore, the 

findings of this study revealed that individual trait factors are associated with the young 

learners’ CA scores. This is concurrent to past studies on adult learners that found personality 

traits i.e., extraversion and neuroticism to significantly predict CA scores (MacIntyre & 

MacKay, 2019; Neuliep et al., 2003), however this study adds that openness personality trait 

is a significant predictor of young learners’ CA. 

 

6.1.2 Study 2 - How do Malaysian primary school learners with high communication 

apprehension behave when answering teacher questions in English in the ESL classroom? 

Following an understanding of personality traits, I explored the explicit behaviours 

that are associated with CA, by conducting observations and interviews to identify the 

behaviours of learners with high CA during interaction with the teacher in the ESL 

classroom. It was found that young learners with high CA in my study mainly produced 

simple answers or did not respond to the questions asked by their teachers in the classroom. It 

was observed that the quality of learner responses were associated with the quality of teacher 

questions. When teacher questions did not match learners’ language proficiency and when 

they did not scaffold, it did not enhance the quality of learner responses and also did not 

mitigate learners’ CA. Nonetheless, it is also possible that there could be two other factors 

that may have led to learners’ limited or no response which are learners’ lack of English 

language proficiency and learners’ thoughts concerning their anxious state that may have 
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hindered their mental preparation to verbally respond or speak (Choi et al., 2015; Li & Liu, 

2011). 

This study also found that there were specific nonverbal behaviours that were 

prominently observed when the young learners were interacting with their teachers in the 

classroom. Firstly, learners often glanced away and engaged in gaze aversion behaviours, a 

behaviour that had been suggested learners wanting to avoid interactions with their teachers 

as a result of their high CA (Gregersen, 2005). Secondly, it was also found that learners 

frequently smiled when they were thinking or responding to the teachers’ questions. While 

learners’ smiles may be reflective of their lack of knowledge during interactions (Sert, 2013; 

Sert & Jacknick, 2015), frequent inappropriate smiling could also reflect attempts to mask 

their anxiety (Pitton et al., 1993; Yu & Gregg, 1993). Thirdly, it was found that young 

learners with high CA had a tendency to fidget and one learner was found to be very stiff 

while interacting with their teacher in the classroom. The findings of this study therefore 

suggests that there is no single or specific marker for the identification of CA in the 

classroom, rather a cumulation of behavioural markers that may be used to identify the 

possible presence of CA among young learners during interactions with teachers in the 

classroom. 

 

6.1.3 Study 3 - How do Malaysian primary school learners with low communication 

apprehension behave when answering teacher questions in English in the ESL classroom? 

In order to have a better understanding of the differences of behaviours among young 

learners with high CA and low CA, I explored the behaviours of learners with low CA during 

interaction with the teacher in the ESL classroom. My study found that young learners with 

low CA generally responded to teachers questions and attempted to answer even when they 

did not know the answers to the questions asked, which is a clear difference from high CA 
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learners in Study 2. Although it may be argued that language proficiency may have 

influenced the answers produced (Farahian & Rezaee, 2012; Lee & Ng, 2009), but it was 

apparent in the two low CA learners’ in this study that even with low language proficiencies, 

they attempted to answer all teacher questions. In addition, the quality of answers produced 

were comparatively higher than high CA learners in Study 2 as low CA learners in this study 

produced more complete and complex sentences. However, similar to Study 2, learners 

predominantly responded in simple answers (consisting of three words and below) which 

may have been a result of teachers’ questioning strategies as the length of responses by 

learners are influenced by the type teacher questions (Erlinda & Dewi, 2014; Wright, 2016). 

This further highlights the need for the use of a wider range of questioning strategies by 

Malaysian primary school teachers. 

It was also observed in this study that young learners with low CA demonstrated 

specific nonverbal behaviours during the interaction with their teachers in the classroom, and 

this highlights the specific nuances in the way in which behaviours occurred among low CA 

learners as compared to high CA learners. Firstly, learners generally maintained eye contact 

with their respective teachers during interaction. Although they were observed to have 

engaged in glancing away behaviours, the way in which the behaviours occurred suggests 

that they glanced away as a result of their cognitive processes (Richmond et al., 2012) as the 

learners glanced away when they were  thinking and processing information. Secondly, 

learners were also observed to have smiled during interactions with their teacher. However, 

the difference between low CA and high CA learners is that low CA learners smiled during 

instances in which there were talking about specific topics that were relevant to them, while 

high CA learners in Study 2 smiled throughout the interaction with their respective teachers. 

Thirdly, it was also found that high blinking rates were observed in two learners. Thus, in line 

with the comparison made between this study and Study 2, it may be indicative that blinking 
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rates are not an accurate indicator of CA which contradicts past studies on adult learners 

(e.g., Giannakakis, 2017; Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021). Fourthly, fidgeting was 

observed to be a prominent behaviour in one particular learner but it was reported that the 

behaviour was a habit which this particular learner often displayed even during instances of 

not engaging in any form of interactions. Therefore, the findings of this study highlight the 

need for caution in overgeneralising fidgeting behaviours to be an indicator of CA as found in 

Study 2, instead, there is a possibility of this behaviour to be engaged in out of habit. 

 

6.1.4 Study 4 - How do English language teachers’ perceive Malaysian primary school 

learners’ communication apprehension? 

In this final study, after understanding traits and behaviours of the learners through 

survey, interviews, and observations, I explored their teachers’ perceptions of young learners’ 

CA. It was found that teachers viewed fear of making mistakes and fear of negative 

evaluation to be the main contributing factors to the development of CA among young 

learners, which is concurrent to the past studies that focused on adult learners’ CA (e.g., Hsu, 

2004; Matsuoka, 2008; Sadighi & Dastpak, 2017). The presence of CA among learners was 

also highlighted by teachers to be reflective of certain observable characteristics among 

learners. These characteristics include specific traits such as introversion, sensitivity, and low 

self-esteem among learners, while teacher perceived specific behaviours such as lack of eye 

contact, agitative, and rigid body language, lack of verbal response and verbal disfluency to 

be indicative of learners’ CA. These characteristics may be used to identify learners with CA 

in the classroom as teachers have pointed them out as an obvious difference between highly 

anxious and non-anxious learners. In addition, some of these traits (i.e., 

introversion/extraversion, sensitive) and behaviours (i.e., lack of eye contact, agitative, and 

rigid body language, lack of verbal response) pointed out by teachers are parallel with the 
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findings of Study 1, Study 2, and Study 3. In this study, teachers also viewed that CA among 

young learners may be facilitative as well as debilitative in regard to the influence on 

academic performance. It was also found that teachers viewed specific strategies to be 

effective in mitigating learners’ CA and the most highly recommended strategy by teachers 

was encouraging learners to interact in the classroom. Teachers viewed that learners should 

be given opportunities to practice communication in the language with their peers and 

teachers as a way to help learners gradually build their confidence, and this is in line with the 

findings of past studies (e.g., Carter & Hansford, 1999; Tran & Moni, 2015). 

A closer examination of the themes and teacher responses indicated that there are 

interconnections between the perceived causes and mitigation strategies. It was found that the 

teachers’ suggestions of effective mitigation strategies were based on their perceptions of the  

causes of CA among learners. For instance, teachers viewed that learners experience CA as a 

result of their fear of making mistakes, and in line with this factor, it was highlighted that it 

may be effective to normalise the making of mistakes among learners in the classroom. 

Another example is that teachers perceived that language proficiency and lack of content 

knowledge leads to learners’ CA, and in line with that, teachers highlighted the importance of 

strategizing question and answer sessions by avoiding forceful interactions and providing 

sufficient time for learners to respond. In addition to these connections between perceived 

causes and mitigation strategies, it was also found that there was a lack of alignment between 

the perceived mitigation strategies and the reported classroom practices. For instance, 

teachers perceived that it is important to normalise the making of mistakes, however, 

punishments were reported to be carried out for simple mistakes that learners made in the 

classroom. Similarly, teachers also reported that to reduce learners’ CA, learners need to be 

encouraged and provided opportunities to interact, however, based on their reported 

practices, e.g., rigid rules and constant evaluation, it is questionable whether teachers are able 
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to implement the CA strategies as highlighted as their classroom practices appear to possibly 

act as a barrier for learners to interact and engage more in the classroom.  

 

6.2 Significance and Original Contribution  

This research has yielded findings that add original contribution to the understanding 

of CA phenomenon, focussing on young learners. Firstly, past studies have established that 

gender plays a role in the experiences of CA as female learners have been found to have a 

tendency to experience higher levels of CA (Lang et al., 1998; Loureiro et al., 2020; Rafek et 

al., 2014). However, in Study 1, through the quantitative analysis, it was found that there was 

no difference in the occurrence of high CA and non-high CA according to gender, while 

gender was found to play a small role in predicting the CA scores, and there are two possible 

explanations for this finding. The first explanation is, although female learners across the age 

group have a tendency to have higher CA, they may not necessarily have high CA (i.e., CA 

score of one SD above the sample mean) at the age of 11-12 years old. This finding has 

important implications for understanding that the significance of gender influence on CA at a 

young age is not as apparent as observed among adult learners in past studies. The second 

explanation is, it is important to differentiate high CA (i.e., CA score of one SD above the 

sample mean) from just merely having higher CA scores than other population group (but not 

one SD below the mean sample) in future research. This study has indicated that this cut off 

point for high and low CA is not sufficient to understand the differences in this target age 

group, as at a young age, this study found that female learners have a tendency to have only 

slightly higher CA scores than young male learners. Although past studies have found strong 

associations of gender and CA, my research cautions that young learners’ high CA may not 

be associated with the innate attributes of gender at a young age.  
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The second contribution of my research is it adds to the broader knowledge of the 

personality as contributing traits to young learners’ CA. While past research focused on 

extraversion and neuroticism (Hsu, 2004; Jung and McCroskey, 2004; MacIntyre & MacKay, 

2019; Neuliep et al., 2003), by using the big five personality model, the studies in this 

research not just supported those past findings but showed that agreeableness, 

conscientiousness, and openness also are associated with young learners’ CA. More 

specifically, openness to criticism has the potential to mitigate CA among learners with low 

language proficiency. Additionally, instead of viewing CA as a blend of neuroticism and 

extraversion personality traits, Study 1 showed these two traits did not predict all CA scores. 

Neuroticism only predicts total CA, GCF, SCF but not CCF, while extraversion on the other 

hand only predicts total CA, CCF, GCF but not SCF. In addition, this research has further 

highlighted that specific to young learners, emotional sensitivity is a trait that is prevalent 

among young learners with high CA and past studies on adult learners have not reported 

emotional sensitivity to be a trait among learners with CA. 

Thirdly, this research also contributed to knowledge on the behaviours of young 

learners with high and low CA, which is a stepping stone for future studies on young 

learners’ CA. This research found that young learners with high CA have a tendency to not 

maintain eye contact, fidget, have a stiff body posture, and smile often during interactions as 

compared to young learners with low CA (see Table 6.1). These specific behaviours observed 

share similarities and differences with adult learners from past studies. For instance, the lack 

of eye contact and fidgeting behaviours are concurrent to the behaviours of highly anxious 

adult learners (Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021; Zhiping  & Paramasivam, 2013). In 

line with behavioural differences, this study found that smiling behaviour was prominent 

among young learners with high CA and this greatly differs from the findings of past studies 

that have focused on adult learners’ behaviours (e.g., Gregersen, 2005; Lindberg et al., 2021). 
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In addition, this research highlights that a single behaviour should not be used as an indicator 

for CA as the variability of behaviours shown in Study 2 and Study 3 point towards the need 

to consider a combination of behaviours, and the nuances of the behaviours for the 

identification of CA among learners. Based on the findings of this research, Table 6.1 

specifies the behaviours displayed by high CA and low CA learners as well as the differences 

and similarities found in the occurrence of behaviours. These specific behaviours displayed 

by the case study learners in this research may be used to develop future studies to 

specifically identify young learners’ CA during interactions in the classroom context as well  

to further examine the behavioural indicators of young learners’ CA. In addition, these 

behaviours may also be used by English language teachers to understand the possible nuances 

in behaviours that may be displayed by high CA and low CA learners respectively. 
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Table 6.1 

Behaviours Displayed by High CA and Low CA Learners in this Research 

BEHAVIOUR(S) HIGH CA LOW CA 

GAZE  
 

Differences 
• Generally does not create eye contact during interactions  
• Specific instances of glance away and gaze aversion 

behaviours 
- When questions are being asked 
- When responding and answering questions 
- After responding and answering questions  

 

• Generally creates eye contact during interactions 
• Specific instances of glance away and gaze 

aversion behaviours 
- Thinking of answers (Recreates eye contact 

when responding and answering questions) 
- Seeking help from friends 

Similarities 
• Specific instances of glance away and gaze aversion behaviours 

- While thinking of answers 
 

BODY MOVEMENT 
AND LANGUAGE 

Differences 
• Have a tendency to frequently fidget throughout 

interactions 
• Specific instances of fidgeting behaviours 

- When questions are being asked 
- When thinking of answers 
- After responding and answering questions  

• Have a tendency to display rigid body posture 
 
 

• Generally less frequent fidgeting behaviours 
• Have a tendency to display open and relaxed body 

posture 
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Similarities 
• Specific instances of fidgeting behaviours 

- When responding and answering questions 
 

SMILE Differences 
• Have a tendency to smile throughout interactions 
• Specific instances of smiling behaviours 

- When questions are being asked  
- When their names are called 
- After responding and answering questions  
- Unable to respond or answer the questions 

• Smiling behaviour often paired with glancing away gaze 
behaviour 
 

• Have a tendency to smile only during specific 
instances 

• Specific instances of smiling behaviours 
- While thinking of answers 
 

Similarities 
• Specific instances of smiling behaviours 

- When responding and answering questions on topics of interest or topics that are of high relevance to them 
- When unsure of answers 

 
VERBAL 
RESPONSES 
 

Differences 
• Have a tendency to remain silent and do not attempt to 

answers questions 
 

• Generally attempts to answer questions even when 
unsure of answers 

• Volunteers to answers questions in the classroom 
 

Similarities 
• The quality of answers and responses are based on learners’ level of language proficiency and quality of teacher 

questions 
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Fourthly, this research also provides methodological contribution as this research 

meaningfully incorporated qualitative and quantitative approaches for the examination and 

exploration of CA in classroom contexts. Past studies have heavily relied on evaluating and 

understanding learners’ CA through self-reports, and limited studies have incorporated 

qualitative methods in understanding learners’ CA (e.g., Byrne et.al, 2012; Dwyer, 2000; 

Francis & Miller, 2008). In addition, there is a lack of understanding of learners’ anxiety in 

real-life classroom contexts as past studies have predominantly conducted experiment based 

observations (e.g., Giannakakis et al., 2017; Harrigan & O’Connell, 1996; Hirokawa et al., 

2004; Lindberg et al., 2021). This research was able to meaningfully contribute knowledge 

on young learners’ CA in real-life classroom contexts, through the use of recorded 

observations and eye trackers. Although past studies that have utilised experiment based 

observations have been able to contribute to the understanding of anxiety related behaviours, 

experimental protocol often creates or induces specific anxiety states in order to observe 

learners’ behaviours (Lindberg et al., 2021) which may subsequently eliminate environmental 

and external factors such as peers’ presence and classroom based interactions. In this 

research, observing learners’ behaviours in the real-life classroom context enabled behaviours 

such as (i) creating eye contacts with friends during interactions with teachers, (ii) 

volunteering to answer teacher questions, as well as (iii) engagements with classroom objects 

(e.g., whiteboard, textbook), to be taken into consideration.  

Fifthly, although Study 2, 3, and 4 show that teachers have awareness of behaviours 

relevant to learners’ CA and the effective CA mitigation strategies, however, their classroom 

practices are not aligned with their awareness of the behaviours and mitigation strategies. It 

was found that teachers did not promote quality engagements in the classroom through their 

questions and did not scaffold to prompt learners during classroom interactions. In addition, 

teachers also reported implementation of rigid rules and punishments in the classroom which 
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highlights the lack of alignment between their awareness of CA mitigation strategies and 

their reported classroom practices. These findings are indicative of teachers having adequate 

awareness of learners’ CA, but do not effectively mitigate learners’ CA in the English 

language classrooms.  

Sixthly, in relation to the lack of understanding on CA experiences in various multi-

ethnic contexts, this research revealed that ethnicity plays a role in learners’ CA. It was found 

that specific ethnic groups significantly predicted CA scores, i.e., the Indian ethnic group 

predicted CCF, GCF, SCF scores, while the Chinese ethnic group predicted GCF score. 

These findings highlight the influence that ethnicity may have on CA is dependent of the 

communicative context or situation. Indian learners were found to predict lower CA in 

classroom contexts, suggesting that specific attributes of  the Indian ethnic learners enabled 

them to be more comfortable and less anxious to communicate in the classroom. 

Additionally, there are possible specific attributes of Indian and Chinese ethnic learners that 

lead to greater CA in general, and stranger communicative contexts. As this research was not 

designed to identify the specific ethnic attributes that have led to Indian learners’ lower CCF 

as well as Indian and Chinese learners’ higher GCF, the findings obtained could be attributed 

to the Indian learners’ higher openness and extraversion mean scores than the other ethnic 

groups. In line with these significant findings on learners’ ethnicity and CA, this research 

highlights the importance of further examining ethnic attributes in greater level to understand 

how learners’ ethnicity plays a role in their CA across various communicative contexts. 

In relevance to (i) McCroskey’s (1983) conceptualisation that CA that may be 

specific to traits and the situation, or a combination of both, (ii) social learning paradigm that 

views CA to be nurture based, and (iii) communibiology paradigm that views CA to be 

nature based, this research has shown that individual trait factors such as personality, gender, 

and ethnicity are associated with young learners’ CA in general and in specific situations 
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(e.g., communication in the classroom, communication with strangers). Thus, this research 

has highlighted that both traits and environment are important in understanding learners’ CA 

phenomenon, and these two factors play a role in learners’ CA.  

 

6.3 Implications 

This thesis provides implications in the area of CA. Table 6.2 provides a summary of 

all implications listed in each study. In line with the specific implications of each study, this 

thesis offers several broad and key implications based on the overall findings of this research.  

Firstly, one of the key implications of this research is the knowledge obtained on traits that 

are associated with young learners’ CA. This research has strengthened that traits such as 

extraversion, openness, and neuroticism are significantly associated with young learners’ CA. 

In addition, the findings of this research indicate that the emotional sensitivity trait to be 

relevant among young learners with CA. This further contributes to the knowledge of young 

learners’ CA and highlights the trait to be different from adult learners. Although it is 

possible that past studies may not have explored emotional sensitivity of adult learners in 

relation to CA, this research demonstrated that this emotional sensitivity trait is a dominant 

trait among young learners who experience CA. It has been indicated that emotional 

sensitivity can be reflected through several traits including withdrawn, shy, and unable to 

take criticisms well (Shaughnessy & Lehtonen, 1998). Thus, teachers may use traits 

reflecting high extraversion, high openness, low neuroticism, and high emotional sensitivity 

to understand the tendencies of young learners to develop CA. 
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Table 6.2 

Summary of Implications of Each Study  

 
Implications 

Study 1 Highlights the importance of 
individual trait factors such as 
gender, ethnicity, and the big 
five personality traits on 
learners CA, which supports 
the communibiology 
paradigm as well as highlight 
other traits that are not within 
the paradigm. 

 

Demonstrates that CA levels 
among learners within a 
multi-ethnic context should 
not be over generalised 

Teachers may use the 
individual traits of learners as 
a tool to understand the 
possible tendencies of CA 
among young learners 
 
 

Highlights the importance of 
creating a safe and positive 
environment in the classroom 
as neuroticism was not a 
significant predictor of CCF. 
 

Study 2 
& 

Study 3 

Emphasises that there may be 
differences found in the 
behaviours of young learners 
with high CA and behaviours 
of adult learners 

Emphasises that it is 
important to understand 
nuances in the nonverbal 
behaviours and include in the 
instruments to assess CA 
among young learners 

Contributes knowledge on 
young learners’ behaviours in 
relation to high CA that the 
teachers may use as a guide to 
identify and understand 
learners with high CA 
 

Highlights the need to build 
teacher skills in relation to 
their questioning and 
interaction strategies. 

Study 4 Highlights the need for 
alignment between teachers’ 
classroom practices and their 
awareness of CA 
phenomenon  
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Secondly, another implication of this research is that there are specific behaviours 

found to be prevalent among young learners during interaction in the classroom which future 

studies and teachers could use to objectively identify learners with high and low CA in the 

classroom context. The findings of this research indicates that it is important to use these 

behaviours as cumulative markers of learners’ CA, rather than identifying CA based on 

individual behaviours. For example, when learners have prolonged lack of eye contact, 

frequent inappropriate smiles, and fidget, or have a stiff posture while interacting with 

teachers, it may be the cumulative indicator that learners may be experiencing CA. 

Conversely, learners demonstrating only one behaviour e.g., fidget, may not be a reliable 

indicator of CA. In addition, the nuances in these behaviours found in this research may be 

used as a tool to differentiate and identify low CA and high CA learners. These nuances as a 

tool, can be used more meaningfully and effectively when teachers take note of when and 

under what circumstances certain behaviours most likely to occur and what seems to be 

happening after these behaviours occur that may be causing them to continue. By using this 

information as a comprehensive guide in identifying CA during interaction, it would 

subsequently enable teachers to understand how specific topics and questions may trigger CA 

among learners.  

This research also has specific implication on the language learning classroom 

context. The findings of this research suggests that young learners experience CA when 

interacting with teacher during question and answer sessions. Learners have a tendency to not 

respond to teacher questions and remain silent as a result of their CA. Thus, this suggest that 

teachers should facilitate quality engagements through their questioning strategies. It was 

found that teachers predominantly asked closed and clarification questions, which in turn 

prompted learners to produce short responses. Thus, in order for teachers to promote 

engagements among learners with high CA, teachers need to scaffold interactions in the 
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classroom by applying questioning strategies that would elicit more complete and complex 

responses. For instance, teachers should ask questions that require learner to elaborate further 

especially on contents and topics that they may be familiar with. In addition, teachers should 

also use clarification questions with prompts that would provide learners with guidance in 

responding to the questions, rather than using clarification questions that merely ask learners 

for more examples and further elaboration without providing stimulus of ideas. 

  

6.4 Limitations 

Each of the specific studies conducted in this research contains methodological 

limitations as presented in the respective chapters. In line with the specific limitations of each 

study, there are four limitations that are important to be acknowledged; (i) distribution of 

participants, (ii) instruments used, (iii) data collection protocol, and (iv) triangulation of data.  

Firstly, this research was unable to obtain an equal distribution of learners’ 

demographic backgrounds. Although national schools were the main target in this research as 

it was presumed that national schools would be representative of Malaysian learners in regard 

to the main ethnic groups (Joseph, 2008), this research was unable to have a balanced 

representation of the ethnic groups. This research used convenience sampling and therefore, 

there was no control over the learner participants in the respective schools selected for this 

research. Within the conveniently selected schools in this research, there were greater number 

of learners from specific ethnicities (i.e., Malay and Indian ethnicity). Although the survey 

was also administered in a national-type Chinese school, the learner population in this school 

was comparatively low. As a result, the observations conducted mainly comprised of learners 

of Malay and Indian ethnicity. In addition, as this research was exploratory in nature, there 

was only one female learner participant across all ten case studies. Thus, although the 

findings of this research indicated the importance of understanding the gender differences in 
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learners’ CA, this research could not further expand on the behavioural indicators of CA 

according to gender. 

Secondly, there were limitations in this research specific to the instruments used. It 

was decided that PPTQ-C and the PRCF instruments were suitable to measure young 

learners’ personality traits and CA respectively, as they were specifically developed for 

young individuals, taking into consideration their level of cognitive development. However, 

there were low internal consistencies of these instruments as reported in this research, which 

may be due to the adaptation of the instruments and also specific to this particular context. 

Therefore, although good internal consistencies were previously reported for these 

instruments (Keaten et al., 1997; Mackiewicz & Cieciuch's, 2016), there needs to be caution 

in using these instruments in similar or different contexts. In addition, the behaviour coding 

scheme that was adopted in this study may have restricted the behaviours observed and noted, 

as this coding scheme was developed based on adult learners. As there is a lack of existing 

behaviour coding schemes specifically for the identification of CA among young learners, it 

was decided that this behaviour coding scheme by Lindberg et al. (2021) was appropriate for 

the purpose of this research. Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge the possibility that 

this research may have not included all possible CA behavioural markers specific to young 

learners. 

Thirdly, another limitation of this research that needs to be highlighted is the data 

collection protocol. The observation of behaviours that were analysed in this research were 

based on two-minute interactions and this restricted the amount of data that was collected on 

the observable behaviours of learners. The decision of the interactional duration to be 

observed in this research was made based on (i) the pilot study in which teachers indicated 

that a duration of two minutes to be a naturally occurring interaction duration in an ESL 

classroom, as well as (ii) past studies that explored behaviours of highly anxious individuals 
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(e.g., Cartwright-Hatton et al., 2003; Lewin et al, 1996). However, the past studies were 

focused on oral presentations and public speaking contexts, and it was realised through this 

study that for interactions in the classroom with teachers, a longer duration may have allowed 

for a more comprehensive observation of learners’ behaviours. 

Fourthly, the data obtained from teacher interviews and observations was not further 

validated by learners’ perspectives. Although learners were interviewed on their experiences 

of CA, their preferences of eye contact as well as how they generally feel during interactions, 

the observed behaviours were not further strengthened by the learners’ point of view. 

Similarly, learners’ perceptions of the causes of CA and preferred strategies were not 

obtained to further consolidate teachers’ perceptions. Although the decision was made in this 

research to not explore learners’ in-depth perceptions due to their cognitive stage in which 

their cognitive functioning begins to fully develop only during mid adolescence (Borgers et 

al., 2000), it was realised upon conducting this research, that in addition to the observations 

and teacher interviews, obtaining learners’ points of view may have been able to further 

strengthen the understanding of CA obtained from this research.  

 

6.5 Suggestions for Future Research 

Driven by the limitations and findings of this research, there are several suggestions 

for future research specific to young learners’ CA.  

Firstly, future studies should focus on examining CA among young learners of 

Chinese ethnicity in Malaysia. Although the participants of this study represented all major 

ethnic groups in Malaysia, the sample of Chinese learners were small in this study. As sample 

distribution plays an important role in yielding culture specific representation, further studies 

should be undertaken to further verify the findings of this study specific to ethnic traits. There 

is also a need for in-depth studies to be conducted on the influence of ethnicity variables on 
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learners’ CA. This research found that ethnicity was a factor that was associated with 

learners’ CA, therefore further examination of the way in which ethnicity influences learners’ 

CA may yield a more comprehensive understanding of learners’ CA. 

Secondly, future studies should be cautious of using the PPTQ-C instrument to 

examine learners’ personality trait scores due to the low internal consistency obtained in this 

research. As it is possible that the low internal consistency may be a result of this specific 

context, there needs to be further studies conducted to examine the reliability of this 

instrument across a wide range of contexts.  

Thirdly, based on the findings of this research, it is recommended that future studies 

examining learners’ behaviours in the classroom context should increase the observation 

duration. This study was designed based on past studies that predominantly focused on adult 

learners’ behaviours in oral presentations and public speaking contexts. However, it was 

found that the duration of two minutes did not sufficiently provide information on learners’ 

verbal disfluencies during interactions with teachers in the classroom. As such, replicating 

this study through longer observation durations may be able to further contribute to the 

understanding of learners’ verbal disfluencies in the classroom context. 

Fourthly, there is a need to further verify the observed behaviours of young learners in 

this study across of wide range of contexts. It is possible that specific behaviours observed in 

this study may be culturally influenced, as such replicating this study in a wide range of 

context may further verify these observed behaviours of young learners. This would 

subsequently inform of the differences of young learners behaviours in regard to CA in 

different cultural contexts. 

Fifthly, as discussed previously, the use of eye trackers obstructed the view and did 

not allow for brow movements to be observed. As such, it is important for future studies to 

conduct observations of young learners’ behaviours with and without the use of mobile eye 
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trackers. This would therefore allow both the eye movement behaviours and brow behaviours 

to be observed. 

Sixthly, future studies should also obtain a more comprehensive view of teacher 

perceptions on the association of traits and young learners’ CA. Although this research 

obtained teachers’ views on young learners’ traits in association with CA, the trait was 

predominantly focused on learners’ personalities. As Study 1 found that other trait factors 

(gender and ethnicity) were associated with CA, it is important for future studies to obtain 

teachers’ views on learners’ traits which may include gender and ethnicity factors. Therefore, 

by further examining teachers’ perceptions on the association of learner trait factors with CA, 

the findings of this research would be further strengthened. 

Seventhly, it is also recommended that future studies should examine and explore the 

implications of CA beyond just learners’ academic performance. This study found that 

learners’ CA may have both a positive and negative implication on their academic 

performance. However, as the interview questions were focused on academic performance 

based on the current literature, it is possible that there are other unexplored areas that 

learners’ CA may have implications on. Thus, it is important for future studies to explore 

other possible effects that CA may have on young learners. 

Lastly, this research has shed light on aspects of the teacher’s role that require further 

examination. More specifically there is a need for future studies to examine the role of 

teachers’ questioning strategies on learners with CA as it was observed in this research that 

teachers did not appear to have promoted quality engagements with learners based on their 

type of questions in the classroom. In addition, there were specific classroom practices 

reported by teachers (e.g., punishments and rigid rules) that need further examination on the 

influence of these classroom practices on young learners’ CA specific to the Malaysian 

context. 
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6.6 Conclusion 

This research aimed to examine and explore CA phenomenon among young learners. 

This chapter has particularly provided an overall view of the research and clarified how the 

objectives of this research were achieved. I found that specific traits and behaviours were 

prevalent among young learners with CA. There are differences and similarities that exist 

among young learners in this study and adult learners as informed by the literature. This 

further strengthened the importance of this research’s findings as it has contributed 

knowledge and understanding on CA phenomenon specific to young learners. While the 

literature has greatly informed on CA among adult learners, this study has contributed to a 

holistic understanding of young learners’ CA experiences specific to classroom interactions 

in terms of causes, traits, behaviours, implications, and mitigation strategies. Thus, the 

current research provides a stepping stone for future studies to focus on CA specific to young 

learners as it is important to identify and address learners’ CA as early as possible. In 

conclusion, CA among young learners in the classroom is an existing problem that needs to 

be addressed and teachers play an important role as they need to be cautious of their 

classroom practices and carefully mitigate learners’ CA. 
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APPENDIX A – Information Sheets and Consent Forms 
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(School’s name) 
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(School’s name) 

(School’s name) (School’s name) 

(School’s name) 

(School’s name) 
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SCHOOL PRINCIPAL’S  CONSENT FORM 

 

(School’s name) 

(School’s name) 

(School’s name) 

(School’s name) 

(School’s name) 

(School’s name) 
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TEACHER’S INFORMATION SHEET 
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TEACHER’S CONSENT FORM 
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PARENT’S INFORMATION SHEET 
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PARENT’S CONSENT FORM 
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LEARNER’S INFORMATION SHEET 
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LEARNER’S CONSENT FORM  
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APPENDIX B - Survey Instrument 
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APPENDIX C - Survey Scoring Guideline 

Table C.1 

Guide for Scoring the PPTQ-C by Mackiewicz & Cieciuch's (2016). 

Personality Traits and Items  Guide 

Extraversion: 1, 6R, 11  

Neuroticism: 2R, 7, 12R  

Openness: 3, 8R, 13  

Conscientiousness: 4R, 9, 14R  

Agreeableness: 5, 10R, 15  

 Each item on the PPTQ-C (older children’s version) 

is rated on a 5-point scale where:  

• Definitely = 1 (5 for reverse scored items)  

• A little bit = 2 (4 for reserve scored items)  

• It depends = 3  

• A little bit = 4 (4 for reserve scored items)  

• Definitely 5 (1 for reverse scored items)  

 

Step 1: Reverse score the following items: 2, 4, 6, 

10, 12, 14  

Step 2: Compute scale scores by summing the items 

for each dimension  

 

 

Table C.2 

Guide for scoring the PRCF Scale by McCroskey et al (1981). 

Scoring system  Steps 

Strongly Agree = 1         

Agree = 2          

Not Sure = 3        

Disagree = 4        

Strongly Disagree = 5 
 

 Step 1: Add the scores for the following statements: 2 / 3 / 

4 / 6 / 8 / 9 / 12. 

Step 2: Add the scores for the following statements: 1 / 5 / 

7 / 10 / 11 / 13 / 14. 

Step 3: Add 42 to the total of Step 1. 

Step 4: Subtract the total of Step 2 from the total of Step 3. 
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APPENDIX D - Assumptions of Statistical Tests (Study 1) 

 

ASSUMPTIONS OF ANOVA 

Types of Data. The dependent variables were personality scores, all measured at 

continuous level while the independent variables, gender and ethnic groups were categorical 

data and comprised of independent groups.  

Normality. The Shapiro-Wilk values for all five personalities were significant (p < 

.001), indicating that the data sets were not normally distributed. This was not surprising 

because personality scores may not have a normal distribution and these variations are 

considered valid (Micceri, 1989). It has been argued that although personality scores are 

usually close to normal distribution, there is still a possibility for personality scores to not be 

normally distributed (Uysal & Pohlmeier, 2011). Therefore, in addition to  Shapiro-Wilk, the 

values for skewness and kurtosis of each of the five personalities were calculated, and all five 

personality scores were found to fall between the acceptable range of -2 and 2 (Warner, 

2012). Table D.1 displays the Shapiro-Wilk, skewness and kurtosis values for the five 

personality traits. Normality for the personality data sets was decided based on the Central 

Limit Theorem that postulates larger sample approximates a normal distribution (Field, 2018; 

Peers, 2006), thus it was decided that since this study consisted of a fairly large sample size, 

normality was assumed on that basis. 
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Table D.1 

Shapiro-Wilk, Skewness and Kurtosis Values for the Five Personality Traits 

 Shapiro-Wilk  Skewness  Kurtosis 

Personality Traits Statistic df Sig.  Statistic Std. 
Error  Statistic Std. 

Error 

Extraversion .914 614 <.001  -.604 .099  -.313 .197 

Openness .927 614 <.001  -.490 .099  -.466 .197 

Agreeableness .895 614 <.001  -.880 .099  .402 .197 

Conscientiousness .884 614 <.001  -.863 .099  .129 .197 

Neuroticism .950 614 <.001  .149 .099  -.500 .197 

 

 

Homogeneity of Variance. Levene’s test for equality of variances showed that the 

variances for extraversion (F = 0.734, p = .532), openness (F = 1.212, p = .304), 

conscientiousness (F = 1.801, p = .146) and neuroticism (F = 1.054, p = .368) were not 

significantly different. However, for the agreeableness personality trait, Levene’s test 

indicated unequal variances (F = 3.115, p = .026). As four out of five of the personality traits 

showed that the variances were not significantly different, and the types of data and normality 

were not violated, I proceeded with using the factorial ANOVA to examine the interaction of 

gender and ethnicity with CA levels on the five personality traits, but I interpreted the results 

with caution. 

The descriptive statistics of each personality trait based on the independent variables 

are presented in Table D.2. Female learners of this study had a generally higher score for all 

five traits as compared to male learners. For the ethnic groups, the Indian ethnicity has 

generally higher scores for four personality traits (i.e., extraversion, openness, agreeableness 

and conscientiousness) while they have also the lowest score for neuroticism personality. 
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Similarly, the non-high CA learners had generally lower score for neuroticism and higher for 

the remaining four personality traits, as compared to high CA learners.  

 

Table D.2 

Descriptive Statistics of Each Personality Trait Based on CA Levels, Gender and Ethnicity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. N = 614. 	

E	=	Extraversion, O = Openness, A = Agreeableness, C = Conscientiousness, N = 

Neuroticism	

 

Independent Variable 

Personality Traits 

E 
Mean 
(SD) 

O  
Mean 
(SD) 

A 
Mean 
(SD) 

C 
Mean 
(SD) 

N 
Mean 
(SD) 

CA levels      

 Non-high CA 11.95 
(2.73) 

11.77 
(2.71) 

12.36 
(2.48) 

12.27 
(2.77) 

6.92 
(2.72) 

High CA 10.50 
(3.10) 

10.91 
(2.72) 

11.74 
(2.77) 

11.51 
(2.80) 

8.51 
(2.62) 

       

Gender      

 Female  11.74 
(2.86) 

12.22 
(2.46) 

12.46 
(2.30) 

12.42 
(2.67) 

7.22 
(2.91) 

Male 11.70 
(2.84) 

11.30 
(2.82) 

12.15 
(2.66) 

11.99 
(2.85) 

7.16 
(2.68) 

       

Ethnicity      

 Malay 11.62 
(2.82) 

11.45 
(2.74) 

11.98 
(2.55) 

11.87 
(2.88) 

7.22 
(2.79) 

Chinese 10.94 
(3.02) 

10.57 
(2.58) 

12.43 
(2.89) 

12.31 
(2.80) 

7.86 
(2.26) 

Indian 12.16 
(2.87) 

12.39 
(2.68) 

12.99 
(2.26) 

12.96 
(2.29) 

6.69 
(2.65) 

Mixed-ethnicity 12.00 
(2.85) 

12.00 
(2.13) 

12.79 
(2.60) 

12.25 
(3.01) 

8.33 
(3.02) 
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ASSUMPTIONS OF LINEAR MULTIPLE REGRESSION MODEL 

 

Assumption of variable types. For all the four hierarchical multiple linear 

regressions, the predictor variables were the same, i.e., gender, ethnicity and personality 

scores i.e., extraversion, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness and neuroticism. Gender 

and ethnicity as the predictor variables were categorical with two categories i.e., Male and 

Female and four categories i.e., Malay, Chinese, Indian and mixed-ethnicity, respectively. 

dummy variables were created to include gender and ethnicity as a predictors. In addition, the 

five personality scores, were also used as predictors. The dependent variables in this study 

were communication apprehension score, classroom communication fear score, general 

communication fear score and stranger communication fear score  

Assumption of no outliers. Outliers were checked through examination of the box 

plot diagrams for each of the dependent variables. Through careful inspection, it was 

concluded that none of the cases had extreme values in more than two of the outcome 

variables. However, it is possible that outliers may be naturally present in the sample 

population through random chance (Osborne & Overbay, 2004). In line with the notion that 

“if outliers are a rightful value of the distribution of interest, then removing this value is not 

appropriate and will also corrupt the conclusions” (Leys et al., 2019, p.7), it was decided that 

in this study to keep the outliers as it is possible that learners may experience extremely high 

and low CA. 

Assumption of linearity. Scatterplots of the relationship between each independent 

variable and the respective dependent variable for each multiple hierarchical linear regression 

were produced and examined. A visual inspection of the scatterplots showed linear 

relationship between the independent variables and the dependent variables. 
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Assumption of normally distributed errors. The histograms with a superimposed 

normal curve and the normal P-P plots of the regression standardized residuals for each of the 

dependent variable in each of the hierarchical multiple linear regression were examined. For 

all four of the hierarchical multiple linear regression, it was observed in the histograms that 

the standardized residuals were approximately normally distributed, while the normal P-P 

plots showed the data points did not deviate significantly from the line of best fit and they 

were aligned in a positive direction. Thus, the predicted errors of the residuals for all four of 

the hierarchical multiple linear regression models were normally distributed. 

Assumption of multicollinearity. Pearson’s correlation coefficients, the tolerance 

statistic (T) and variance inflation factor (VIF) were used to test this assumption. None of the 

independent variables had a correlation above .90 which indicated that no variable was 

collinear (Field, 2018). To further confirm that there was no perfect relationship between the 

predictors, the tolerance statistic and VIF values were examined. As the tolerance statistic 

scores were above .20, and the VIF scores were not above 10 with the highest VIF value 

being 1.261 (conscientiousness), it was concluded that there was no perfect multicollinearity 

between the predictors (Field, 2018). 

Assumption of normality and homoscedasticity. The normal Q-Q plot of the 

dependent variable in each of the hierarchical multiple linear regression were examined. For 

all four of the hierarchical multiple linear regression, it was observed in the normal Q-Q plots 

that the data points did not deviate significantly from the line of best fit and they were aligned 

in a positive direction. Thus, meeting the assumptions of normality and homoscedasticity. 
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Figure D.1 

Normal Q-Q Plot of Total CA Score 

 
 

Figure D.2 

Normal Q-Q Plot of CCF Score 
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Figure D.3 

Normal Q-Q Plot of GCF Score 

 
 

 

Figure D.4 

Normal Q-Q Plot of SCF Score 
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APPENDIX E - Observation Guideline for Teachers 
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APPENDIX F - Learner Interview Protocol 
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APPENDIX G - Teacher Interview Protocol 
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APPENDIX H - Coding Schemes 

NONVERBAL AND VERBAL CODING SCHEME 
(Adopted from Lindberg et al. 2021) 
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TEACHER QUESTIONS CODING SCHEME 

(Adopted from Smit et al. 2021) 
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LEARNER ANSWERS CODING SCHEME 

(Adopted from Smit et al. 2021) 
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APPENDIX I - Personality Traits of Case Study Learners 

 

Table I.1 

Student participants’ personality results from teachers Interview  

Big five 
dimensions 

Specific 
Personality 
Traits 

High CA Low CA 

H1 H2 H3 H4 H5 L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 

Extraversion 
Outgoing /   /  /  /  / 

Reserved  / /  /  /    

 

Agreeableness 

Friendly /   /  / / / / / 

Compassionate /   /  / / / / / 

Difficult  / /  /      

Detached  / /  /      

 

Openness 

Imaginative    /  /  / / / 

Curious    /  /  / / / 

Rule-bound  / / /  /  /    

Cautious / / /  /  /    

 

Conscientiousness 

Efficient / / /    /  / / 

Organised / / /    /  / / 

Disorganised    /  /     

Careless     /  /     

 

Neuroticism 

Sensitive / / / / /  /    

Nervous / / / / /  /    

Secure      /  / / / 

Confident       /  / / / 
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Table I.2 

Student participants’ personality results from survey (PPTQ-C) 

  Personality Trait Scores 
  E O A C N 

High CA 

H1 - Chandran 5 13 15 15 5 
H2 - Siva 11 9 15 11 7 
H3 - Ahmad 7 14 3 15 10 
H4 - Faris 11 11 15 15 6 
H5 - Rizwan 7 9 12 13 7 

       

Low CA 

L1 - Vivek 13 12 8 11 8 
L2 - Vincent 6 11 12 14 6 
L3 - Gurmeet 15 15 13 15 8 
L4 - Aarav 15 15 11 15 7 
L5 - Shankar 15 14 11 9 6 

Note. The minimum score for each trait is 5 while the maximum is 15.  

E – Extraversion, O – Openness, A – Agreeableness, C – Conscientiousness,  N – 

Neuroticism 
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APPENDIX J - Question and Answer Frequency Counts  

 

Table L.1 

Type of Questions and Answers Based on Respective High CA Learners’ Observed 

Interactions (Study 2) 

 TEACHERS QUESTIONS  
Non-

Elicitation Closed Clarification Open Total 

CHANDRAN’S ANSWERS 
  None  0 0 1 2 3 
  Simple  0 3 4 1 8 
  Complete  0 0 2 1 3 
  Complex  0 0 0 0 0 
  Total 0 3 7 4  

SIVA’S ANSWERS 
  None  0 1 5 1 7 
  Simple  0 3 3 1 7 
  Complete  0 0 0 0 0 
  Complex  0 0 0 0 0 
  Total 0 4 8 2  

AHMAD’S ANSWERS 
  None  0 0 4 1 5 
  Simple  0 3 3 3 9 
  Complete  0 0 0 0 0 
  Complex  0 0 0 0 0 
  Total 0 3 7 4  

FARIS’ ANSWERS 
  None  0 1 2 0 3 
  Simple  0 2 4 0 6 
  Complete  0 1 1 0 2 
  Complex  0 0 0 0 0 
  Total 0 4 7 0  

RIZWAN’S ANSWERS 
  None 0 1 0 0 1 
  Simple  0 5 4 0 9 
  Complete  0 0 0 0 0 
  Complex  0 0 0 0 0 
  Total 0 6 4 0  
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Table L.2 

Type of Questions and Answers Based on Respective Low CA Learners’ Observed 

Interactions (Study 3) 

 TEACHERS QUESTIONS  
Non-

Elicitation Closed Clarification Open Total 

VIVEK’S ANSWERS 
  None  0 0 0 0 0 
  Simple  0 4 4 1 9 
  Complete  0 0 0 2 2 
  Complex  0 0 0 0 0 
  Total 0 4 4 3  

VINCENT’S ANSWERS 
  None  0 0 0 1 1 
  Simple  0 4 4 3 11 
  Complete  0 0 1 0 1 
  Complex  0 0 0 0 0 
  Total 0 4 5 4  

GURMEET’S ANSWERS 
  None  0 0 0 0 0 
  Simple  0 1 7 1 9 
  Complete  0 3 0 0 3 
  Complex  0 0 3 0 3 
  Total 0 4 10 1  

AARAV’S ANSWERS 
  None  0 0 0 0 0 
  Simple  0 14 1 0 15 
  Complete  0 0 0 0 0 
  Complex  0 0 0 0 0 
  Total 0 14 1 0  

SHANKAR’S ANSWERS 
  None 0 0 0 0 0 
  Simple  0 9 4 0 13 
  Complete  0 0 1 0 1 
  Complex  0 0 0 0 0 
  Total 0 9 5 0  
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APPENDIX K – Teachers’ Demographic Data Form  
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APPENDIX L – Interviewee Transcript Approval Form 

 

TECAHER INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT APPROVAL FORM 

 

 

 


