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Abstract

Although there is a growing body of research indicating that anxiety relates to foreign language
learning, the correlation between anxiety and learners’ performance on a high-stakes testing
context has not been fully explored. To date, studies investigating the relationship between test-
taking anxiety and test-takers’ performance are not only limited in number, but also partial in
nature as most of them only looked at one aspect of test-takers performance, i.e. listening,
speaking, or writing performance only. This study is aimed at investigating the relationship
between test-taking anxiety and test-takers’ performance with a holistic view, taking into
account the test-takers” performance on the listening, reading, speaking, and writing modules
of the International English Language Testing System (IELTS™) test. The participants in this
study were 15 government officials taking an IELTS test preparation program. Two
instruments were utilized in this study: (1) a set of test-taking anxiety questionnaire items to
measure the level of anxiety and, (2) the official IELTS™ test to measure test-takers’
performance. The results indicated that there was a weak to moderate correlation between test-
taking anxiety and the test-takers’ performance across different modules of the IELTS test.
These results corroborate the findings from previous studies.
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INTRODUCTION

Anxiety is one of the topics in second and foreign language learning that has been continually
researched. It can be traced back to the end of 1970s when Scovel (1978) argued that anxiety
could be facilitating or debilitating language learning and proposed that the construct should
be specifically defined to distinguish it from the general ‘affect’ construct commonly used by
the researchers of the era. Research on the topic then increased in quantity after (Horwitz,
Horwitz, and Cope (1986) developed Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS)
and identified three causes of anxiety: communication apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of
negative evaluation.

Since then, numerous studies expanded the scope of the research on anxiety by
investigating the association between anxiety and various dimensions of learners’ performance
and types of language skills. For example, Phillips (1992) conducted a study to find out the
relationship between anxiety and learners’ oral test score and found that anxiety had a
moderate, negative correlation with oral test results. Aida (1994) examined the extent to which
anxiety experienced by American learners of Japanese correlated with their final grade. She
found that anxiety had a moderate, negative association with the course grades. Similarly, Saito
and Samimy (1996) carried out a research which confirmed a moderate, negative correlation
between anxiety and final grade in a Japanese course. In their studies, Saito, Garza, and
Horwitz, (1999) also found that there was a negative correlation between anxiety and reading
comprehension among learners of Japanese, French, and Russian.

In a similar vein, Criado and Mengual (2017) looked into the relation between anxiety
and English speaking test scores among native speakers of Spanish and found that both
variables were negatively correlated. Sutarsyah (2017) conducted a study in which he also
found a moderate, negative correlation between anxiety and speaking performance among
Indonesian students.

In the area of listening comprehension, Elkhafaifi (2005) investigated a relation between
anxiety and listening comprehension grades from 233 learners of Arabic in an American
university and the results indicated that there was a significant, inverse correlation between the
two variables. Similar result was also found in writing. Rodriguez-Sabiote, Serna-Quiles,
Alvarez-Rodriguez, and Gamez-Duran (2017) conducted a study to identify a relationship
between anxiety and language learners’ writing performance. The results of their study
indicated that there was a moderate, negative correlation between anxiety levels and learners’

performance on the writing test.
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These studies seem to point to the same direction: anxiety correlates negatively with
learners’ performance in all language skills (i.e., listening, reading, writing, and speaking).
However, there is an important point to note. Most of these studies concerned about learners’
anxiety in a language classroom or measured learners’ performance using instruments that are
low-stakes in nature (e.g., course grades, self-made tests, etc.). While these studies undoubtedly
provide important information for improving language teaching and learning in the classroom,
their results may not offer information needed to fully understand the relation between anxiety
and language learners’ performance in a context where a high-stakes test is used to make a
decision. Such understanding is crucial because nowadays the use of high-stakes testing is
pervasive and the result of high-stakes tests has become a standard reference for authorities to
make decisions in life-changing situations, such as college admission, immigration,
recruitment, promotion, etc.

Another important point to note is that most of these studies utilized the FLCAS. In’nami
(2006) pointed out that the number of items measuring test anxiety in the FLCAS is very limited
(only 3 out of 33 items in the questionnaire). With a very small number of items measuring test
anxiety in the FLCAS, it is “very difficult to measure the construct of test anxiety
appropriately” (In’nami, 2006, p.320). Thus, one cannot simply assume that anxiety would
negatively correlate with learners’ performance in a high-stakes testing context only because
some studies have proven that anxiety correlates negatively with learners’ performance in
language classrooms or low-stakes testing situations.

To date, studies that investigated anxiety specific to testing context are both limited in
number and partial in nature because most of them only investigated test anxiety and its relation
to one particular skill (e.g. reading, listening or writing only). In a study involving 63 Iranians
learning for IELTS test, Golchi (2012) found that listening anxiety correlated negatively with
listening comprehension. Serraj and binti Noordin (2013), in their study with participants of
210 Iranian EFL students, discovered a moderate, negative association between anxiety and
the participants’ performance on an IELTS-like listening test. Similarly, using test-taking
anxiety questionnaire and two listening tests from Cambridge IELTS 8 book to measure the
anxiety and performance of 63 participants, Winke and Lim (2017) also found a negative
correlation between test-taking anxiety and performance on the listening tests. In the area of
reading comprehension, Tsai and Li (2012) found that reading proficiency of 302 EFL learners
was negatively correlated to their test anxiety level. These studies resulted in a similar finding,

indicating a negative association between anxiety and performance on a test. However, while
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these studies used IELTS-like tests as their instruments, none of these studies really captured
the relation between anxiety and performance on a test in a truly high-stakes testing context.
Therefore, to address this gap in the literature and to understand the relationship between
anxiety and language learners’ performance in a high-stakes testing, I conducted a study
addressing the following question: To what extent does test-taking anxiety correlates with test-
takers’ performance on the IELTS test?

Unlike other previous studies in the literature, the current study is the first study that
investigated the association between test-taking anxiety and IELTS test holistically, looking at
the relation of test-taking anxiety to all modules (reading, listening, speaking, and writing) of
the test as well as its overall score. Additionally, from the perspective of ecological validity,
this study captures an authentic interaction between test-taking anxiety and test-takers’
performance because the current study employed an official IELTS™ test to measure the
participants’ performance. Therefore, the results of the current study contribute to the growing
body of research on test-taking anxiety by providing an information on how test-taking

correlates to test-takers’ performance in an authentic, high-stakes test.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

To answer the research question, | conducted a correlational study investigating the relationship
between one independent variable (test-taking anxiety) and five dependent variables (listening,
reading, writing, speaking, and overall score on the IELTS™ test). As there was no experimental
treatment and random selection of participants was also not possible, the design of this study
falls into the category of ex post facto research (Hatch & Lazaraton, 1991; Turner, 2014). In
ex post facto design, what becomes the main concern of the study is the relationship between

variables and no treatment is given to the participants (Hatch & Lazarton, 1991, p. 99).

Participants and Procedure

The participants were 15 government officials (12 males, 3 females) selected by the Ministry
of Finance (MOF) as the recipients of the SPIRIT (Scholarship Program for Strengthening the
Reforming Institutions) scholarship. The average age of the participants was 31.53 years old
and all of them had completed an undergraduate degree. The MOF enrolled them in a long
term, intensive preparation course, consisting of several components: General English course
(1 month), TOEFL iBT® Preparation (3 months), IELTS™ Preparation (1 month), and
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Academic & Cultural Preparation (1 month). They attended classes for 8 hours per day and 5
days per week.

Upon completion of their IELTS preparation course, the participants took the IELTS test.
Immediately after they completed the test, | asked them to complete test-taking anxiety
questionnaire and, when the results of their IELTS test were ready, | gathered all necessary

data and proceeded to data analysis.

Data Collection and Analysis

To measure the participants’ anxiety, I used a test-taking anxiety questionnaire developed by
Winke and Lim (2014). This questionnaire consists of 11 items measuring anxiety experienced
by test-takers’ using a 1-t0-6 Likert-type scale. In addition, official IELTS™ test was used to
measure the test-takers’ performance in this study. The test was administered by IDP Indonesia
as one of the IELTS™ testing centers in Indonesia.

As the data originated only from a small number of samples, | calculated the correlation
between the variables using Kendall’s tau-b (m) correlation coefficient. Field (2009) asserted
that Kendall’s tau is better for a small data set since it produces a more accurate statistical
calculation than Spearman’s coefficient.

To improve the robustness of the statistical test, I utilized bootstrapping technique in
calculating descriptive statistics and the correlation coefficient. This particular method was
employed following the suggestions from LaFlair, Egbert, and Plonsky (2015), Larson-Hall
(2015), and Plonsky, Egbert, and LaFlair (2015) who maintained that bootstrapping could be
implemented to obtain robust statistics when researchers have to deal with issues like small
samples and non-normal distributions. Table 1 below shows the specifications of bootstrapping

employed in this study.

Table 1: Bootstrap Specifications

Sampling Method Simple
Number of Samples 10,000
Confidence Interval Level 95.0%
Confidence Interval Type Bias-corrected and accelerated (BCa)
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FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Findings
Theoretically, the range between the minimum and maximum scores for the test-taking anxiety
lies between 11 and 66. As indicated by the data in the table 2, it is clear that the test-takers
experienced a moderate level of anxiety (M = 39.20) during the IELTS test.

In the research question, I asked, "To what extent does test-taking anxiety correlates with
test-takers' performance on the IELTS test?" The table 3 below summarizes the results of the

statistical calculation carried out to address the question.

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics (with Bootstrapping) of the Observed Variables

95.0 % ClI
Variable M Lower Upper Min. Max. SD
Bound Bound

Anxiety 39.20 34.27 44.20 22.00 57.00 10.86
Listening 6.70 6.33 7.06 5.00 8.00 .84
Reading 7.67 7.33 8.00 6.50 9.00 .82
Writing 6.13 5.93 6.33 5.50 7.00 48
Speaking 6.27 6.00 6.57 5.50 8.00 .68
Overall Score 6.83 6.57 7.10 6.00 8.00 .65

Table 3: Kendall's Tau-b (z,) Correlational Matrix between Variables (with Bootstrapping)

Anxiety Listening Reading Writing Speaking Overall

Anxiety - -094 (.645)  -310(.140)  -.245(.247)  -.335(.107)  -.310(.135)

Note: p-values are listed in parentheses after correlation coefficient

The results indicated that there was a negligible negative correlation between test-taking
anxiety and test-takers' performance on the listening module of the IELTS test (= =-.094; p =
.645). The correlation between test-taking anxiety and test-takers’ performance on the writing
module of the IELTS was slightly higher but still considered a weak, negative correlation (z, =
-.245; p = -.247).

The results further revealed that there was a moderate, negative correlation between test-
taking anxiety and test-takers’ performance on the reading module (= = -.310; p = .140),
speaking module (=, = -.335; p = .107), and overall score (= = -.310; p = .135) of the IELTS
test.

| find it important to discuss the obtained p-values as none of them was lower than the
commonly used .05 cut-off point to be considered statistically significant. Larson-Hall (2012)
argued that it is misleading to consider the results of a statistical test not statistically significant

only because its effect size is higher that the arbitrarily set .05 cut-off point. She argued that:
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...it is perfectly legitimate for an author to put forth their case that with larger

sample sizes, the p-value would likely be lower than the cut-off and thus there is at

least a case to be made for the importance of the result (Larson-Hall, 2012, p. 249).
Therefore, following Larson-Hall (2012), | argue that the results—regardless of the high p-
values for each observed variable—are worth reporting because, unlike previous studies on this
subject, the result of this study provided an ecologically valid result since the test-takers’
performance were based on official IELTS™ scores.

Discussion

The result indicated that correlation between test-taking anxiety and test-takers’ performance
on the listening module of the test was a weak, negative correlation. This finding is interesting
because, on one hand, this contradicted the result of an earlier study conducted by Chang
(2008), who found that there was a moderate-high correlation between anxiety and listening
comprehension in a general classroom setting and a higher level of anxiety in a testing context.
On the other hand, this result corroborated the findings from previous studies (In’nami, 2006;
Winke & Lim, 2014; Winke & Lim, 2017). The possible reason why the anxiety level found in
this study was low might have something to do with the nature of the preparation course. The
test-takers’ might feel less anxious because they had completed many exercises and practice
sessions prior to the testing day. This might help them getting familiarized with the format as
well as the pressure of the test, leading to a state of desensitization that made them no longer
feel anxious about the test (Winke & Lim, 2014). Put simply, there is a possibility that repetitive
practices they had before taking the test familiarized them with the test and thus reduced their
anxiety level. This is, of course, hypothetical and requires further investigations.

It was also found that there was a moderate, negative correlation between test-taking
anxiety and test-takers’ performance on the reading module of the IELTS test. This result is in
line with what Tsai and Li (2012) found in their study using GEPT, a standardized English test
commissioned by Taiwan’s Ministry of Education. However, this finding becomes interesting
when compared to the other variables in the study. The average score of the test-takers
performance on the reading module is higher (M = 7.67) than the score on the listening module
(M =6.70), but the anxiety level test-takers’ experienced on the listening module (z, = -.094; p
=.645) is much lower than the anxiety level on the reading module (z» = -.310; p =.140). When
viewed from this angle, this result seems to be counter intuitive. It is tempting to say this

indicates that repetitive practices the participants had in the preparation course might not help
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in diminishing their test anxiety in the reading module. Yet, again, this is beyond the scope of
this study and a well-designed experimental study with control groups is needed to answer this.

Test-taking anxiety and the test-taker’s performance on the writing module correlated
negatively (o = -.094; p = .645). This corroborated Sarkhoush (2013) who also found a negative
correlation between the two variables. This demonstrates that writing performance in the test
is indeed associated with anxiety.

The test-takers’ performance on the speaking module was found to be negatively
correlated with test-taking anxiety. Huang and Hung (2013) also found a weak to moderate
negative relationship between test anxiety and test-takers’ performance on the independent
speaking section of the TOEFL iBT. Woodrow (2006) investigated the association between
anxiety and second language speaking performance among international students in Australia
using an IELTS-based speaking test. Similar to this study, Woodrow also found that both
variables were negatively correlated. These findings strengthen the notion that test anxiety and
speaking performance are negatively correlated.

Finally, the overall score on the IELTS" test correlated negatively on a moderate level
with test-taking anxiety. As none of the studies in the literature used official IELTS™ or IELTS-
like test as measure of learners’ general proficiency, it is not possible to make a direct
comparison of the result of this study to any other study. Nevertheless, this result indicated that
test anxiety should be taken into account by test-takers’ and test administrators as it is inversely

associated with the test-takers’ performance.

CONCLUSION
In general, the current study revealed that there was a weak to moderate negative relationship
between test-taking anxiety and test-taker’s performance on the IELTS™ test. As standardized
tests like IELTS are often used as a decision making tool, it becomes important to make sure
that its result truly reflects the test-takers’ performance and, as much as possible, is absent from
construct irrelevant variables like test-taking anxiety. Therefore, it is strongly suggested for
test administrators to create non-threatening atmosphere and display hospitable behavior in
proctoring the test. The possible consequences that comes from the result of the test already
puts the test-takers’ life at stake, so adding more pressure to it is perhaps not the wisest thing
to do.

One obvious limitation from this study is the small number of the participants involved.
While it is understandable because conducting an official IELTS™ test for a large number of

people will be very costly, a high number of participants are still necessary to generate evidence
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that is more decisive. Another important point to note is that correlation is not causation and
must never be considered as one. Therefore, a well-designed experimental study with a control
group and a large number of samples is needed to determine whether test anxiety affects test-

taker’s performance in a high-stakes testing context.
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