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Abstract: This study was conducted to draw attention to the issue of foreign language learning anxiety which 

negatively affects the foreign language learning process. It is based on the relationship between test anxiety 

and the gender of students which is one of the demographic features. 120 English language preparatory 

students at A1 level from Tishk International University Preparatory School, Iraq were selected to participate 

in the study. Also, an examination anxiety questionnaire consisting of 22 items was applied and the data were 

analyzed statistically. The important finding of the study is that students who learn English as a foreign 

language in a multicultural and multilingual environment in Erbil in Iraq, a Middle East country, clearly 

show that there is no significant relationship between gender and test anxiety. The only problem seemed to be 

insecurity, discomfort and lack of motivation caused by test anxiety. 

Keywords: Gender, Foreign Language Anxiety, Exam Anxiety, Exam Stress 

1. Introduction 

Foreign language learning is a complex process. Language elements are related to many subjects such as 

cognition, learning behaviors, previous language experiences, personal characteristics of the learner and 

inter-group interaction. Also, learning a foreign language is a challenging process for many students. The 

vast majority of students have difficulty learning basic skills such as listening, speaking, reading and 

writing. Another difficulty in learning a foreign language is the psychology of the learner and the 

difficulties arising from the external environment. Because language is a means of communication, 

learners can often be afraid to use of the target language and have a feeling of alienation from a non-

familiar environment and culture which causes different concerns in the learning process. 

Spielberger (cited in Horwitz et al., 1991, p.27) describes anxiety as "undesirable emotional state 

manifested by tension, fear, irritability and stimulation of the nervous system." In addition, Freud 

described anxiety as "an emotional state that is associated with psychological stimulation which goes with 

nervousness and anger." Scovel (1978) proposed "facilitating and preventive" types of anxiety depending 

on the effects of anxiety on learning and performance. According to Ellis (1994), anxiety related to special 

situations is also known as a fear developed against special situations and events. 
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The effect of anxiety, considered to be one of the basic emotions of human on learning, has been 

investigated and researched by psychologists and educational scientists in recent years. Many researchers 

(Aida, 1994; Horwitz, 1986; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991; Young, 1991) showed that anxiety has a 

significant effect on both general learning and foreign language learning. In particular, they have reached 

the results of the research showing that students have a negative effect on foreign language learning due 

to the anxiety of exam. 

Another fear that causes students to increase their anxiety levels in their teaching process is the 

examinations. The stress related to the exams and the anxiety of exam is also an important problem for the 

students who are learning a foreign language. Exams can be particularly stressful if they affect the 

individual's career choice and future opportunities (Peleg-Popko 2004). While moderate level anxiety 

concerns have a positive impact on academic achievement, high level of anxiety has a negative effect on 

performance (Ekşi 1998, Musch & Broder, 1999). In studies focusing on the underlying causes of test 

anxiety, students' past experiences and beliefs (Mc Donald 2001, Kavakci et al. 2010a), family attitudes 

(Aslan, 2005), perceptions of course load, time management skills, and student gender are reported to be 

seriously effective on exam anxiety (Sansgiry & Sail 2006). The results found in studies between sex and 

test anxiety, one of the variables, show that female students are more anxious than male students (Daly, 

Felson and Trudeau, 1991; Chang, 1997; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley 1997). Therefore, it is seen that 

individuals of different sex behave differently in terms of ways of combating anxiety. In other words, 

depending on many reasons, female and male students tend to react differently in similar situations; female 

students are more vulnerable to anxiety and discomfort than male students (Berger & Shechter, 1996). 

On the basis of the studies in Iraq, studies investigating the relationship between the level of anxiety and 

gender of foreign language learners are quite limited. Research by Kakamad et al. (2015) focused on the 

relationship between language anxiety and achievement, and test anxiety was not a focus in the study, but 

was considered as a factor that raised language anxiety. In another study by Ala et al. (2013), the 

relationship between fear of negative evaluation and test anxiety was investigated. As a result, there is no 

study focusing on the relationship between the test anxiety and gender of individuals. This is the main 

basis of this study. On the other hand, English as a foreign language is widely taught as a compulsory 

subject in primary, secondary and tertiary education in all regions, although there are different educational 

approaches between regions due to the fact that Iraq is a federal structure. Considering that the second 

language learning period is a complex and problematic area, it is a must to identify possible problems in 

the field and to present suggestions. This is the second pillar of the study. When exam anxiety is an obstacle 

in demonstrating student performance (Jackson, 2001), it is another necessity to examine the variables that 

affect anxiety. 

Depending on these grounds, the foreign language anxiety experienced in the foreign language learning 

process has been tried to be measured. It is aimed in this study to determine the relationship between the 

students' test anxiety and gender in the Tishk International University Preparatory School in Erbil, Iraq's 

largest industrial and commercial city. The answer to the following question was investigated in this study:   

  Is there a relationship between the anxiety of the learners of a foreign language and their gender? 
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2. Foreign Language Learning Anxiety Factors 

Many studies have been conducted to investigate the factors related to foreign language learning anxiety 

especially within the universities. Gardner, Smyth and Clement (cited in Sarigul, 2000), who examined 

the relationship between foreign language anxiety and age, found that the anxiety of foreign language 

learning increased with the age of students and the smaller the age of the students, the less damaging 

effects of foreign language learning anxiety. Studies on anxiety related to foreign language can sometimes 

be categorized into general language learning and sometimes to address the four basic skills separately. In 

one of these studies, Littlewood (1984) stated that students were afraid to be criticized by their teachers 

and friends due to their pronunciation mistakes in the new language. Language learners who feel 

themselves in an insecure and anxious environment close themselves to foreign language learning and this 

situation may prevent learning if no action is taken. Baş (2014) classified the factors that cause foreign 

language anxiety as speaking activities, listening activities, teaching methods and techniques, fear of 

making mistakes, learning environment, teacher attitudes and exams. 

Studies in the literature also found that foreign language learning anxiety was associated with three types 

of anxiety (fear of communication, anxiety of exam and fear of negative evaluation). Aydın's (2016) 

research findings suggest that fear of negative evaluation predicts foreign language learning anxiety. In 

some studies (Aydın, 2016; Aksoy, 2012; Chu, 2008), a positive relationship was found between foreign 

language anxiety and shyness. The fear of evaluation is that the person thinks that their environment will 

evaluate them negatively. Such negative thoughts lead the person to escape from the environment they are 

evaluated. A third type of anxiety is a kind of test anxiety, which is defined as somehow a performance 

anxiety due to fear of failure in academic evaluation environments. (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1991). In 

their study, Aydın and Zengin (2008) listed the proficiency levels of foreign language students, the 

behaviors of teachers, exam practices, difficulty level of foreign language courses, linguistic level of 

students and cultural differences as factors causing anxiety. Foreign language anxiety plays an important 

role in the literature. 

In recent years, research has been accelerated in order to examine the effects of anxiety on teaching and 

learning processes. These studies conducted on the relationship between anxiety and gender (Aida, 1994; 

Batumlu & Erden, 2007; Kitano, 2001; Marwan, 2007; Öner & Gedikoglu, 2007; Sarigul, 2000; Sertçetin, 

2006) and between anxiety and language performance (Aida, 1994; Chastain, 1975; Horwitz, 1986, 2001; 

Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Kleinmann, 1977; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1989; Philips, 1992; Scovel, 

1978). 

In the literature, it is possible to see different studies investigating the relationship between sex and foreign 

language learning anxiety. However, in some of these studies, as being parallel to the findings of this 

study, foreign language anxiety does not show any change according to gender (Sarıgül, 2000; Batumlu, 

2006), while in some of them, foreign language anxiety levels differ between girls and boys (Aida, 1994; 

Dalkılıç, 2001). In a study that has another perspective on gender in the education process, it has been 

found that reading comprehension, which is the key to success in all class levels and fields and which 

includes a complex mental process in mother tongue and foreign language teaching, differs in favor of 

girls according to gender. For example, in the American National Education Development Study, reading 

comprehension levels of female and male students studying in the 4th grade between 1988 and 1996 were 
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examined. As a result of the research, female students were found to be more successful than male students 

(Ruddell, 2002). In another study in which fourth grade students (n = 281) participated, female students 

were found to be more successful in reading comprehension than male students (Kudek & Sinclair, 2001). 

Pomerantz, Saxon and Altermatt (2002), in their study, 466 girls and 466 male students in the 4th, 5th and 

6th grade took place. In this study in which different achievements were evaluated, it was found that female 

students were more successful in both science, mathematics, native language and foreign language 

(writing, speaking, reading comprehension skills) than male students. Similar results were found in many 

studies in the literature (Brantmeier, 2000; Moss, 2000; Phakiti, 2003; Rothman, 2002). Therefore, one of 

the main objectives of the foreign language teaching lessons based on these results is that the meaning of 

reading and understanding of what is important in both the education process and social life of the 

individuals varies according to gender. 

3. Methodology 

The subject group consisted of 120 randomly selected English preparatory students studying at the Tishk 

International University Preparatory School in Erbil, Iraq and accepting to participate voluntarily in the 

research. Of the participants, 57 (47.5%) were male and 63 (52.5%) were female. All of the students are 

university preparatory students and their ages are between 17 and 19 years old. In addition, all students 

were graded at A1 level according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

(CEFR) in the English proficiency exam at the time of enrollment at the University (Council of Europe, 

2011). 

A questionnaire consisting of two parts was applied as descriptive data collection tool: In the first part, the 

variables such as age, gender and classes of the candidates were asked. In the second part, a 22 - item 

questionnaire which was adapted from the test anxiety questionnaire developed by Sarason (1984) was 

presented. The reliability coefficient of the Likert-type questionnaire was found to be Alpha = 0.85. 

In the sixth week of the 2018 - 2019 academic year, the classes were visited and questionnaires were 

conducted with the permission of the directorate of the Preparatory School. All data were then analyzed 

using SPSS software for the relationship between the participants' sexes and the test anxiety level. Firstly, 

the reliability coefficient for the data collected was calculated in Alpha (Cronbach's alpha) (Cho, E. 2016) 

model, and arithmetic mean, standard deviation and standard error values were found based on the gender 

variable. Standard deviation and standard error values showed that the group was homogeneous. The 

relationship between gender and test anxiety was calculated by calculating the Pearson Correlation 

coefficient. 

4. Results and Discussion 

The findings of the study are discussed in two sections: First, the distribution of the test anxiety level 

according to gender was presented and then the relationship between gender and exam anxiety level was 

examined. When the arithmetic mean values are examined, it is seen that the participants generally have 

anxiety about exams. It is possible to evaluate the level of anxiety according to gender in two respects. 

The difference in the anxiety levels of male and female students varies according to some items in the test 

anxiety questionnaire. In other words, when some items are considered, it is clear that female students are 
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more anxious; and in some other items, male students appeared to be more anxious. Table 1 below shows 

the results of the distribution of test anxiety in terms of gender. The results are as follows: 

 Female students more often get stuck to the idea that other students are better than themselves at the 

time of examination when compared to boys. 

 Female students feel less uncomfortable and insecure when they learn about the exam, they think more 

unrelated things during the exam. 

 Female students think that their fears of failing the exam are more intense than male participants. 

 Female students are more emotionally affected by the exams, and often have a problem of forgetting 

what they know. 

 Female students work less when they get a bad mark, which has a negative impact on their 

performance. 

 Female students think that exams do not have instructive aspects. 

 

In addition to these; 

 

 Male students have more intense anxiety than female participants when they learn that they will be in 

exams and exams. 

 Male students' exam concerns still continue during exam preparation and after the examination. 

 Male students confuse their knowledge more as a result of test anxiety. 

 Male students cannot predict their success during the exam and their assumptions are limited. 

 Male students find the examinations more tedious and repulsive than girls. 

 Male students feel more pressured about time limit when compared to girls, which turns into a different 

factor in which they feel more intense about the test. 

 

Table 1: Distribution of test anxiety by gender: 

N=120 (Female = 63, Male = 57)   Arithmetic 

mean 

Standard 

deviation 

Standard 

error 

I feel anxious during the exam. 

Female 3.4 .0.74 .0.17 

Male 3.61 .0.89 .0.1 

Total 3.57 .0.87 .0.09 

During the exam, I have the idea that 

the other students are better than me. 

Female 2.9 .0.78 .0.16 

Male 2.84 .0.99 .0.1 

Total 2.85 .0.89 .0.09 

I feel insecure and not comfortable 

when I am informed that we will have 

exam. 

Female 2.8 .0.93 .0.22 

Male 3.47 .0.87 .0.1 

Total 3.35 .0.91 .0.09 

During the exam, I get stuck to the 

ideas that are irrelevent to the exam. 

Female 2.7 .0.61 .0.14 

Male 2.31 .0.91 .0.1 
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Total 2.38 .0.88 .0.09 

I really feel nervous when I learn that 

we will have an exam. 

Female 3.25 .0.76 .0.18 

Male 3.43 .0.95 .0.11 

Total 3.4 .0.92 .0.09 

During the exam, I am obsessed with 

the idea that I will fail. 

Female 2.75 .0.82 .0.19 

Male 2.71 .0.79 .0.09 

Total 2.71 .0.79 .0.08 

  Female 2.9 .1.16 .0.27 

Anxiety continues after the exam. Male 3.2 .0.76 .0.09 

  Total 3.08 .0.85 .0.09 

I still do not feel secure even though I 

get a good mark. 

Female 1.98 .0.92 .0.21 

Male 2.21 .1.1 .0.12 

Total 2.1 .1.09 .0.11 

After the exam, I think that I could do 

better. 

Female 3.25 .0.82 .0.19 

Male 3.51 .0.87 .0.09 

Total 3.47 .0.87 .0.09 

My feelings affect me negatively 

during the exam. 

Female 3.45 .1.15 .0.26 

Male 3.39 .1.1 .0.11 

Total 3.4 .1.09 .0.11 

  Female 3.1 .0.87 .0.2 

I forget what I know during the exam. Male 2.99 .0.74 .0.09 

  Total 2.98 .0.76 .0.08 

I feel anxious while studying for exam. 

Female 2.99 .0.92 .0.21 

Male 3.16 .0.84 .0.1 

Total 3.14 .0.85 .0.09 

The more I study the more I confuse 

my knowledge. 

Female 2.5 .1.06 .0.24 

Male 2.81 .1.05 .0.12 
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Total 2.76 .1.06 .0.11 

I cannot predict if I will be successful 

or not during the exam. 

Female 2.96 .0.89 .0.21 

Male 2.99 .0.94 .0.11 

Total 2.98 .0.93 .0.1 

  Female 3.2 .1.05 .0.24 

I am bored with exams. Male 3.4 .1.02 .0.12 

  Total 3.36 .1.02 .0.11 

I am afraid of not being able to catch 

up with time during the exam. 

Female 3.65 .0.99 .0.23 

Male 3.76 .1.08 .0.12 

Total 3.74 .1.1 0.11 

I study less after I get low marks. 

Female 2.9 .1.26 .0.29 

Male 1.87 .1.02 .0.11 

Total 1.96 .1.15 .0.12 

I would learn more if there were not 

exams. 

Female 2.9 .1.07 .0.25 

Male 2.84 .1.22 .0.14 

Total 2.85 .1.19 .0.15 

Exams affect my performance 

negatively. 

Female 2.9 .1.16 .0.27 

Male 2.74 .1.06 .0.12 

Total 2.77 .1.07 .0.11 

I am afraid of exams even if I get 

prepared well. 

Female 2.45 .1.15 .0.26 

Male 3.15 .1.23 .0.14 

Total 2.93 .1.24 .0.13 

I am afraid of exams when I do not get 

prepared well. 

Female 3.8 .1.18 .0.27 

Male 4.3 .1.04 .0.12 

Total 4.21 .1.08 .0.11 

I feel confused before the exam. 

Female 3.3 .0.79 .0.17 

Male 3.49 .1.08 .0.2 

Total 3.46 .0.99 .0.1 
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Table 2 below shows the results of the "Distribution of exam anxiety in terms of genders": 

 The Pearson coefficient and the level of significance indicating the relationship between sex and test 

anxiety indicate a statistically significant relationship between only three of the 22 items presented. 

 Male students feel more insecure and uncomfortable than female students when they learn about the 

exam (p <0.005 (0.002)). 

 In addition, while there was no negative effect on male students' willingness to study in low grades, 

female students were negatively affected (p <.005). 

 Female students' anxiety diminished when they were preparing for the exams, while male students felt 

anxious in the same situation (p <.002). 

 

Table 2. Relationship between sex and test anxiety 

Dependent Variables N=120 Gender 

I feel insecure and uncomfortable when I 

learn that thre is an exam. 

Pearson Coefficient .28** 

Significance Level .002 

When I get low mark, I study less. Pearson Coefficient -.39** 

Significance Level .00 

I am afraid of exams although I get prepared 

well. 

Pearson Coefficient .220* 

Significance Level .02 

** Correlation is significant at 0.01 level. 

* Correlation is significant at 0.05 level. 

5. Conclusions and Recommendations 

In this study, the reasons causing anxiety in the process of foreign language learning and negatively 

affecting the learning process of foreign language has been pointed out. In addition, research results were 

obtained on the relationship between sex, one of the demographic characteristics, and the test anxiety of 

the preparatory school students learning foreign languages. First of all, students who learn a second foreign 

language, especially English, usually have different concerns in their language learning process. The first 

concern of these is exam anxiety which affects the academic success of the students. 

Considering the gender issue, there are differences in the level of examination anxiety among girls and 

boys in various situations. According to this, female students feel that other students are better than 

themselves, they feel more insecure and uncomfortable before the exam. In addition, girls are more anxious 

than males in terms of fears of failure. Male students are more anxious than girls before, during and after 

the exam. Moreover, male students have more intense anxiety than girls about confusing what they know 

as a result of exam anxiety, not being able to predict if they will be successful and timing pressure. 

Another result of the study was that there was a significant relationship between gender and only three of 

the 22 items presented a meaningful relationship with gender. Accordingly, there is a significant 

relationship between gender and: 

 Learning that test will take place, 

 Less work in case of low note, 
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 worrying about the exams 

Based on this meaningful relationship, when the male students learned that they would have an exam, they 

felt more insecure and uncomfortable than female students. However, in case of failure, it was observed 

that girls were affected more negatively than boys. It is possible to say that male students are more anxious 

even if they are ready for the exam. The related literature shows that female students are more anxious 

than male students (Daly, Kreiser, & Rogharr, 1994; Chang, 1997; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey & Daley, 1997). 

However, the results obtained in this study reveal two different results. According to this, anxiety is 

experienced more intensely in female students and in some cases in male students. Based on the level of 

significance, gender appears to have a meaningful relationship with only three of the 22 items in the test 

anxiety survey. Thus, there is no significant relationship between gender and test anxiety in terms of 19 

items. Finally, in Berger and Shechter's (1996) study, the finding that female students are more vulnerable 

to anxiety and discomfort than male students does not coincide with the finding in this study that underlines 

that males are more insecure and disturbed than females. 

Depending on the results of the study, some suggestions can be presented: First, before examining the 

relationship between test anxiety and gender, it is generally necessary to analyze and solve the factors that 

cause anxiety and the consequences that result from the fact that the students are concerned about the test. 

In this context, the first way to cope with foreign language learning concerns is to determine in what 

situation anxiety emerges, before the efforts to reduce it (Sellers, 1998). Teachers, testers and practitioners 

should consider the following recommendations: 

 Feeling of distrust and discomfort appeared more intensely in boys than girls 

 Male participants are more anxious in case they are prepared for exams  

 Reduction of motivation takes place as a result of anxiety in girls 

On the other hand, the low level of anxiety in general may have made students reluctant to perform. In 

addition, many studies have shown that anxiety affects the learning negatively. However, on the contrary, 

lack of or no anxiety also affects learning negatively and reduces motivation. Scovel (1994) stated that 

language learning anxiety is a psychological fiction and this situation is mostly due to the students' own 

intrinsic motivating factors. In this context, reasonable anxiety can motivate the student and increase the 

amount of gain. Not only the ability of students to use foreign language as a tool that they can implement 

in real life but also allowing them to communicate with people whose mother tongue or second foreign 

language is English will increase their interest in the target language. This can contribute to their learning 

by providing them with a reasonable level of anxiety. 

5.1 Limitations of the Research  

It is important to note that this study is limited to a total of 120 University Preparatory School students, 

including 63 girls and 57 boys at A1 level; therefore, the findings of this study cannot be generalized to 

all foreign language students. However, this study can be reproduced with a large number of learners in 

different EFL contexts from different age groups and backgrounds for a detailed analysis. Second, since 

the focus of the study was on the relationship between sex and test anxiety, participatory variables such as 

age, success status were manipulated, and past experience effects were not considered as a variable in 

foreign language backgrounds of candidates. Finally, it is recommended that future studies should focus 
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on other participatory variables, the causes of anxiety and the consequences of anxiety, and, in addition, 

special attention should be paid to students with high levels of anxiety. 
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