
A/B 
games

conversation 
scaffolds

pyramid 
discussion

Why are learners anxious 
when they do group work?

expressing 
opinions

uncertainty
and

silence

new 
people

Presenter 

Larry Xethakis
Tokai University (Kumamoto)

Background
Group work and pair work can give 

learners more chances to use 
English, and also reduce speaking 

anxiety.
However, for some students, 

working in a group can be can 
cause discomfort because of 

feelings of social anxiety.
Few studies have examined the 
situations that make learners 

anxious in groups.

Method
372 learners from 3 universities

Open-ended question:

In as much detail as you can, write 
about an anxious learning 

experience you had in group- or pair-
work, and how you felt about it.

Analysis: 
Qualitative Content Analysis

Results
Learners mentioned a range of 

sources for anxiety when in groups:

+ expressing opinions (56)

+ discomfort with new people (51)

+ uncertainty about what do (41)

+ uncomfortable silences (21)

+ evaluations (negative) of you (13)

+ general social anxiety (10)

+ excluded from the group (9)

+ becoming the center of 
attention, or standing out from 
the others in the group (6)

+ causing trouble for others (3)

+  miscellaneous (3)

What can teachers do?

Implications 
& Suggestions

Teachers need to find ways to 
ease learners’ feelings of social 
anxiety when working groups.

Learners need a psychologically 
safe and comfortable learning 

environment for language 
learning to take place.  

 (Keblowska, 2012)

They won’t share ideas and 
opinions until they feel sure 

that the teacher or their peers 
won’t reject them.   

(King & Smith, 2017)

Structured activities can reduce 
ambiguity and encourage 

interaction 
(Fanztuzzo et al, 1989; Xethakis, 2017) 

Build rapport between  
students, and develop social 

cohesion
(Young, 1991; Xethakis, 2017)

Promote acceptance by 
exchanging genuine information 

in low-risk self-disclosure 
activities.   

(King & Smith, 2017)

Reduce in-group / out-group 
distinctions by rearranging 

seating to encourage 
communication between class 

members.   
(King & Smith, 2017)
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