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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 This chapter discusses the setting of the study, the participants, the instruments used 

as well as the procedures of data collection and analysis in order to answer the three 

research questions. 

3.1 Setting 

The study took place in a private university located in the Mexican state of Puebla. 

In this university, all undergraduate students are required to take at least three foreign 

language courses. Students take an English placement test in order to determine their 

language level. If students are placed in a B2 level according to the Common European 

Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), they can either take three advanced 

English courses or choose another language such as French, German, or Italian. 

  On the other hand, there is also an English language program for nursing students 

which was especially designed for them. They also have to take three semesters of English 

classes in order to fulfill graduation requirements but the classes they take are different 

from the classes of the rest of the undergraduate students. The first two language courses 

focus on general English skills covering the A1 and Al+ levels of the CEFR whereas the 

third course is an English for Specific Purposes course focusing on English for Nursing at 

the A2.1 (first half) level of the CEFR. 

3.2 Participants 

 The participants were sixteen Nursing students from the university. These students 

were chosen because they share a similar background. Most, if not all of them, are from a 

low-mid socio-economic class and all of them have a scholarship which covers 95% of the 

university tuition. For them, it is extremely important to keep this scholarship because 
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many of them are unable to pay the tuition on their own. For these students, the language 

classes are high-stakes because if they fail any of their English courses once, they have to 

pay for the course, which for many of them would mean an economic hardship. If they fail 

a language course twice, they will lose their scholarship.  

 The students who participated in the present study were from different semesters. 

One group of students was in their 5th and the other in their 3rd semester. There were both 

men and women in both groups but I decided not to control for biological sex because the 

studies published on this topic have not found a clear link between biological sex, FLA, and 

test scores. 

3.3 Instruments 

3.3.1 Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) 

 The Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) designed by Horwitz et 

al. (1986) is the most widely used scale to measure students' foreign language anxiety 

(Arnaiz and Guillen, 2012). The FLCAS consists of 33 items. Each item is rated on a 5-

point Likert Scale with the options for each item ranging from strongly agree to agree, 

neither agree nor disagree, disagree, and strongly disagree. The FLCAS is key-reversed 

which means that for the positive worded items, strongly agree is given a score of 5 while 

the option strongly disagree is given a score of 1 and for the negative worded items (2, 5, 8, 

11, 14, 18, 22, 28, 32), the option strongly agree is given a score of 1 while strongly 

disagree is given a score of 5. For the purpose of this study and to obtain more reliable 

data, the option neither agree nor disagree was eliminated forcing the students to actually 

think about their responses before answering. Therefore, each item was scored on a 4-point 

Likert Scale. The FLCAS is composed of three components: fear of negative evaluation, 
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communication apprehension, and test anxiety. The questions that measure fear of negative 

evaluation are 2, 5, 6, 7, 11, 12, 15, 16, 17, 19, 22, 23, 25, 26, 28, 30. Items 1, 3, 4, 9, 13, 

14, 18, 20, 24, 27, 29, 31, 32, 33 measure communication apprehension. Test anxiety 

questions are 8, 21, 10. The FLCAS measures a person's anxiety level by summing the 

score of each of the 33 items. In this case, the range of the FLCAS was from 33-132. The 

higher the score, the more anxious the student is.  

 A Spanish version of the FLCAS exists and that version was used in this study. This 

is because since the students were at the A2 level in English, they might not reliably answer 

the questionnaire in English because of comprehension problems. I did not want the 

FLCAS to become a language test and wanted reliable answers. The FLCAS in Spanish can 

be found in Appendix A. 

  It is worth mentioning that no background questionnaire was used in this study 

because no additional information was needed to establish the students' level of anxiety. 

Since all students shared a similar socio-economic background and had a similar foreign 

language experience previous to entering the university, it was assumed that these 

background variables did not cause a difference in the FLA scores. 

3.3.2 Oral test 

 An oral exam was designed in order to evaluate the students' performance following 

the five principles of a good test: reliability, validity, practicality, authenticity, and 

washback. I decided to create the oral exam because I could not find an oral test that would 

suit the needs of this study. The oral exam was constructed based on the EAQUALS Bank 

of Descriptors (2008) of spoken production as well as the students’ textbook Top Notch: 

Fundamentals that follows the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
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guidelines. The oral exam consisted of three role-play situations. Brown and 

Abeywickrama, (2010) attest that role-play activities have the effect of lowering anxiety 

because, for a moment, students take on a persona of someone else. In addition, the 

students’ textbook, Top Notch: Fundamentals, includes role-play situations. The students 

were therefore familiar with role-plays because they had practiced them in class and since 

the students knew what the test contained and which ability it was supposed to test, I 

expected these accommodations to result in a lower test anxiety, as claimed by the 

Educational Testing Services (2005). If the students’ level of anxiety is low, they should be 

able to demonstrate their actual language competence resulting in performance data that can 

actually be measured. 

  Two situations were created for each of the following levels: A1, A1+, and A2. 

These levels were chosen because the students had already completed two courses that 

covered A1 and A1+. When the students were tested, they were taking their third English 

course that reviewed some aspects of the previous courses while also focusing on English 

for Nursing. Additionally, some of the grammar covered in this third course was more 

indicative of the A2 level, which is why I decided to include the A2 level as well. 

  The role play-play simulated the following situations (see Appendix B): In one of 

the A1 situations, students had to greet each other, ask each other their names, their age, 

and where they are from. In the second A1 situation, students had to greet each other and 

ask each other what they liked to do during their free time. In the A1+ situations, students 

have to talk about what they liked and what they did not like about the university as well as 

their music preferences. At this level, students are supposed to be able to use negation 

which is why the situations were designed in a way that they required its use. The A2 

situations asked students to converse about their plans for the weekend and for the next 
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summer vacations. In these two situations, students had to use future tense, which they 

should be able to do at the A2 level.  

3.3.3 Rubric 

 A rubric was also designed to grade the students' performance on the oral exam. 

Brown and Abeywickrama (2010) point out that rubrics are an essential tool in effective, 

responsible, performance-based assessment. Rubrics are used to evaluate open-ended oral 

responses. For this reason, I decided to create one and use it to score the oral exam. The 

four criteria examined were grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, and fluency, similar to 

Hewitt and Stephenson’s (2012) study which examined these same four criteria while 

investigating the relationship between FLA and performance on a speaking exam. Since the 

rubric used in the Hewitt and Stephenson’s (2012) study is not complete, i.e. only the four 

criteria are listed but no descriptors are provided, I chose to design a more complete one. I 

also could not find a rubric that would be suitable for scoring the oral exam. Each situation 

was graded on a scale from 6 to 10. In order to obtain the total score of the exam, the mean 

for the three situations was calculated. The rubric can be found in Appendix C. 

3.4 Data collection procedure 

3.4.1 Levels of foreign language anxiety 

 Permission was obtained from the professor of the English course to administer the 

FLCAS while the students were in their English class to avoid schedule conflicts. Students 

were asked to answer honestly and were told that their answers would not affect them in 

any way in the class and also that their answers would be kept confidential. They completed 

the questionnaire in about ten minutes. 
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 The FLCAS score was calculated for each student who was then placed into one of 

three groups according to his or her anxiety score: low, moderate, or high anxiety. Table 1 

shows the score ranges for each group. The 25th and 75th percentiles were used as cut-off 

points for the three anxiety groups (Cheng, 2005). 

Table 1: Anxiety score ranges 

Anxiety level Score range 

Low  33-69 

Moderate 70-89 

High 90-132 

Students were group according to their anxiety score in order to investigate whether 

there is a difference between students who are very anxious, moderately anxious, and not 

very anxious and their oral test scores. Students were then paired using the stratified 

random assignation procedure. First, they were put into either the low, moderate, or high 

anxiety group according to their FLCAS score. Then, they were assigned to each other but 

within their group using the table of random numbers. The two groups were kept separate, 

meaning that 5th semester students were paired with another 5th semester student and 3rd 

semester students worked only with someone else from the 3rd semester. There were four 

pairs for each group; low-low, moderate-moderate, high-high, and low-moderate. A total of 

eight pairs participated in the study. 

3.4.2 Test of oral abilities 

 Before the actual data were collected, a pilot was done two weeks before with a 

separate group of eight Nursing students in order to test the oral exam and the rubric. No 
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changes were made to the rubric nor to the test but it helped me to see how much time 

students would need to take the exam as well as to give clearer instructions about the test. 

In the pilot, after students had started the conversation, they asked me how to say 

something in English and they did this because I had not told them that they could not ask 

me or their classmate anything about the exam. Therefore, this instruction was made clear 

to the students that participated in the actual study.  

  The oral exam took place on the 14th week (of the 16 weeks) of the fall semester. 

While students were in the English class, the selected ones were asked to step out of the 

classroom for ten minutes to take the oral exam. Students were informed that the 

conversation would be audio recorded so that it could be scored and analyzed later. Also, 

they were told that the data gathered would be exclusively used for the purpose of this 

study and that their names and their student identification numbers would be kept 

confidential. Students were also informed that they could opt out of the study at any time, 

which none of them chose to do. Once this was clear, students were given instructions 

about the test. They were not allowed to ask the evaluator (me) or their partner any 

questions about the exam or the situations once they had started the conversation. They 

were also told that even though the conversation had to be in English, they were allowed to 

use Spanish if necessary to avoid silence because non-performance cannot be measured. 

 For each level, they could choose between two situations that were written on a 

flashcard in Spanish. The situations were written in Spanish because this way, students 

would completely understand what they had to do. Students started with the situations that 

belonged to the A1+ level. I decided to give them this situation first because the students 

were taking a course that reviewed some aspects of this level when they took the oral exam. 
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I also did not want to start the oral test with the easy part (A1 situation) or the hard one 

(A2) to avoid additional anxiety. 

 Students were told to read the situations and were asked if there were any questions. 

If they were no questions, they were given about two minutes to think about what they were 

going to say and then began their conversation. The same procedure was used with the 

other situations of A1 and A2. While students were conversing, I only audio recorded and 

decided not to score their performance simultaneously because I did not want to make them 

more nervous or anxious. Students finished the oral exam in about seven minutes. 

Immediately after each pair completed the exam, I asked each participant two questions in 

Spanish that correspond to the third research question of this study: 

 

 ¿Cómo te sentiste durante el examen oral? 

 ¿Por qué te sentiste de esa manera? 

 

Their answers were audio recorded with the purpose of obtaining additional 

information on whether FLA played a role in the participants’ oral exam performance. 

 3.5 Data analysis 

 First, the oral tests were scored using the rubric. Each situation was graded on a 

scale from 6 to 10. Students were given a 10 on each criterion if they only made very minor 

mistakes. They were given an 8 if their performance had been good (for grammar), most of 

the time adequate (vocabulary), most of the time fluent (for fluency) and OK pronunciation 

(for pronunciation). A 6 was given if their oral performance had been poor.  
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I listened to the recording twice before assigning a grade. First, I just listened to 

obtain a general idea of how each student did. Then, I listened again and assigned a grade. 

Next, I assigned a grade by calculating the mean score of the three situations. For example, 

if a student received an 8 on the A1 situation, an 8.5 on the A1+ and an 8 on the A2, I 

calculated the mean of those three scores and assigned it as the final oral test score. I graded 

the oral exams two weeks after students took them and one more time a month after in 

order to assure that the scores were reliable and valid. None of the scores changed during 

the second scoring session. 

 Finally, the Pearson correlation between the FLCAS scores and the oral test scores 

was calculated in order to test whether there was a correlation between these two variables. 

Also, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to see whether the students’ 

different levels of anxiety affected their oral test scores in different ways and if so, if this 

difference was statistically significant. The answers to the two questions asked of the 

students after they had finished the exam were analyzed and are reported in the Conclusions 

chapter. 

The following chapter, Results and Discussion, reports all the data gathered in this 

study including the students’ anxiety and test scores as well as the correlations and 

ANOVA results.  

 

 

 


