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Abstract

This study investigates the impact of learner anxiety on test-taking in EFL in Niger:
Data was collected from teachers as well as students in CES/Rive Droite I and in CES
Gawey II. The research enabled us to come to the evidence that contrary to what we
assume, learners develop a positive attitude to English as a Foreign Language, but
their view of testing is impacted. It has been found that affective variables are very
important and some of them such as fear and anxiety have to be lowered, while
motivation must be reinforced and self-esteem needs to be moderated.
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Résumé

Cette étude examine l'impact de l'anxiété de l'apprenant pendant I’évaluation en
EFL au Niger. Les données ont été collectées aupres des enseignants ainsi que des
éleves du CES/Rive Droite I et du CES Gawey Il. La recherche nous a permis de
constater que contrairement a ce que l’on croit, les apprenants développent une
attitude positive a I’égard de I'anglais langue étrangére, mais que leur vision des tests
s’en trouve impactée. Il a été constaté que les variables affectives sont trés
importantes et que certaines d'entre elles, comme la peur et l'anxiété, doivent étre
réduites, tandis que la motivation doit étre renforcée et l'estime de soi doit étre
modeérée.

Mots clés : anxiété, apprentissage, motivation, tests, confiance.

Introduction
Language acquisition is a natural process of gaining language

while language learning is the process of trying to learn and
understand a language. Teachers and education officials typically
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measure achievement using classroom performance, grading rates,
and results from standardized tests. As learning is going on, we need
to test to see how much has been learnt, where to stop and consolidate
before moving forward. It is clear that day-by-day teaching in the
classroom inevitably involves elicitation and assessment of what
learners write, say or do. We may, then, consider testing as a more
elaborate and structured form of this elicitation and assessment of
feedback which is an element in any teaching. Teaching without any
elicitation or assessment on the part of the teacher is arguably not
teaching at all, but simply lecturing where the teacher ploughs on
regardless of any reaction from the learners.

Test-taking, then, becomes a must in learning situations. Learners
themselves want to know if they are making progress or not, if they
need adjustment. Still, testing arouses more often, feelings of
discomfort, fear or anxiety. In this study, we are going to analyze these
aspects of testing often overlooked by many teachers. As professional
teachers, we always evaluate our lessons to see whether the objectives
have been met. In general teachers are satisfied with their performance
as students demonstrate through the evaluation that the lesson
objectives have been achieved. However, this satisfaction decreases
when it comes to testing or examinations even though the evaluations
and the testing are about the same lessons and contents. This study
investigates about this shift in the students’ performance.

1. Problem Statement

It is commonly known that many students fail a test not because
they did not prepare for it, but simply because of some hidden factors
such as high anxiety, nervousness, fear or lack of confidence.
Consequently, we need to ask ourselves the reason behind this great
anxiety. Why are students so anxious while they are confident about
their potentialities? We know better than any other what we are able
to do or not. Oxford (1990) said that an upcoming test or exam can be
a stressful time for any student. Test anxiety, then, is more severe, and
can actually impair learning and hurt test performance. Because of
this, it’s important to know how to identify test anxiety in our children
so they can learn how to deal with it.
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With the reform of the high school leaving certificate
(Baccalauréat-in French) exam in Niger in 2002, especially with
English scored 80 points instead of 60 for the literary section (Série
A4), there was a reversal of the situation. But later, English came back
to its initial allocated score, i.e. 60 points. However, test results are
still no longer satisfactory as students’ performance is very weak.
Therefore, we may need to investigate the reason behind this as learner
attitudes according to Ellis (1994) have an impact on the level of
language proficiency achieved by individual learners. Thus, learners
with positive attitudes (motivated ones) will experience success.
Similarly, learners with negative attitudes (demotivated ones) will not
experience success, but rather failure. Having goals and expectations
increases one’s motivation in learning a language, which in turn leads
to a higher level of language competence.

This study aims at investigating affective variables inherent to
learners as human beings and determine their influence on test-taking
or possibly the impact of previous test results on their current behavior
while facing a test. Then, the following research questions were
formulated:

1) What is the attitude of learners regarding test taking?

2) How often do teachers give tests and for which purpose?

3) How do anxiety, motivation and self-confidence impact test-
taking?

The assumptions are:

1) Learners develop high anxiety regarding tests.

2) Learner anxiety negatively impacts test-taking.

3) Anxiety, when consequently reduced, motivation and a
reasonable self-confidence can positively impact learners’
attitude toward test-taking and by the way, impacts test result.

2. Review of relevant literature
2.1. Learner anxiety and test-taking
Learner anxiety as well as test taking have retained the attention of

many scholars for a long time. Some reflections have tried to make the
link between language learning, language acquisition and a number of
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attitudinal traits and affective variables inherent in human beings.
They believe that anxiety impacts learning in one way or the other.
Likewise, many people have shown interest in testing, test-taking and
similar topics. Scarcely, have people dealt with the learner anxiety and
test-taking, but anxiety as a test or test-taking in isolation have been
given much consideration.

Accoding to Putwain and Symes (2020), test anxiety refers to the
tendency to appraise tests and test-like situations, where performance
is evaluated, as threatening, and respond with high levels of state
anxiety. They argue that high levels of test anxiety are associated with
lower performance on test and examinations,

For Stevick (1980), “success [ in language learning] depends
less on materials, techniques and linguistic analyses and more on what
goes on inside and between the people in the classroom”. The “inside
and between” is basically what anxiety is about: on the one hand, the
individual or personality factors, and on the other hand, the relational
aspects which develop between the participants in the classroom.

Krashen (1986) contends that affective variables contribute to
second language acquisition. He cites motivation, self-confidence, and
anxiety in the “Affective Filter Hypotheses” as three categories of
variables that play a role in second language acquisition: in essence,
when feelings or emotions such as anxiety, fear, or embarrassment are
elevated, it becomes difficult for language acquisition to occur. In
opposition, when the affective filter is lowered, the feeling of safety is
high, and language acquisition occurs.

2.2. Learning styles and learner anxiety

According to Fiedler (2006), quoted by J. Arnold, empirical
evidence shows that anxiety has a direct influence on cognition or on
how people think. He contends: “In teaching; we must never lose sight
of the cognitive functions, but we recognize that thinking processes
will develop more effectively if the emotional side of learners is also
taken into consideration. So, it is a question of how anxiety can
maximize cognition, of how an integration of anxiety and cognition
can enhance learning.” (Arnold, 2011).
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Further, Arnold (2011) also argues that providing students
with opportunities to select topics to study helps them feel interested
to do the work. Allowing students’ choice in what they write about or
how they show understanding also builds inspiration.

2.3. Attitude and motivation

In the field of language learning, attitude is perceived differently.
Klausmeier (1985) notes that attitudes influence how well students
learn and how well they believe. Gardner (1985) believes that learners’
attitudes toward learning the target language are expected to be more
relevant to obtaining a high grade in target language proficiency than
learners’ interest in learning a foreign language or the people who
speak the target language. He also proposes that there are crucial types
of attitudes in the language learning context, and one of them is an
attitude to the target language society. Thus, he considers that this type
of attitude is essential as learning a language requires students to
incorporate another culture.

As for motivation, Brown (1994) defines it as “inner drive,
impulse, emotion, or desire that moves one to a particular action”
(p.152). Keller (2012) believes that ability and motivation are the
major factors of variation in educational success: ability refers to what
a person can do, motivation, to what a person will do. Relating
emotion to learning a second language (L2), Gardner (1985) proposed:
“motivation is a term which is often used with respect to second
language learning as a simple explanation of achievement” (p.10).

It’s, then, important to note that there is a distinction between
attitude and motivation. Rahman (2005) distinguishes between
attitude and motivation, defining ‘attitude’ as the persistence shown
by the learner in striving for a goal, whereas ‘motivation’ is seen in
terms of the overall goal or orientation. He argues that one should not
necessarily expect a relationship between the two. However, Gardner
(1985) suggests that attitudes are related to motivation by serving as
supports of the learner’s overall orientation.

2.4. Importance of test

Blaine R. Worthen et al. (1998) discuss the role of testing. They
said that those who support the broad use of tests argue that tests
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stimulate students’ efforts, set performance expectations, and provide
feedback on accomplishments. Tests, they assert, provide relevant
information on the attainment of curricular goals and the effectiveness
of educational programs. Supporters question how schools could
adequately assess student learning or the utility of educational
programs, processes, and products intended to bring that learning
about without the aid of

tests.

One of our goals is to help you learn how to spot poorly designed
instruments so that you will avoid basing educational decisions on
their possibly spurious results. Another is to provide you with the
specific knowledge to use well-designed measures properly. (Blaine
R. Worthen et al, 1998).

Some educators choose the term “evaluation” instead of
“testing”, for fitness purpose. They try to bring some enlightenment to
the questions: what kinds of tests are generally used in language
testing? Why do we test? When? How? What do we test? And what do
we do with test results? High levels of test anxiety can be damaging
for academic achievement, wellbeing, and mental health. It is
important, therefore, to consider those psychological attributes that
may offer protection against the development of test anxiety and its
negative consequences, thereby contributing to a potential positive
future life trajectory (Putwain et al., 2023)

3. Research design and methodology

. The study was conducted in two schools of the educational
district of Niamey V, namely CES/Rive Droite I, and CES/Gawey II.
Through the present study, a set of questionnaires was designed: one
addressed to teachers and another one to learners The two schools have
been chosen to allow us to get diversified data and by the way get more
enriched elements of appreciation. The first school, CES/RD I has a
total of 2672 students among whom, 1682 girls and 990 boys.
Teaching in this school is carried out by eighty teachers among whom
forty-five are female and thirty-five are male. The second, CES Gawey
II, has 1639 students (848 girls and 791 boys). It has fifty-eight
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teachers, among whom thirty-one are women and twenty-seven are
men.

The sampling consists of seventy students in CES/RD [, and
fifty students in CES/Gawey II. A second sampling composed of only
teachers of English has been considered. They are five EFL teachers
from each school, making it a total of ten teachers. We collected data
from two sets of questionnaires that were distributed to the participants
in the two schools (120 students and 10 teachers. The participants in
both schools were randomly selected from “3¢” to “Terminale” classes.

Table #1: level and number students

Level Nb. cit. Rate
3¢ 20 16.70%
2nd 24 20%
1ére 0 0%

T 76 63.30%
TOTAL OBS. 120 100%

Table #1 shows the academic level of our participants, concerning the
students who were provided with a translated version of the
questionnaires in French so that language barrier might not hinder
these respondents to fully answer the questions. So, as it appears from
table 1, the large majority of our respondents are “terminale” students
(63.30%).

4. Data analysis and interpretation

4.1 Data analysis
In this chapter, our purpose is to present the data collected,
analyze them, and proceed to their interpretation. Though we collected
them from two different schools, we are simply going to analyze them
in terms of two classes of respondents- the students and the teachers.
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4.2. Findings from students

Table # 2: students’ views of tests

view tests Nb. cit. Rate
Positive 113 94,20%
Negative 7 5,80%
TOTAL OBS. 120 100%

Of the hundred and twenty students responding to the questions, 113
say they have a positive view of tests. Only seven dislike tests.

Figure 1: when do students expect tests?
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From figure #1 it appears clearly that students mostly expect tests at
the end of chapters. Besides, some few students (7) expect tests at the
end of the month while 6 expect them of any single lesson and only 2
think they will have a them at the end of a unit.
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Table 2: impact of test on students’ attitude toward EFL

tests affect your attitude Nb. cit. Rate
Not answered 1 0.80%
Positively 95 79.20%
Negatively 24 20%
TOTAL OBS. 120 100%

Table 2 denotes the impact of test on students’ attitudes toward
English as a foreign language. Ninety-four students say tests affect
their attitude positively, and twenty-five, negatively. However, one
student has not answered this question. Therefore, it is clear from
table #6 that the answers they provide to the first question, namely
their view of test seem trustworthy.

Figure 2: Do teachers encourage self-reliance?

0,73%
. " Not answered
8833% Yes
"No
"Don't care
ETOTAL OBS
2,50%833%
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Figure #2 indicates that teachers coach students in developing positive
habits. Teachers mostly encourage their students to be more
autonomous and become independent learners.

This has the benefit of cultivating a sense of self-trust in learners.

Figure 3: Do teachers evaluate at the end of lessons?

Nb. cit.
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Figure 3 indicates that teachers do not always evaluate their students
at the end of lessons. Unless one does not set objectives to the lesson
presented, evaluation is a must. There’s no way to check whether the
objectives are achieved if not by evaluating at the end of the lesson.
However, 31 respondents, almost a quarter answer affirmatively and
one does not answer the question.
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Table 4: Do students use test - taking strategies?

use strategies for test taking Nb. cit. Rate
Not answered 9 7.50%
Yes 78 65.00%
No 33 27.50%
TOTAL OBS. 120 100%

Table 4 shows that teachers usually coach their students in using a
certain range of strategies before and while taking a test. However, a
remarkable number of students (27.5%) answer negatively, which
means that some teachers do not familiarize their students with
strategies to use before and while taking test.

Figure 4 Do teachers test what they have taught?
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Figure 4 informs that teachers mostly test what they have taught (89
respondents). 27 say sometimes, and only three students answer
negatively.
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4.3 Findings from the teachers

Figure 5: teachers’ purpose in giving test
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Figure 5 denotes that a double objective is mainly assigned to tests:
evaluate one’s own teaching and check what has been understood.
Only two teachers say that tests also aim at rewarding the best
performing students.
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Figure 6: Does learner anxiety impact test-taking?

Rate
" Nb. cit.

N

PositivelvNegativelvNot at all TOTAL
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Ninety percent of the respondents (9) say that learner anxiety
has a positive impact on test taking. Only one says the opposite. All
recognize that learner anxiety has indeed an impact on test-taking.

Table # 6: Do teachers consider learner differences while designing
tests?

consider learner differences Nb. cit. Rate
Yes 8 80%
No 2 20%
TOTAL OBS. 10 100%

The great majority of the respondents (8) say they consider
learner differences while designing tests. Two of them answer
negatively. Learners do not have the same speed of learning: some are
fast learners while others are slow learners. Some understand quickly,
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while others need more time and sustaining extra effort on the part of
the teacher to make them understand.

Figure # 7: Teachers always evaluate their students
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This figure shows that almost all choose the two options. Eight
checked the options in group and nine chose individually.

Table # 7: Are students (very) enthusiastic about tests?

Are students (very) enthusiastic about test? | Nb. cit.| Rate

Yes 7 70%
No 3 30%
TOTAL OBS. 10 100%

Table # 7 denotes that most students are (very) enthusiastic about
tests as indicated by seven out of the ten respondents.
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Figure 8: How teachers find students after a test
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Fifty percent of the respondents say that students look confident after
taking a test. The second half is shared between the other two options:
careless and worried, 20% and 30% respectively.

Table 8: Do students pay attention to test corrections?

Do your students pay attention to test corrections? Nb. cit. Rate
Yes 10 100%
No 0 0%
TOTAL OBS. 10 100%

Definitely all the respondents say that their students pay attention
during the correction of
tests.

186



4.4. Data interpretation
The answers to questions n° 1 and 3, refute our assumption n°l.
Students, contrary to what we assume, have a positive view of tests.
This is reinforced by the answers to question n° 3, according to which
tests positively impact their attitude toward EFL. This can be certified
as valuable; indeed, language learning without testing is nonsense.
The teachers contend that test-taking is part of the learning process; it
is through testing that one can get feed-back on one’s teaching. Testing
informs teachers of the trustworthiness or not of the teaching
techniques and methods currently used. Then, testing informs of the
actual levels of the learners.

To the question whether the learners cheat during test, the
majority of the respondents answer negatively. This can be understood
as being the result of teachers’ incitation of learners to be self-reliant
during tests. 106 out of the 120 respondents say that teachers coach
them on self-reliance. This reasonable sense of self-confidence
together with motivation and a lowered anxiety can justify their
attitude toward test and test-taking as notified in our third assumption.

Among the teachers, nine answered that learner affects
positively impact test-taking, which refute our second assumption.
Krashen (1986) states that when feelings or emotions such as anxiety,
fear, or embarrassment are elevated, it becomes difficult for language
acquisition to occur. In opposition, when the affective filter is lowered,
the feeling of safety is high, and language acquisition occurs.

From the students’ answers to some of the questions, it appears
that teachers need periodical pedagogical trainings. For instance, most
of them say that instructions during tests are not always clear. We
know that instructions, when badly formulated could be the reason of
bad performance during a test. Instructions should be unambiguous
and very clear to get good and valuable answers. Furthermore, they
say that objectives are not always communicated to students (To the
question ‘Do teachers communicate lesson objectives to students?’,
42.5% of the respondents answered “sometimes”). In fact, there are
advantages in communicating objectives to students before the lesson
starts. Communication has the advantage of getting them concentrated
on the essential parts of the lesson. It also incites them to take note of
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important details while the teacher is explaining. Moreover, to the
question whether teachers evaluate at the end of their lessons, 62.5%
of the respondents answer ‘not always’. This is another big issue as we
may wonder how goals can be achieved in a lesson if no evaluation
has been carried out at the end. Besides, there are certain merits that
need to be encouraged on the part of teachers.

It can be noted from the answers of teachers as well as students
that teachers coach their students in using test taking strategies. They
provide their students with the correction of given tests mostly before
giving back the papers and comment test results. In so-doing, the
learners will have the possibility of claiming anything if they feel
biased and correct some misunderstandings for upcoming tests. This
allows the teacher to measure his students’ progress and decide
whether there is a necessity of reinforcement. Moreover, the majority
say that they design tests monthly, which is quite reasonable. Even
students mostly acknowledge that they expect tests at the end of
chapters.

5. Recommendations

In light of our present study, teachers should familiarize the learners
with test formats and coach them on positive attitudes before and
during tests. They should also always inform learners about upcoming
tests at least a week before the test and create collaborative learning
situations in their classrooms to allow sharing among the students.
As for the government, it should initiate regular in-service trainings
for teachers, in order to keep their knowledge up-date. It should also
provide inspectors and advisers with adequate means to supervise
teachers and initiate competitions among teachers in terms of topic
formulations for tests and national exams,

Conclusion

Learner anxiety, contrary to our assumptions, positively
influences test-taking attitudes, as it has been signaled by the teachers
throughout this work. Also, as Stephen Krashen (1986) affirmed: “if
the students’ affective filters are elevated, language acquisition will be
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impeded.” Teachers should, therefore, create classroom environments
that act intentionally to lower the affective filter. This will definitely
increase language development.

From the data, it clearly appears that students do not develop hostile
attitudes toward tests. On the contrary, they argue that tests even
reinforce their general attitude regarding EFL. However, teachers
should be careful when giving their instructions during tests which
learners judge as not being always clear. While teaching, teachers
should communicate their objectives and give evaluation exercises
that test the achievement. Testing, as a natural process in language
learning should be given the required attention in order to play its main
role of informant.
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