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Abstract—As a necessary skill for learners to express themselves proficiently, speaking has always been an
important goal in EFL learning. Despite its importance, many learners experience varying levels of anxiety that
disturbs or even constrains their speaking performance. This study aims to examine levels of public speaking
anxiety among Saudi EFL university students and frequencies of different types of self-talk implementation. The
study also investigates the relationship between self-talk and PSA and the learner’s perceptions of these two
variables. The results of the study showed that more than half of the participants (53.2%) were highly anxious
while the remaining participants were either moderate or low anxious as represented by almost equal
percentages (24.8%), (22%) respectively. The study also indicated that all participants had either moderate or
high frequency of self-talk and its subcategories while no participants had low frequency of both total and
subcategories of self-talk. The findings also proved that there was a negative correlation between public speaking
anxiety and self-reinforcement. Qualitative analysis supported quantitative results in this study and some
important recommendations were suggested based on the findings.

Index Terms—self-talk, public speaking anxiety, EFL learners, correlations, perspectives

|. INTRODUCTION

Speaking in public has always been a necessary skill for students to improve as they grow throughout their education
and careers (Gallego et al., 2022). However, it is not unusual that many students hesitate or under some challenging
conditions refuse to talk in front of others. Those students often tend to escape from situations where they need to speak
in front of audiences (Reeves et al., 2022). In general terms, fear of speaking in public has always been considered a
common experience among populations (Shi et al., 2015), and surprisingly, characterized as a more common fear than
any other fear, including death (Dwyer & Davidson, 2012). Public speaking anxiety (PSA) refers to the anxiety that
individuals face when speaking or preparing for speech in front of others (Gallego et al., 2022). In learning English as a
second or foreign language (ESL, EFL), speaking among the four language skills has always correlated with anxiety
(Chen, 2022) regardless of learners’ level of confidence (Salem, 2019). As a psycholinguistic barrier, second/foreign
language (SL/FL) anxiety affects learners’ oral proficiency (Pérez, 2018).

It has been strongly argued by Cho et al. (2004) that the two main underlying cognitive factors which increase levels
of communication anxiety, including speaking anxiety, are fear of negative evaluations from audience and expectations
of poor performance. Indeed, PSA implicates fear of negative judgement in social interactive situations that are associated
with extreme worries and avoidance of feared conditions (Mortberg et al., 2018). Salem (2019) states that speaking anxiety
stems from the incapability of talking to audiences where speakers, even fluent ones, may get stuck when sitting on the
stage to give a speech. Certainly, as claimed by Kelsen (2019), speaking in front of others poses unique challenges to
FL/SL learners. Such claims may raise the question of whether these feelings are mainly triggered by the presence of
audience. Hence, self-talk (ST), where people address themselves as communicative interlocutors without constraints
(Shi et al., 2015) may play a role in self-regulation process and help in reducing fears and increasing levels of self-
confidence (Theodorakis et al., 2008).

Speaking anxiety was studied with different investigation focus in different research settings (e.g. Gao & Tay, 2023;
Grieve et al., 2021; Kelsen, 2019). The Saudi context is not an exception where speaking anxiety received the attention
of some researchers (e.g. Al-Khotaba et al., 2019; Alnahidh & Altalhab, 2020; Asif, 2017; Oteir & Al-Otaibi, 2022). Yet,
to the researcher’s best knowledge, the effect of ST on PSA has not been examined in the Saudi context and this study
aims to fill this gap. The aim of the present study is to examine levels of PSA and frequencies of ST implementations and
the relationship between them. It also explores Saudi EFL learners’ perceptions of PSA and ST. The following are the
research questions that underpinned this study:

1-  What is the level of PSA among Saudi EFL learners?

2-  What is the frequency of ST implementation among Saudi EFL learners?

3-  What is the relationship between levels of PSA and frequencies of ST implementation among Saudi EFL
learners?

4- What are the Saudi EFL learners’ perceptions of PSA and ST implementation?
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Public Speaking Anxiety

PSA is a specific type of social anxiety disorder (SAD), also known as social phobia, that individuals experience when
speaking in public (Gallego et al., 2022). Because they are afraid of saying or doing something that result in
embarrassment, people with SAD avoid scrutiny of others (Stein & Stein, 2008). Specifically, PSA, categorized as a
performance subtype of SAD (Pull, 2012), is distinguished from generalized SAD that includes performance and anxiety
disorder (Reeves et al., 2022). Bodie (2010) defines PSA as “a situation-specific social anxiety that arises from the real
or anticipated enactment of an oral presentation” (p. 72). It describes the feelings of individuals who experience
psychological, behavioral, and cognitive symptoms when speaking or preparing for speech in public. According to
McCroskey et al. (1976), PSA is different from stage fright as the later refers to a response to the participation in or the
anticipation of public performance, such as public speech and oral reading.

Previous studies in the literature have investigated PSA from different angles. By examining sources and potential
effects of PSA, Grieve et al. (2021) found that PSA negatively affects learning and that the students’ fears are mainly
associated with judgement and uncertainty about the topic. Kelsen (2019) studied the associations between personality
traits and PSA and concluded that openness to experience and extraversion were associated with lower levels of PSA,
while neuroticism and conscientiousness were associated with higher levels of PSA. Cagatay (2015) found higher levels
of speaking anxiety among EFL females compared to males and when speaking with native speakers than with class
members.

Gao and Tay (2023) explored PSA among EFL learners through eliciting metaphors that presented their anxiety in
different speech types and examined the relationships between PSA, emotional valence and speech types. The results
showed that there was no three-way interaction between the variables, and indicated dynamic changes in the physiology,
cognition, and behavior of students with speaking anxiety, which reflected varying attitudes towards PSA. Veenstra and
Weaver (2022) investigated how different anxiety-inducing situations and behavioral reactions within a classroom varied
across PSA levels. The study found that the participants overall levels of PSA decreased after a 15-week period. Similarly,
Atas (2015) found that the speaking anxiety of EFL learners lowered significantly after six weeks of language and drama
training.

In the Saudi context, numerous studies have investigated speaking anxiety with different research scopes. Al-Khotaba
et al. (2019) found that FL speaking anxiety, as a psycholinguistic barrier, had significant negative impact on Saudi EFL
learners’ achievement in speaking. Alnahidh and Altalhab (2020) investigated levels and sources of FL speaking anxiety
among Saudi EFL learners and found that the participants had a moderate level of speaking anxiety. In addition, they
found that there were several sources of speaking anxiety such fear of making mistakes, forced participation, lack of
practice, and inadequate vocabulary and grammar. The level of speaking anxiety among Saudi EFL learners has also been
examined by Oteir and Al-Otaibi (2022) focusing on the relationship between the socio-economic status of the learners’
and their levels of speaking anxiety. They found a negative correlation between speaking and the learners’ socio-economic
status indicating that socio-economic status could be a factor in speaking anxiety.

B. The Concept of Self-Talk

Generally speaking, ST or what can be called inner monologue or self-statements, refers to talking to oneself or
engaging in an internal dialogue with ones’ own self (Brinthaupt et al., 2009). It is not just about talking explicitly to
oneself using the first person pronoun “I”, it can be self-directed by using the second person pronoun “You” (Deamer,
2021). Indeed, talking to oneself could be aloud or internal known as “private speech” or “inner speech” respectively
(Theodorakis et al., 2008). Bunker et al. (1993) argue that ST is a cognitively controlling behavior through which people
address themselves by talking or thinking. Psychological theorists believe that talking to oneself can serve important
cognitive and regulatory functions (Hardy, 2006) when monitoring and directing one’s behaviors. Undeniably, cognitive
theorists have emphasized a strong link between what people say to themselves and what they do (Conroy & Metzler,
2004) based on the fact that ST has a vital role in every day behavior and self-regulation (Brinthaupt et al., 2009). In FL
learning, ST allows learners to verbalize their thoughts and practice imaginary speech in a psychologically safe
environment where they converse with themselves freely without the restrictions of external elements such as environment
and instructors (Huang & Liu, 2023).

Based on the results obtained from a number of studies, Brinthaupt et al. (2009) identified four main types of ST. The
first type, known as self-criticism, refers to ST that results from discouragement of saying or doing something. The second
type is self-reinforcement through which people talk to themselves when they feel proud. Third, people may talk to
themselves when they need to manage what to do or say through what is called self-management. Social-assessment is
the fourth type and it refers to ST for the purpose of examining responses and reactions from others. Shi et al. (2015)
conducted two studies to examine how ST is related to communication apprehension (CA) and PSA. In the first study,
they examined the relationship of CA to ST frequency and found that people with high CA talked to themselves more
than those with low CA. In the second study, they examined the relationship between ST and PSA. The results showed
that both self-criticism and social-assessment were higher among high PSA individuals whereas self-reinforcement was
negatively associated with their anxiety. Examining the effect of ST on speech, Huang (2023) found that ST significantly
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improved EFL learners’ speaking fluency and attitude. Despite the extensive body of research, the relation of ST
implementation to PSA has not been examined in the Saudi context. This study aims to fill this gap.

[II. METHODOLOGY

A. Data Collection and Research Procedure

This study followed a mixed-approach design using both quantitative and qualitative measures. Quantitative
instruments involved the Self-Talk Scale (STS) developed by Brinthaupt et al. (2009) and the Personal Report of Public
Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA) developed by McCroskey (1970). The qualitative measure was a semi-structured interview,
conducted to explore in depth the participants’ perspectives of ST and PSA (See Appendix). The two scales were sent to
the participants via an electronic link to complete them in their free time with no classroom restrictions. After that, the
participants were asked if they would like to be interviewed and 23 students showed their interests. They were interviewed
face to face by the researcher for an average of 45-60 minutes. The interviews were rich and full of information in a
relaxed atmosphere where students expressed their thoughts freely.

B. Instruments

(a). The Personal Report of Public Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA)

The PRPSA, designed by McCroskey (1970), focuses strictly on public speaking anxiety. It consists of 34 items rated
on a 5-item Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Of the 34 items, 22 are negatively
formulated while 12 are positively formulated. The scores of positively formulated items are added to the scores of
negatively formulated items thorough a computing formula explained by McCroskey (1970) to obtain the total score of
PSA. Richmond and McCroskey (1998) reported that the scores fall into three categories: scores between 34 and 92 reflect
low anxiety; scores between 93 and 110 reflect moderate anxiety; scores between 111 and 170 reflect high anxiety. The
scale is highly reliable with alpha estimates >.90 (McCroskey, 1970).

(b). The Self-Talk Scale

The Self-Talk Scale, developed by Brinthaupt et al. (2009), focuses on both inner and private speech with more
emphasis on the frequency of when and why people might talk to themselves. Additionally, the scale explores the possible
functions of ST and captures the aspects of self-regularity. Precisely, the STS measures how frequently people talk to
themselves across four different dimensions: self-criticism, self- reinforcement, self-management, and social-assessment.
The scale consists of 16 items that measure the overall frequency of ST where each of the four dimensions is measured
by 4 items rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). Total scores range from 16 to 80 while
individual subscale scores range from 4 to 20. Total scores between 16 and 37 reflect low frequency, scores between 38
and 59 reflect moderate frequency and scores between 60 and 80 reflect high frequency. Individual subscale scores
between 4 and 9 reflect low frequency, scores between 10 and 15 reflect moderate frequency and scores between 16 and
20 reflect high frequency. Brinthaupt et al. (2009) provide evidence for the validity and reliability of the STS ranging
between .79 and .89.

C. Participants

The total number of participants in this study was 109 EFL Saudi female students majoring in English at a public Saudi
university in Riyadh, KSA. All participants were freshmen with no prior experience in learning English as college students
and their ages ranged between 18-19. The participants’ permission to take part in the study was obtained and they were
told that their participation was confidential and voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time. They understood
that they would be recorded during interviews and quoted in data analysis.

IV. DATA ANALYSIS

A. Quantitative Data

The participants’ responses to the two scales were analyzed using SPSS software (Statistical Package for Social
Sciences), version 27 to examine levels of PSA and frequencies of ST as well as the relationship between the two variables.
The statistical analysis provided frequency counts and percentages and Pearson coefficients showed the correlation
between variables.

TABLE 1
LEVELS OF PSA
Levels Frequency Percentage
Low anxiety 24 22.0%
Moderate anxiety 27 24.8 %
High anxiety 58 532 %
Total 109 100 %
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Table 1 shows that 53.2 % of the participants have high PSA which means that more than half of the participants were
highly anxious while the other students were either moderate or low anxious with almost similar percentages (24.8%),
(22%) respectively.

TABLE 2
FREQUENCIES OF TOTAL ST AND SUBCATEGORIES
Category Low Moderate High
Frequency Number Frequency Number Frequency
Self-criticism 0 52 47.7% 57 523 %
Self-reinforcement 0 52 47.7 % 57 523 %
Self-management 0 46 422 % 63 57.8 %
Social assessment 0 59 54.1 % 50 45.9 %
Total ST 0 53 48.6 % 56 514 %

Table 2 shows that (57.8 %) of the participants have high frequency self-management while (42.2 %) have moderate
frequency of the same category. The table also shows that the participants have identical percentages of high (52.3%) and
moderate (47.7 %) frequencies of self-criticism and self-reinforcement and that (45.9 %) have high frequency of social
assessment while (54.1%) have moderate frequency of this category. The data also indicates that (51.4%) of the
participants have high frequency of total ST and that (48.6%) have moderate frequency of total ST. Nevertheless, no
participants have low frequency of total ST as well as all its subcategories. As for the practice of each subcategory of ST
as well as total ST, descriptive statistics show that self-management receives the highest mean (15.81), followed by self-
reinforcement (15.29), followed by social assessment (14.07), followed by self-criticism (13.44), while the mean of total
ST is (58.61) as represented in Table 3:

TABLE 3
IMEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF TOTAL ST AND SUBCATEGORIES
Category Mean Std. Deviation
Self-Criticism 13.44 3.748
Self-Reinforcement 15.29 3.035
Self-Management 15.81 2413
Social Assessment 14.07 3.553
ST Total 58.61 7.987

To examine relations between PSA and total ST as well as its subcategories, Person correlations were used as indicated
by Table 4:

TABLE 4
CORRELATIONS BETWEEN PSA AND ST
Category PSA P-Value
Self-Criticism A430%* <0.001
Self-Reinforcement -.334%* <0.001
Self-Management .369%* <0.001
Social Assessment 448** <0.001
Total ST .386** <0.001

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 4 shows that there is a negative correlation between PSA and self-reinforcement (R=-0.334, P=<0.001). However,
a positive correlation exists between PSA and total ST as well as the remaining subcategories with the highest value of
correlation between PSA and social assessment (R=0.448, P=<0.001), followed by self-criticism (R=0.430, P=<0.001),
followed by total ST (R=.386, P=<0.001), followed by self-management (R=.369, P=<0.001).

B. Qualitative Data

Following the grounded theory, the interviews data were carefully transcribed, coded and analyzed. A number of
categories were created based on the qualitative analysis and some relationships between these categories were established
to derive a theory. Dornyei (2007) claimed that data analysis using the grounded theory should follow specific sequential
coding system and produce some theory as a result of the investigation. To ensure the appropriate coding and
categorization, they were verified by an academic expert and a great consistency was found between the researcher and
the reviewer. The qualitative analysis led to the following categories.

(a). Students’ Perceptions of PSA

The interviewees expressed similar perceptions of PSA, yet, some slight differences were noticed in their responses.
All interviewees believed that PSA was a feeling of anxiety, stress or nervousness experienced when talking or making a
presentation in public. Such feelings were usually accompanied by shaky hands, breathing difficulty and a total loss of
self- control. Wahaj stated that PSA referred to the faster heart beats that were mainly associated with speaking to large
crowds of foreigners. Yet, in Shaden’s view, it was a panic attack that people suffered from prior to and during speaking
in front of a large or small group of unfamiliar or familiar audience, even classmates. The interviewees provided these
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definitions based on their personal experiences as they saw themselves anxious when speaking, nevertheless, levels of
such anxiety differed according to the situation.

(b). Reasons Behind PSA

As EFL learners, all interviewees agreed that PSA was mainly generated by the concerns of audience’s reactions and
judgement. Fears of making mistakes that might trigger negative opinions or result in losing marks could definitely make
them anxious when speaking. For example, Rana claimed “I feel anxious when | make presentations. | am afraid to make
mistakes and | might not meet their expectations”. Other factors that might contribute to high levels of PSA included the
inner conflicts between the learners’ desires to perform perfectly and the challenges they faced due to lack of experience
or knowledge. Low self-confidence, insufficient social skills, shyness as well as difficult past experience could be also
major determinants in raising PSA levels. Munerah was exposed to an embarrassing situation when she was in high school
that resulted in permanent PSA. A group of classmates were always laughing when she spoke in class without any clear
justification of their reaction. She says “I don’t know why. May be because I don’t speak good or may be because they
don’t like my dress!!”.

As a representative of her colleagues who shared the same view, Reham claimed that some severe speaking anxiety
cases required psychiatric treatment but their parents always refused. The families insisted that such fears could be cured
by regular practice and that visiting a psychiatric was not advocated in our society for such normal fears, as they described
them. Rana strongly agreed and indicated “If I have a broken leg, I go to the doctor but if I have a speaking anxiety, I can’
t. why?”. Additionally, many interviewees asserted that their parents always taught them from childhood that polite ladies
never raised their voices in front of foreigners nor they negotiated or argued with older people. Growing up with such a
strict idea restricted their abilities in speaking and prevented them from expressing themselves confidently and
appropriability. Moreover, frequent directions, instructions as well as criticism from others put them under stress when
speaking. Indeed, lack of encouragements and reinforcements could definitely lead to higher PSA. The participants loved
to hear “nice words” that push them to give more.

(c). Effects of PSA on EFL Learning

According to the participants, PSA negatively affected their performances and consequently their grades. This type of
anxiety could negatively influence their actions as it could stop them from completing a speaking task or even shorten it
to escape from challenging moments. Anxiety could also prevent them from asking questions, negotiating in class, and
more strictly, participating in group work activities that included speaking. Sometimes, vocabulary choices and structures
of utterances were characterized by weakness and extreme hesitation when speaking as the speakers forgot what they
wanted to say and needed much time to think of next parts or find gap fillers. This definitely raised anxiety and gave the
impression that they were not well prepared or confident enough. Leen claimed “Even if | am well-prepared and confident
and proud of myself, I still have these worries because when | stand up to speak, it is like my first time”. In a similar vein,
Sara said “When you get nervous, you stutter, you pause a lot, you take a deep breath and you take longer to answer and
you make mistakes”. Some interviewees held a much tougher view and claimed that they might drop courses that required
continuous speaking tasks based on the fact they could not tolerate repeated disappointing anxieties.

(d). Ways to Reduce PSA

As college students who should always be ready for different types of speech, PSA should not constitute a barrier that
hindered their academic progress, as the interviewees strongly argued. They totally recognized the detrimental effects of
PSA on EFL learning, hence, most interviewees confirmed that they always tried to reduce PSA in different ways. For
example, Rana claimed that solving anxiety-related problems should start from the brain. She tried to ignore any negative
feelings that came to her before speaking and convince herself that “...nothing will happen if | make a mistake”. Most
participants indicated that they improved their capabilities of speaking by extensive practice via talking to their siblings
or friends or even imaginary audience. Seeking feedback from close friends and family member as well as from
themselves worked very effectively in reducing anxiety. Some interviewees noticed a close relationship between their
appearances and levels of PSA. They found themselves more confident and less anxious when they look elegant and
stylish as stated by Rana when “I look nice, | speak more”. Other factors that might help in decreasing levels of PSA were
related to the content of the speaking task. The interviewees prefer to talk about topics selected based on interests and
background information. This indeed softens anxiety and raises confidence and readiness for questions. Additionally, the
interviewees find themselves less anxious in more interesting courses with easier materials. The teacher was also a major
influential factor in reducing PSA. Undeniably, friendly, cooperative and flexible teachers could create a more relaxed
class environment, hence, less anxious students, as the interviewees argued.

(e). Students’ Perceptions of ST

All participants agreed that ST was simply, as the name suggested, talking to themselves for different purposes in a
variety of situations. Some participants talked to themselves when they were alone in their “comfort zone” to reflect to
themselves on their own practices during the day or sometimes during the week. Sara argued that she practiced ST to
support herself mentally “....as no one can understand me more than myself”. Some interviewees sarcastically claimed
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that the best time for ST was always associated with a cup of their favored coffee. It was the best time when they enjoyed
two interesting hobbies; ST and coffee.

Many participants practiced ST to reinforce themselves and focus on the positive aspects of life in general and academic
situations in particular and they strongly confirmed that supportive statements worked as a magic for them. Shaden always
said to herself “It was a good day, I look nice today, I feel good today” because such optimistic reflections pushed her to
work harder. Similarly, Rana said that “ST makes me relax and I always talk to my self at the end of the day before I sleep
and remember the good things. So, I can sleep”. On the other hand, some participants criticized themselves for undesirable
behaviors to focus on what to be improved or avoided. However, the majority of participants argued that self-criticism
overwhelmed them, made them more anxious and worried and gave negative results. For example, Tala clearly stated that
self-criticism made her more nervous, and not willing to work or even speak and most interviewees agreed with her.
Planning for future events required ST that was usually accompanied by happiness and inspiration if it is something they
favored. Nevertheless, the participants believed that successful planning required consultation of older and more
experienced people in addition to self-management. Definitely, the participants asserted that there should always be a
balance of different types of ST with a moderate frequency to avoid overwhelming feelings particularly in self-criticism
practice.

(). Benefits of ST to EFL Learners

The participants claimed that one of the major sources of PSA was the uncertainty of their language proficiency. Thus,
talking to themselves in English could help them enjoy and improve their language via speaking with no audience and no
anxiety. They see ST as a real practice of what they have learned in class with no classroom restrictions or worries of
grades and judgment of others in a way that reduced anxiety and increased fluency in real speech. Retag claimed that all
learners, even those who believed that they were perfect speakers, needed to talk to themselves to train their tongues and
muscles and evaluate themselves before speaking publicly. Most participants believed that reinforcing themselves either
before or after speaking could be very helpful in reducing PSA. Those who stated that they practiced self-reinforcement
more often found themselves less anxious when speaking. Such self-reinforcing behaviors usually resulted in improved
self-esteem and decreased speaking fears.

Some participants imagined reactions from others when they practiced ST and keep this in mind when talking in public.
This made them ready for different responses which increased levels of self-confidence and strengthen their personalities
based on real practice. Some participants argued that they talked to themselves “logically” with no bias to ensure greater
benefits. They practiced ST as if they were supporting others to achieve objective decisions. Rana stated that “When I
talk to my-self, I sometimes feel that I am talking to someone else and I am so realistic”. ST provided a sample of real-
life situations and worked as a continuous reminder that never stopped at any time and under any circumstances in contrast
to feedback from others that was restricted to certain situations. All participants strongly confirmed that although levels
of PSA could be decreased by frequent ST, this anxiety never completely disappeared as it was a dominating feeling
whenever anyone started to talk. Indeed, they asserted that they always talk to themselves, nevertheless, they suffer from
PSA with varying degrees and intensities.

V. DISCUSSION

This study examined levels of PSA and frequencies of ST among EFL learners and the relations between them and
explored the learners’ perceptions of both variables. Quantitative and qualitative analysis gave consistent results. The
quantitative results showed that more than half of the participants (53.2%) were highly anxious while the other half were
either moderate or low anxious with almost similar percentages (24.8%), (22%) respectively. Higher levels of PSA among
EFL learners were found by Pribyl et al. (2001) while a number of studies in the Saudi context found moderate levels of
speaking anxiety in English classes (e.g. Alharbi, 2021; Alnahidh & Altalhab, 2020). The data also showed that no
participants had low frequency of total ST as well as its subcategories and that all participants had moderate or high
frequency of ST and its subcategories as indicated by almost equal percentages. The data analysis indicated that self-
management received the highest mean of practice among the four subcategories followed by self-reinforcement, followed
by social assessment, followed by self-criticism. The analysis also showed a negative correlation between PSA and self-
reinforcement which is in line with findings provided by Shi et al. (2015). However, a positive correlation existed between
PSA and total ST as well as the remaining subcategories with the highest value of correlation between PSA and social
assessment, followed by self-criticism, followed by total ST, followed by self-management.

Qualitative analysis reflected similar perceptions of PSA among the participants. All participants believe that PSA
refers to the stress or tenseness when talking or presenting in public. These conditions are usually associated with shaky
hands and breathing problems and result in loss of control. According to Alharbi (2021), such symptoms among many
others always characterize anxious EFL speakers. For some participants, large size audiences trigger PSA while the
majority of participants experience anxiety with small size audiences and even with classmates. Based on personal
experiences, all participants believe that they are anxious, yet, anxiety levels are mainly affected by the situation. These
perceptions are consistent with previous literature on PSA (e.g. Chen, 2022; Gallego et al., 2022; Kelsen, 2019; Reeves
et al., 2022; Salem, 2019).
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According to the participants, the main reasons behind PSA in EFL learning are fears of reactions and judgments from
others particularly teachers. They assert that they are usually afraid of making mistakes that might result in losing marks.
Such findings are consistent with previous research findings (e.g. Alnahidh & Altalhab, 2020; Cho et al., 2004; Grieve et
al., 2021). Willingness to perform perfectly without enough knowledge or experience might create inner challenges and
consequently raise their anxiety level. Other sources of PSA include low self-confidence, insufficient social skills, shyness
and embarrassing experiences which is consistent with results provided by Grieve et al. (2021). Similarly, previous
research showed that learners’ speaking skills can be negatively impacted by some affective factors such as shyness,
anxiety, fear of making mistakes (Alrasheedi, 2020) and peer pressure (Rafada & Madini, 2017). Speaking skills can also
be restricted by some socio-cultural factors such parents’ beliefs about ladies’ behaviors with older people and foreigners
and the need of visiting a psychiatric. Usman et al. (2023) proved that socio-cultural factors such as those related to
parental attitudes and practices can increase EFL speaking anxiety. In a similar vein, results provided by Malik (2021)
showed that speaking anxiety is perceived by EFL learners as a result of psychological, linguistic and socio-cultural
barriers. Continuous criticism and direct instructions without reinforcement or motivations from others can with no doubts
create anxious people, from the participants’ views. As EFL learners, the participants confirm that PSA negatively affect
their performance in many different ways such as preventing them from completing speaking tasks, asking questions,
negotiating in class, and participating in group work activities which usually lead to losing marks. Al-Khotaba et al. (2019)
provided similar results which showed that speaking anxiety has significant negative effects on Saudi EFL learners’
speaking achievement. Gallego et al. (2022) proved that PSA affected speech duration and quality in general while Russel
and Shaw (2009) confirmed that anxiety could have detrimental effects on academic performance. Uncertainty in speaking
reflected by weak choices of vocabulary and structures as well as the incapability of remembering prepared materials and
struggling to find alternatives can make speakers more anxious. Consistent with these findings, other researchers (e.g.,
Alrasheedi, 2020; Rafada & Madini, 2017) proved that paucity of necessary vocabulary is considered one of the factors
that hinder speaking performance. Such behaviors, in turn, influence attitudes of recipients who may judge them as not
well-practiced or not self-esteemed enough. In a similar line, Kalra and Siribud (2020) indicated that PSA causes problems
related to self-confidence. To avoid severe anxiety, some students might drop courses that require continuous speaking
tasks.

However, continuous efforts have always been exerted by the participants to reduce levels of PSA because college
students, as they claim, should always be confident to engage in a variety of speaking tasks. It was also asserted by
Gallego et al. (2022) that public speaking is a requirement that encourages students to present their ideas and increase
competency. The participants always try to escape from negative feelings that accompany speaking and listen to feedback
from friends and family. Self-feedback can provide the participants with mental support, peace and relaxation and training
extensively in different ways help them improve speaking skills. Atas (2015) reported that drama exercises significantly
lowered the speaking anxiety levels of EFL learners by improving self-confidence and motivation and decreasing levels
of fear of being laughed at in English classes while Pribyl et al. (2001) found that skills training reported a significantly
higher drop in PSA. The interviewees assert that good appearances can raise levels of self-confidence and reduce levels
of anxiety. Selecting a topic based on interest and background information can also make the participants less anxious
when speaking. Additionally, interesting courses, easier materials and friendly, cooperative and encouraging teachers also
help in reducing levels of PSA. The role of teachers in raising or reducing anxiety was also indicated by previous research
(e.g. Rafada & Madini, 2017).

Consistent with existing literature on ST (e.g. Brinthaupt et al., 2009; Deamer, 2021; Hardy, 2006; Huang & Liu, 2023;
Theodorakis et al., 2008), the participants agree that it refers to talking to themselves for different purposes in different
situations. Some participants practice ST to reflect on their performances on a daily or weekly basis or provide themselves
with mental support or relaxing attitude. For some interviewees, ST is always accompanied by favorite hobbies such as
drinking coffee. Many participants reinforce themselves via ST by focusing on the positives of all aspects of life including
academic situations because supportive words can indeed positively empower them. On the contrary, some other
participants criticize themselves for undesirable behaviors to improve these sides of life. Definitely, the majority of
participants strongly claim that self-criticism overwhelms them, puts them under greater stress and yields negative results.
Bad sides should be ignored and good sides should be emphasized which might result in an unconscious problem solving.
Shi et al. (2015) concluded that more anxious individuals reported more frequent self-critical practice. A similar
association between self-criticism and anxiety was also confirmed by Shahar et al. (2012). Although self-planning for
favored activities brings happiness, the interviewees argue that consulting experienced people is necessary. All
participants strongly advocate a balance practice that involves the different types of ST with a moderate frequency to
avoid overwhelming feelings particularly in self-criticism.

Uncertainty of language proficiency is seen as a major source of PSA, however, talking to themselves in English can
help the participants improve and enjoy their language with no anxiety. Talking to oneself is a real practice in a free
context with no restrictions of class environments or fears of judgment form audiences which definitely helps them
improve speaking confidence and fluency. This in line with findings provided by Huang and Liu (2023) which showed
that practicing ST as an imaginary speech in a psychological-safe and constraint-free environment significantly improved
EFL learners’ speaking fluency. Imagining reactions from others during ST and considering these reactions during real
speech is highly advocated by the participants. Similarly, Reeves et al. (2022) indicated that Virtual Reality Exposure
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Therapy through which participants confront their fears in a virtual world and experience responses similar to those
experienced in reality was effective in reducing symptoms of PSA. Moreover, talking to themselves logically without bias
as if they addressing others is an influential factor that can increase benefits of ST. This supported the claim made by
Deamer (2021) which stated that ST can be implemented by using the second person pronoun “You”.

In can be theorized from both quantitative and qualitative analysis in the present study that self-reinforcement is
effective in reducing levels of PSA. This is reflected by the negative statistical correlation between the two variables as
well as the interviewees responses. Those who stated that they practiced self-reinforcement more often found themselves
less anxious when speaking. This aligns results found by Shadinger et al. (2020) which confirmed the noticeable role of
positive ST in reducing PSA during speeches and presentations. In sum, ST as sample of real-life situations work as a
regular reminder all the time and in all contexts as opposed to feedback from others that is restricted to certain conditions.
There is a general agreement among all participants that levels of PSA can be decreased by frequent ST, yet, this anxiety
never completely disappears. Despite the fact that always talk to themselves, they suffer from PSA with different levels.
This supported the quantitative results which showed a positive correlation between total scores of ST and PSA.

VI. CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The present study examines levels of PSA and frequencies of ST implementations among Saudi EFL learners and the
relationship between them and explores the learners’ perceptions of PSA and ST. Both quantitative and qualitative
investigations show that there is a negative correlation between PSA and self-reinforcement and a positive correlation
between PSA and total ST as well as the remaining subcategories with the highest value of correlation between PSA and
social assessment, followed by self-criticism, followed by total ST, followed by self-management. The quantitative results
show that more than half of the participants were highly anxious while the other half were either moderate or low anxious
with almost similar percentages. No participants have low frequency of total ST as well as its subcategories while all
participants have moderate or high frequency of ST and its subcategories. Self-management receives the highest mean of
practice among the four subcategories followed by self-reinforcement, followed by social assessment, followed by self-
criticism. The study also reflects the participants’ perceptions of PSA and ST and their relations to EFL learning.

The current study is limited to examining levels of PSA and frequencies of ST implementation and the relationships
between them and exploring the participants’ perceptions. The participants were Saudi female EFL learners at the
university level and the data were collected using two questionnaires and a semi-structured interview. The findings of the
study cannot be generalized before conducting similar studies with larger samples in other contexts.

VII. RECOMMENDATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Based on the findings of the study which showed a negative correlation between PSA and self-reinforcement, it is
highly recommended that EFL learners extensively practice reinforcing ST. It is also advocated that teachers create
reinforcing EFL classroom environments and help their students reinforce themselves. Extra practice that can help EFL
learners reduce levels of PSA should be considered and EFL teaching material developers are urged to include a variety
of tasks that develop learners speaking skills and reduce their anxiety. Workshops and training courses that shed the light
on the importance of ST implementation in general and self-reinforcement in particular can be very helpful. Anxiety and
its reasons can be discussed and solutions can be provided through raising awareness campaigns that address EFL learners,
their parents and their teachers.

For future research in the field, it is suggested to consider the effect of other factors such as gender differences and
English proficiency level. Other data collection instruments such as classroom observation can also be used in future
studies. The effect of teachers’ and parents’ reinforcement on PSA levels can also be examined and the relation of self-
reinforcement to PSA can be deeply investigated in future studies.

APPENDIX. INTERVIEW GUIDING QUESTIONS

1- Whatis PSA?

2- Do you think that you are anxious when speaking in public? Why and how?
3- Do you think that anxiety affects your grades as an EFL learner? Why and how?
4- Do you try to reduce PSA?

5- Ifyes, why and how?

6- Ifno, why?

7- Whatis ST?

8- Do you talk to yourself?

9- Ifyes, how and why?

10- If no, why?

11- Do you think that ST can reduce PSA? How?

12- Do you think that ST can help you as an EFL learner? How?

©2025 ACADEMY PUBLICATION



THEORY AND PRACTICE IN LANGUAGE STUDIES 111

REFERENCES

Alharbi, A. T. (2021). Speaking anxiety during English oral presentations: Investigating Saudi undergraduate EFL learners’
behaviors. Linguistics and Culture Review, 5(S2), 1548-1564. https://doi.org/10.21744/lingcure.vSnS2.2214

Al-Khotaba, H.H.A., Alkhataba, E. H. A., Abdul-Hamid, S., & Bashir, I. (2019). Foreign Language Speaking Anxiety: A
Psycholinguistic Barrier Affecting Speaking Achievement of Saudi EFL Learners. Arab World English Journal, 10(4), 313-329.
https://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awej/vol10no4.23

Alnahidh, F., & Altalhab, S. (2020). The level and sources of foreign language speaking anxiety among Saudi EFL university
students. Advances in Language and Literary Studies, 11(1), 55-64. http://dx.doi.org/10.7575/aiac.alls.v.11n.1-p.55

Alrasheedi, S. (2020). Investigation of factors influencing speaking performance of Saudi EFL learners. Arab World English
Journal (AWEJ), 11(4), 66-77 https://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awej/voll1no4.5

Asif, F. (2017). The Anxiety Factors among Saudi EFL Learners: A Study from English Language Teachers' Perspective. English
Language Teaching, 10(6), 160-173. http://doi.org/10.5539/elt.v10n6p160

Atas, M. (2015). The reduction of speaking anxiety in EFL learners through drama techniques. Procedia-Social and Behavioral
Sciences, 176, 961-969. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.01.565

Blote, A. W., Kint, M. J., Miers, A. C., & Westenberg, P. M. (2009). The relation between public speaking anxiety and social
anxiety: a review. Journal of Anxiety Disorder, 23(3), 305-315 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2008.11.007

Bodie, G. D. (2010). A racing heart, rattling knees, and ruminative thoughts: Defining, explaining, and treating public speaking
anxiety. Communication education, 59(1), 70-105. https://doi.org/10.1080/03634520903443849

Brinthaupt, T. M., Hein, M. B., & Kramer, T. E. (2009). The self-talk scale: Development, factor analysis, and validation. Journal
of personality assessment, 91(1), 82-92. https://doi.org/10.1080/00223890802484498

Bunker, L., Williams, J. M., & Zinsser, N. (1993). Cognitive techniques for improving performance and building confidence. In
J. M. Willaims (Ed.), Applied sport psychology: Personal growth to peak performance 2nd ed. Mountain View, CA: Mayfield.
Cagatay, S. (2015). Examining EFL students’ foreign language speaking anxiety: The case at a Turkish state university. Procedia-
Social and Behavioral Sciences, 199, 648-656. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.07.594

Chen, Y. C. (2022). Effects of technology-enhanced language learning on reducing EFL learners’ public speaking anxiety.
Computer Assisted Language Learning, 1-25. https://doi.org/10.1080/09588221.2022.2055083

Cho, Y., Smits, J. A. J., & Telch, M. J. (2004). The Speech Anxiety Thoughts Inventory: Scale development and preliminary
psychometric data. Behavior Research and Therapy, 42, 13-25. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0005-7967(03)00067-6

Conroy, D., & Metzler, D. E. (2004). Patterns of self-talk associated with different forms of competitive anxiety. Journal of Sport
and Exercise Psychology, 26, 69-89. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.26.1.69

Deamer, F. (2021). Why do we talk to ourselves? Review of Philosophy and Psychology, 12(2), 425-433.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13164-020-00487-5

Dornyei, Z. (2007). Research methods in applied linguistics: Quantitative, qualitative and mixed methodologies. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Dwyer K. K. & Davidson M. M. (2012). Is public speaking really more feared than death? Communication Research Reports,
29(2), 99-107. https://doi.org/10.1080/08824096.2012.667772

Gallego, A., McHugh, L., Penttonen, M., & Lappalainen, R. (2022). Measuring public speaking anxiety: self-report, behavioral,
and physiological. Behavior Modification, 46(4), 782-798. https://doi.org/10.1177/0145445521994308

Gao, F., & Tay, D. (2023). Metaphor use in describing English public speaking anxiety by Chinese university EFL learners.
System, 103091. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2023.103091

Grieve, R., Woodley, J., Hunt, S. E., & McKay, A. (2021). Student fears of oral presentations and public speaking in higher
education: a  qualitative survey. Journal of  Further and  Higher  Education, 45(9), 1281-1293.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2021.1948509

Hardy, J. (2006). Speaking clearly: A critical review of the self-talk literature. Psychology of sport and exercise, 7(1), 81-97.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2005.04.002

Huang, S. E., & Liu, Y. T. (2023). How to Talk to Myself: Optimal Implementation for Developing Fluency in EFL Speaking
Through Soliloquizing. English Teaching & Learning, 47(2), 145-169. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42321-022-00110-z

Kalra, R., & Siribud, S. (2020). Public speaking anxiety in the Thai EFL context. LEARN Journal: Language Education and
Acquisition  Research  Network, 13(1), 195-209. Retrieved December 16, 2023, from https://so04.tci-
thaijo.org/index.php/LEARN/article/view/237845

Kelsen, B. A. (2019). Exploring public speaking anxiety and personal disposition in EFL presentations. Learning and Individual
Differences, 73, 92-101 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.1indif.2019.05.003

Malik, S., Qin, H., & Oteir, I. (2021). Perceived psychological, linguistic and socio-cultural obstacles: An investigation of English
communication  apprehension in EFL learners. [International Journal of Instruction, 14(4), 733-752.
https://doi.org/10.29333/1j1.2021.14442a

McCroskey, J. C. (1970). Measures of communication-bound anxiety. Speech Monographs, 37, 269-277.

McCroskey, J. C., Daly, J. A., & Sorenson, G. A. (1976). Personality correlates of communication apprehension. Human
Communication Research, 2(4), 376-380. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1976.tb00498.x

Mortberg, E., Jansson-Frojmark, M., Pettersson, A., & Hennlid-Oredsson, T. (2018) Psychometric Properties of the Personal
Report of Public Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA) in a Sample of University Students in Sweden. International Journal of Cognitive
Therapy, 11,421-433. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41811-018-0022-0

Oteir, ., & Al-Otaibi, A. (2022). The relationship between the socio-economic status and students’ speaking anxiety: A study of
Saudi EFL students. International Journal of Innovative Research and Scientific Studies, 5(4), 409-418.
https://doi.org/10.53894/ijirss.v5i4.1005

Pérez, C., S. (2018). The role of foreign language anxiety on L2 utterance fluency during a final exam. Language Testing, 36(3),
327-345. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265532218777783

©2025 ACADEMY PUBLICATION



112

THEORY AND PRACTICE IN LANGUAGE STUDIES

Pribyl, C. B., Keaten, J., & Sakamoto, M. (2001). The effectiveness of a skills-based program in reducing public speaking anxiety.
Japanese Psychological Research, 43(3), 148-155. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5884.t01-1-00171

Pull, C. B. (2012). Current status of knowledge on public-speaking anxiety. Current opinion in psychiatry, 25(1), 32-38.
https://doi.org/10.1097/yco0.0b013e32834e06dc

Rafada, S. H., & Madini, A. A. (2017). Major causes of Saudi learners’ speaking anxiety in EFL classrooms. International Journal
of English Language Education, 5(1), 54-71. http://dx.doi.org/10.5296/ijele.v5i1.10645

Reeves, R., Curran, D., Gleeson, A., & Hanna, D. (2022). A meta-analysis of the efficacy of virtual reality and in vivo exposure
therapy as psychological interventions for public speaking anxiety. Behavior Modification, 46(4), 937-965.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0145445521991102

Richmond, V. P., & McCroskey, J. C. (1998). Communication: Apprehension, avoidance, and effectiveness (5th ed.). Needham
Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Russell, G., & Shaw, S. (2009). A study to investigate the prevalence of social anxiety in a sample of higher education students
in the United Kingdom. Journal of mental health, 18(3), 198-206 https://doi.org/10.1080/09638230802522494

Salem, A. A. (2019). A Sage on a Stage, to Express and Impress: TED Talks for Improving Oral Presentation Skills, Vocabulary
Retention and Its Impact on Reducing Speaking Anxiety in ESP Settings. English Language Teaching, 12(6), 146-160.
https://doi.org/10.5539/elt.v12n6p146

Shadinger, D., Katsion, J., Myllykangas, S., & Case, D. (2020). The impact of a positive, self-talk statement on public speaking
anxiety. College Teaching, 68(1), 5-11. https://doi.org/10.1080/87567555.2019.1680522

Shahar, B., Carlin, E. R., Engle, D. E., Hegde, J., Szepsenwol, O., & Arkowitz, H. (2012). A pilot investigation of emotion-
focused two-chair dialogue intervention for self-criticism. Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy, 19(6), 496-507.
https://doi.org/10.1002/cpp.762

Shi, X., Brinthaupt, T. M., & McCree, M. (2015). The relationship of self-talk frequency to communication apprehension and
public speaking anxiety. Personality and Individual Differences, 75, 125-129. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2014.11.023

Stein, M. B., & Stein, D. J. (2008). Social anxiety disorder. The lancet, 371(9618), 1115-1125. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-
6736(08)60488-2

Theodorakis, Y., Hatzigeorgiadis, A., & Chroni, S. (2008). Self-talk: It works, but how? Development and preliminary validation
of the functions of self-talk questionnaire. Measurement in Physical education and exercise Science, 12(1), 10-30.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10913670701715158

Usman, M., Samad, A., & Tahir, Z. (2023). An Investigation into the Socio-Cultural Factors Causing EFL Classroom Speaking
Anxiety at the Selected Universities of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), Pakistan. Journal of Policy Research, 9(1), 44-50,
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7726291

Veenstra, R. J., & Weaver, C. (2022). Examining a continuum of FL speaking anxiety over time in an EFL classroom in Japan.
System, 110, 102889. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2022.102889

Lubna A. Alnaeem is an assistant professor of applied linguistics in the College of Languages and Translation at IMSIU, Riyadh,
KSA. She has been lecturing in different linguistics and language skills courses. She collaborates with researchers and educators as she
is interested in language teaching and learning, individual differences, curriculum development, and teacher cognition. ORCID:
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1714-7768

©2025 ACADEMY PUBLICATION





