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Abstract: This article aimed to explore which factors caused Thai learners’
anxiety in an online Chinese course provided by Chinese universities, how
Chinese proficiency affected online learning anxiety, and how online learning
anxiety influences learning engagement. The participants, i.e., learners of
Chinese as a foreign language (CFL), completed the questionnaires dealing
with online learning anxiety and learning engagement, and their Chinese
proficiency was measured by the Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi (HSK) level 4 test. A
semi-structured interview was conducted to enrich the study and the full picture
of learner anxiety and engagement in online learning. The result of the
questionnaires showed that the level of CFL learners’ anxiety was moderate.
The crucial factor in anxiety was the fear of communication in Chinese.
ANOVA analysis indicated that Chinese proficiency also affected CFL online
learning anxiety; most learners of low Chinese proficiency had a higher level of
anxiety than those with moderate and high Chinese proficiency. Additionally,
online engagement in the dimension of social presence was significantly related
to CFL learners’ anxiety. The interviews also revealed that classroom
interaction was the crucial element of online learning, which may lessen
learners’ anxiety and increase their engagement.
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1. Introduction

The most extensively used language in the world is Mandarin Chinese (Myers, 2018).
The growth of China’s economy, politics, and culture has also contributed to a steady rise
in the number of people learning Chinese as a foreign language (CFL) on a global scale,
and this trend is certain to continue into the future (Baverstock, 2019; Gong et al., 2021,
Xu et al., 2022) including in Thailand.

Since the start of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013, China has been
Thailand’s main supplier of foreign tourists and has significantly boosted the country’s
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economy. Around 10 million Chinese visitors came to Thailand in 2018, bringing in more
than 590 billion Baht (Thai website, 2019). By 2017, Thai students were the second
largest international student group in China (Zhang, 2018). Communication skills with
the Chinese are becoming increasingly important for Thai people. Thus, the two
countries’ student exchange programs also developed quickly (Zhou, 2021).

In the context of education globalization and informatization, Thailand’s higher
educational institutions continue to cooperate with China’s higher educational institutions
for the development of CFL education and provide a better study environment in China
for Thai CFL students. Covid-19’s rapid growth in 2019 resulted in serious illness and
fatalities as the number of confirmed cases climbed sharply (Komolafe et al., 2020). The
World Health Organization (WHOQO) formally declared a global health emergency and
pandemic on March 11, 2020 (WHO, 2020). The Covid-19 pandemic caused China to
lock down and not permit foreign students to enter China. This crisis impacts every step
of CFL teaching and learning and will continue to impact academic activities between
Thailand and China’s higher educational institutions.

Covid-19 has provided a significant opening for global digital learning (Hope,
2020; Mekonen & Nneoma, 2021). The health crisis forced Chinese partners and Thai
higher education institutions to alter their modes of collaboration in order to develop
cutting-edge teaching strategies for students to learn and acquire information in response
to this pandemic.

The major change has been the transition to distance learning, giving rise to a
significant increase in the use of online learning technologies and techniques (Huang et
al., 2021; Jamilah & Fahyuni, 2022). Long-distance learning has a number of difficulties,
including low student interest and involvement, less engaging classes, learning anxiety,
and network capacity issues (Komolafe et al., 2020; Mekonen & Nneoma, 2021).
However, most of the previous studies conducted on international students in China
explored their attitude to online learning (Basith et al., 2019; Geng, 2021; Mekonen &
Nneoma, 2021). Fewer current studies have investigated the attitude or emotions toward
online learning in Thai CFL learners, including studies about the relationship between
anxiety and learning engagement for CFL among Thai learners. The findings from the
present study will allow a better understanding of what is important to online learning in
the post-Covid-19 pandemic era and what is more commonly related to anxiety
experience and engagement by Thai CFL learners in the online mode. Furthermore, it
will be useful for developing CFL teaching and learning management of online classes.

In the context of the post-Covid-19 crisis, this article aimed to explain learner
concerns and participation with remote CFL learning. It presents the study’s findings in a
Thai university’s Chinese department. In order to investigate CFL learning anxiety and
engagement with online learning and identify associated factors, the paper first studies
relevant literature before providing a questionnaire. Additionally, semi-structured
interviews with learners were held to analyze the impact of learning anxiety and
engagement in online learning. At the end of the second academic semester, data were
collected from Thai CFL learners taking Chinese online classes offered by Chinese
universities to examine the relationship between CFL learning anxiety and the
engagement of Thai CFL learners toward online Chinese learning. Therefore, the present
study tried to answer the following questions:

1.  What factors cause anxiety in online learning?
2. How does Chinese proficiency affect online learning anxiety of CFL learners?

3. How does online learning anxiety influence learning engagement?
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2. Literature review

When the Covid-19 pandemic was widespread worldwide, online foreign language
learning played an important role in supporting teaching and learning. More research was
conducted to explore online students’ emotions in online classes. In order to investigate
the precise reason for the decline in a foreign language in the emergency remote teaching
setting, more research is being done on the psychological environment of learners. In a
university setting, Maican and Cocorada (2021) looked at the stressors and reactions
related to online learning during the pandemic and discovered no difference in the
investigated variables by gender, study program, or achievement level. They also
discovered a negative correlation between the perceived value of the FL task and the
perceived level of FL proficiency. According to Wang and Jiang (2022), CFL learners
enjoyed their remote learning, but no significant relationship between anxiety and
Chinese proficiency was observed.

In this study, the following hypothesis was investigated in the context of CFL
learning:

H1: The level of anxiety in online classes would be higher than that in offline classes.

Situational anxiety associated with learning a foreign language, such as worries
about being unable to converse with others in that language due to linguistic restrictions,
is known as foreign language anxiety (Horwitz, 2017; Pan et al., 2022). Anxiety affects
second-language learners worldwide in both formal and informal contexts (Horowitz,
2019; Alla et al., 2020). Foreign language learning anxiety is primarily caused by the fear
of making mistakes while speaking in academic and social contexts (Horwitz et al., 1986;
Alla et al., 2020; Wang & Zhang, 2021). According to Abdulaal et al. (2022), focusing on
speaking fluency and accuracy can make pupils feel uneasy in class. According to Geng
(2021), some international students find Chinese challenging to learn, get restless in
Chinese language classes, and feel worried and frightened when communicating in
Chinese.

Learners who are anxious may only speak the target language when they are in
their “comfort zone” (Horowitz, 2019; Yang et al., 2018; Zhang, 2019). Because they are
afraid of getting bad grades or being teased, many students are reluctant to utilize their
second language (Horowitz, 2019). Learning anxiety was divided into three categories
based on how it performed, namely: 1) communication apprehension; 2) test anxiety,
caused by the control of knowledge and skills; and 3) fear of negative evaluation by other
students and the teacher (Horwitz et al., 1986).

Shyness brought on by the requirement to interact in a foreign language with
other students and teachers is known as communication anxiety (Alla et al., 2020). Test
anxiety is linked to a learner’s personality emotional state and manifests itself when they
are routinely subjected to highly critical tests where failure or success in the exam is
greatly exaggerated for them.

The fear of negative evaluation is the expectation that others will judge them
negatively. Students are reluctant to use their second language because they are afraid of
receiving poor evaluations or being mocked; however, this concern can arise in any social
or evaluative situation (Horwitz et al., 1986; Horowitz, 2019). Learning FL is greatly
influenced by how students view the teacher’s actions; the more anxious students feel, the
more unfavourable their impression of the teacher is (Maican & Cocorada, 2021).

In comparison to offline learning, online learning may make students feel less
motivated and more anxious than offline learning due to the absence of intermediary
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feedback and support from instructors or interaction with peers; as a result, they need to
be more self-regulated (Ma, 2022; Mihai et al., 2022). Bollinger (2017) explored how
online learning affects students’ anxiety and discovered contextual differences: students
in classes taught on-site experienced considerably lower levels of anxiety than students
enrolled in remote courses. Hurd (2007), for instance, found in her study on foreign
language classroom anxiety in online learning among tertiary-level learners of French
that the nature and intensity of learners’ anxiety in the online mode differed significantly
from those experienced in classes held on-site.

The findings indicated that anxiety-provoking factors that are specifically related
to the online mode include the absence of immediate feedback, feelings of isolation (see
also Hauck & Hurd, 2005), learners’ difficulty comparing their own progress to that of
their peers, a lack of speaking practice and confidence when working independently, and,
relatedly, a lack of clear task instructions. Interactions with teachers and peers in two
dimensions on a screen lack the emotional resonance of traditional, three-dimensional
classroom settings where the volume cannot be turned down, and the very physicality of
the experience can excite students and foster feelings of connectedness (Bollinger &
Inan, 2012; Mekonen & Nneoma, 2021). The anxiety related to participation in online
debates may be lessened by the significance of interaction in getting to know one another,
developing relationships, and creating social bonds (Renik & Dewaele, 2012).

According to Sung and Li (2019), college-aged native English speakers in the
United States who are learning Chinese as a second language worry about their
performance in Chinese classes, their proficiency with all four language skills, their
ability to write Chinese characters, and their learner confidence. Zhou (2017) revealed
that the main causes of reading anxiety among CFL students in the United States were
identified as understanding unfamiliar topics, incorrect pronunciation, and uncomfortable
in reading aloud.

Some studies by Chinese scholars focused on language skills such as speaking
anxiety, and writing anxiety (Chen, 2021; Liu, 2019; Xie & Luo, 2021; Wang & Zhang,
2021). Basith et al. (2019) indicated that CSL students in China who have been studying
Chinese for longer periods of time and who are more proficient tend to have lower
anxiety levels. According to Zheng and Lynch (2021), there is relatively little correlation
between students’ motivation and language anxiety for learning Chinese and academic
achievement in the language. The study by Zheng and Lynch (2021) indicated a weak
relationship between motivation, anxiety, and Chinese academic achievement among
young Thai CFL learners.

Nevertheless, most studies of anxiety in CFL learning focused on foreign learners
who studied in Chinese universities or other countries, paying little attention to learners
who have been learning Chinese in Thailand. Studies were specifically conducted on the
anxiety of long-online learners in Thailand’s higher educational institutions.

H2: The level of learner engagement in online classes would be lower than that in
offline classes.

Kuh (2003) defined engagement as “the time and energy students devote to
educationally sound activities.” Student engagement has evolved from a student-centered
interest in enhancing learning to being a proxy for higher education quality and a
performance criterion for higher education institutions. This concept served as the basis
for surveys in the US and Australia (National Survey of Student Engagement, NSSE;
Australian Survey of Student Engagement, AUSSE) (Harrison, 2013 ; Waters & Day,
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2022). The NSSE assesses student engagement in five activity categories, including the
level of academic difficulty, the supportive campus environment, enriching educational
opportunities, student-faculty interaction, and active and collaborative learning (Dixson,
2015).

Since research shows that social presence is an essential feature of student
engagement, Dixson combined the community of inquiry model with the preceding
components of engagement in the traditional classroom to define online student
engagement (Chen, 2021; Dixson, 2015). He asserted that an online learning environment
supports social presence and community while generating meaningful interactions and
that the community of inquiry model (COI) provides a clear framework for adopting
social constructivist concepts in the online learning environment. A COI framework that
stresses the three key elements of cognitive presence, social presence, and instructional
presence was employed to create a meaningful educational experience. (Feng et al., 2017;
Garrison et al., 2000; Majeski et al., 2018; Nolan-Grant, 2019).

According to the COI paradigm, emotional expression is one component of social
presence (Majeski et al., 2018). In addition to emotional expression, the function of
emotional presence in learning appears to include affective and motivational experiential
elements like self-efficacy, openness, increased self-awareness, increased receptivity to
others, and an improved capacity for managing high-arousal emotional states that are
typical in learning (Majeski et al., 2018; Stenbom et al., 2016).

Particularly in the online setting, where students can frequently feel isolated and
disengaged, student engagement is crucial to learning (Dixson, 2015). Unsatisfactory
levels of overseas students’ participation in CFL offline classes were observed, according
to Tian et al. (2020), with a significant portion of the participants being passive or
ineffectively engaged in learning. The least positive comments came from students’
interactions with host teachers and the amount and quality of their teacher-student
interactions. However, according to Fan and Zhou (2022), foreign students had positive
perceptions of an online learning environment, student engagement, and Chinese learning
achievement.

Additionally, Muir et al. (2022) recommend that instructors should implement
interactive techniques to increase their students’ interaction with the material in online
CFL classes. Wang (2017) discovered that, while international students in Chinese
universities were active in their academics, they were less likely to engage in
extracurricular activities, interact with their instructors or classmates, or make use of the
institutions’ helpful resources. Additionally, he stated that participation levels in the areas
of gender, nationality, and length of Chinese study are remarkable. According to Chen
(2021), social integration was discovered to be a direct factor in the learning engagement
of international students taking CFL online at a Chinese university. Additionally, the
peaceful learning environment and the requirement for technical preparations and training
for online CFL teaching and learning were taken into consideration for increasing student
participation.

H3: Online learning anxiety has a significant impact on learner engagement.

Particularly in online teaching and learning, emotional expression is linked to the
COI model’s components and can be considered essential to successful learning (Majeski
et al., 2018). Positive emotions can help students pay attention more holistically, create
more contact and conversation among students, and motivate them to participate in their
studies (Majeski et al., 2018; Nolan-Grant, 2019; Wong et al., 2022). Anxiety is often
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regarded as a negative emotion that affects performance and learning enthusiasm
(Hilliard et al., 2020; Mihai et al., 2022). Foreign language anxiety has been reported in
online settings (C6té & Gaffney, 2021; Garcia-Castro & O’Reilly, 2022) and has been
shown to decrease students’ online engagement. Learning strategies should be assessed
primarily in terms of how well they increase student engagement and participation while
removing any stressors and negative emotions that might impair students’ performance,
especially in difficult circumstances (Mihai et al., 2022).

Little research has explored the relationship between anxiety and engagement in
online learning settings. In a study on how anxiety affects students’ academic
engagement during the Covid-19 pandemic, Garcia-Castro and O’Reilly (2022)
investigated how anxiety affected students studying L2 English and L2 French at
universities in Costa Rica. They discovered that, whereas students studying L2 French
from rural regions experienced anxiety, students studying L2 English from rural areas did
not appear to be significantly impacted by worry in terms of their online participation.
According to the study by Wei et al. (2022), motivation, anxiety, and learning strategies
only strongly predicted the learners’ self-rated Chinese proficiency in an online context
but not their performance on the Chinese vocabulary levels test. These limited findings
highlight the need for more research on how anxiety impacts learners’ engagement in
varied learning environments.

3. Method

The following section (Fig. 1) presents conceptual framework, research design,
participants, and instruments.

3.1. Conceptual framework

Communication

apprehension Cognitive engagement

Test anxiety

Learners’ anxiety
in online classes

A

Social engagement

\
Fear of negative 7

evaluation

Instruction engagement

Learning environment
/atmosphere

Fig. 1. lllustration of research framework

3.2. Research design

Mixed method approaches were used to investigate learners’ experiences of anxiety and
engagement in online learning during the post-Covid-19 pandemic period. Quantitative
data were gathered from the questionnaire, whilst qualitative data were collected from the
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semi-structured interviews. The researcher carefully explained the items to all class
participants to minimize the misunderstanding of the questions and in order to receive the
correct answers. Evidence from different data gatherings and analysis methods support
the internal validity of the research. Informed consent information was provided before
gathering data. At the end of the semester, learners were given a questionnaire to answer,
and an interview was conducted. Transcription and analysis of the data followed.

3.3. Participants

The participants were 48 third-year Chinese majors at a university located in the southern
part of Thailand. They were 5 males and 43 females. They had studied Chinese for about
3-6 years. All learners were registered for two courses entitled “Chinese History” and
“Chinese Writing” in the second semester of the 2022 academic year offered online by
Chinese universities. The data were collected during the last week of the semester.

3.4. Instruments

3.4.1. Online learning anxiety scale

Learners’ online learning anxiety was measured by the questionnaire created based on the
Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) (Horwitz et al., 1986), Online
Chinese Learning Anxiety Scale (Xu et al., 2022), and related literature. A variety of
questions were changed specifically to the Thai learners’ and Thailand’s learning context.
The translation of questionnaire items into Thai was carried out by a Thai expert who
majors in English with a long period of teaching EFL. The five-point Likert-type scale
consisted of 18 items. In order to check the reliability of the scale, the researcher piloted
it with a group of 30 CFL learners who were studying at the university. Cronbach’s alpha
value for the whole scale was 0.98. Three invited Item Objective Congruence 10C
experts validated the questionnaire. The score obtained was 0.89.

3.4.2. Online learning engagement scale

Le. To assess learners’ engagement, a modified questionnaire consisting of 30 items was
adapted from The Online Student Engagement Scale (OSE) (Dixson, 2015); Community
of Inquiry (COI) model (Garrison et al., 2000), and Foreign Language Enjoyment scale
(FLE) (Mihai et al., 2022), as well the related literature for describing the engagement in
CFL online learning. The utilization of a COl model rooted in cognitive presence, social
presence, and instruction presence (Garrison et al., 2000) is recommended for the
implementation of online courses. Cognitive presence includes various stages that
learners can engage in to generate and negotiate meaning through individual reflection
and collaborative conversation (Garrison et al., 2000). The phases involve a series of
distinct stages, namely initial triggering events, exploration, integration, and resolution
(Garrison et al., 2000). Social presence includes three key concepts: affective/personal
reactions, open communication, and coherent reactions (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). The
primary objective of this platform is to facilitate the exchange of personal experiences
and beliefs through online discussions (Majeski et al., 2018). The components of
instruction presence include direct teaching, facilitation of learning, and instructional
design (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). Important facets of instructional presence include
developing and structuring the many course components, designing teaching strategies,
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exchanging viewpoints and knowledge, and promoting conversation (Majeski et al.,
2018). There are 19 items in OSE for checking self-reporting online learning behaviors,
such as studying on a regular basis, listening/reading carefully and putting in unrelenting
effort. FLE was used to explore student online learning during the Covid-19 pandemic
period. Questions were framed around students’ attitude related to the process of online
teaching such as teaching and assessment tools used during class, students’ interactions
with teachers and peers, active participation during class, and technological challenges to
participate in online classes. Items that fit the Thailand context and post-Covid-19
pandemic online learning were chosen. Similar to the FLA scale, the original items
written in English were translated into Thai by a Thai expert majoring in English with a
long period of teaching EFL experience. The five-point Likert-type scale consisted of 30
items with three factors; cognitive presence, social presence, and instructional presence.
Like the FLA scale, the reliability of the scale was confirmed by 30 CFL learners who
were studying at the university. The Cronbach’s alpha values for the whole scale and its
factors were calculated as .86, .96, and .92, respectively. Three invited Item Objective
Congruence 10C experts validated the questionnaire. The score obtained was over 0.90.

3.4.3. Semi-structured interview

The interviews were expected to provide some qualitative information about online
learning from the point of view of learners to enrich the study and full picture of anxiety
and engagement in online learning. The questions were based on online learning anxiety
and engagement concepts and developed by referring to participants’ responses to the
questionnaires. Ten learners from the class attended the semi-structured interviews
voluntarily. Based on the Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi (HSK) result, three high Chinese
proficiency learners, three moderate Chinese proficiency learners and four low Chinese
proficiency learners were chosen.

4. Analysis and results

The results of the questionnaires were calculated into the statistical values in mean range
and standard deviation. ANOVA analysis was applied to compare the level of anxiety
between low Chinese proficiency learners, moderate Chinese proficiency learners, and
high Chinese proficiency learners. In addition, Pearson Square was used to analyze the
relationship between learning anxiety and learning engagement, while thematic analysis
was used to analyze the interview data (Braun & Clarke, 2019).

Table 1
Interpretation of the Likert scale categories

Scale Range Interpretation
1 1.00-1.80 Strongly disagree
2 1.81-2.60 Disagree
3 2.61-3.40 Neutral
4 3.41-4.20 Agree
5 4.21-5.00 Strongly agree
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4.1, HSK test

Based on CFL learners’ vocabulary acquisition of about 1200 words, HSK level 4 was
used to measure learners’ Chinese proficiency. As shown in Table 1, it was grouped into
three levels: high Chinese proficiency (score between 241-300), moderate Chinese
proficiency (score between 180-240), and low Chinese proficiency (score between 1-179).

Table 2

Descriptive statistics for learning anxiety toward online Chinese learning

Variables Mean SD

Anxiety

1. | feel anxious when | want to express an idea but can’t find the proper 3.65 1.041
words to say in Chinese when engaging in online learning.

2. When participating in online activities | can get so nervous | forget 3.23 1.077
things | know.

3. I feel nervous communicating in Chinese with my lecturers. 3.13 1.084

4. | feel nervous communicating in Chinese with my classmates on 2.77 1.171
online learning.

5. I feel low self-confidence about participating in Chinese online 2.88 1.064
classes.

6. | feel anxious when | don’t understand what the instructors in my class 3.60 1.180
are saying in Chinese.

7. 1 don’t enjoy sharing my opinions on online learning. 2.81 1.045

8. | feel uncomfortable interacting online. 2.58 1.108

9. | feel nervous talking to a partner who has a higher proficiency in 3.25 1.082
Chinese than me.

10. I feel uncomfortable when speaking in Chinese on online learning 2.73 0.984

11. | feel overwhelmed by the number of Chinese words and grammatical 2.98 0.838
rules I have to learn in Chinese.

12. 1don’t like to talk online to Chinese lecturers. 2.37 1.044

13. | feel uncomfortable in video conferences. 2.71 1.320

14. | worry about making mistakes in my Chinese online classes. 3.21 1.129

15. | start to panic when | have to speak without preparation in my 3.73 1.250
Chinese online classes.

16. It embarrasses me to volunteer to answer in my Chinese classes. 2.69 1.014

17. | am afraid that my Chinese lecturers are ready to correct every 2.75 1.120
mistake | make while communicating

18. Chinese online classes move so quickly, I worry about being getting 3.19 1.249
left behind.

Total 2.86 1.100

Eighteen questions were analyzed to investigate CFL learners’ anxiety in online
classes. As shown in Table 2, the average mean score for learning anxiety was at the
moderate level (2.86). The three most anxiety-provoking situations were:(1) | start to
panic when | have to speak without preparation in my Chinese online classes (item 15
with a mean score of 3.73); (2) | feel anxious when | want to express an idea but can’t
find the proper words to say in Chinese when engaging in online learning (item 1 with a
mean score of 3.65); and (3) | feel anxious when | don’t understand what the instructors
in my class are saying in Chinese (item 6 with a mean score of 3.60).
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Table 3
Descriptive statistics for learning engagement toward online Chinese learning
Variables Mean SD
Cognitive presence 3.77 0.5172
Social presence 3.42 0.6110
Instruction presence 3.71 0.5960

As shown in Table 3, in the investigation of students’ online engagement, it was
observed that the quantitative expression of social presence obtained the lowest average
score (3.42).

Table 4
The comparison of CFL online learning anxiety between Chinese low-proficiency
learners, Chinese moderate-proficiency learners, and Chinese high-proficiency learners.

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Between Groups 5.472 2 2.736 5.760 .006
Within Groups 21.374 45 475
Total 26.846 48

Table 4 shows that there is significance between the groups in terms of their
online learning anxiety level scores (p < .05).

Table 5

The multiple comparisons of CFL online learning anxiety between Chinese low-
proficiency learners, Chinese moderate-proficiency learners, and Chinese high-
proficiency learners

Mean 95% Confidence Interval
(DHSK 4 (JyHSK 4  Difference Std. Error  Sig.
(I-J) Lower Bound Upper Bound
Scheffe 1.Low 2 .70600" .20801 .006 1794 1.2326
3 .36905 .37598 621 -.5828 1.3209
2.Moderate 1 -.70600" .20801 .006 -1.2326 -.1794
3 -.33696 .37336 .668 -1.2821 .6082
3.High 1 -.36905 .37598 621 -1.3209 .5828
2 .33696 .37336 .668 -.6082 1.2821
LSD 1.Low 2 .70600" .20801 .001 .2870 1.1250
3 .36905 .37598 332 -.3882 1.1263
2.Moderate 1 -.70600" .20801 .001 -1.1250 -.2870
3 -.33696 .37336 372 -1.0889 4150
3.High 1 -.36905 .37598 332 -1.1263 .3882
2 .33696 .37336 372 -.4150 1.0889

Note. * The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level
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As shown in Table 5, ANOVA analyses were conducted to compare the CFL
online learning anxiety between Chinese low-proficiency learners, Chinese moderate-
proficiency learners, and Chinese high-proficiency learners. The results showed
significant anxiety between Chinese low-proficiency learners and Chinese moderate-
proficiency learners (p < .05).

Table 6
The relationship between learner anxiety and learner engagement
Variables Pearson Chi- Cognitive Social Engagement Instruction
Square Engagement Engagement
Anxiety Chi-Square 499.467 659.667 635.733
Sig. (2-sided) 622 .046 151

As shown in Table 6, Pearson Chi-Square showed the relationship between CFL
online learners’ anxiety and social engagement at the 0.046 level of significance.

Based on thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke (2019), the students’ opinions were
collected from 10 interviewees in the semi-structured interview for a better understanding
of CFL online learning anxiety and learning engagement.

Table 7
Interviewees’ responses

Frequency (number of

Item Category persons giving the
response)
1 Boring to learn Chinese online 3
2 Chinese content beyond comprehending level 7
3 No interaction in class 7
4 The online class moved so quickly 8
5 Difficult to use Chinese to express ideas 10

The analysis of the data obtained from interviews, specifically presented in Table
7, is outlined in the information that follows:

4.1. Boring to learn Chinese online

Three learners stated they were bored during the online learning process because there
were no physical interactions between learners and instructors. They got nervous when
they did not understand the online lecture delivered by Chinese instructors, which caused
engagement with the study to be decreased. They felt less anxious in traditional face-to-
face classrooms. They also said that weak WIFI connectivity caused learning anxiety
because they could not catch up with the lecture. One learner stated that: ““I felt isolated
when learning online, did not learn in a group with my classmates, so when | cannot
comprehend what Chinese instructors said, nobody helped me, the learning environment
did not suit my need.”

4.2. Learning content beyond comprehension level

All Chinese content and lectures by native speakers were difficult. It was a factor that
increased the nervousness of learners and obstructed the learning process. All learners
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mentioned that their academic performance might decrease because they did not
understand most of the Chinese content. One interviewee said: “PPT presentation slides
of learning content or learning materials were not provided before classes, it made us so
nervous when cannot prepare lessons for study,” while another interviewee stated: “the
content of Chinese history (Chinese history class) was too much, | must find the meaning
of new Chinese words in order to understand easily, but could not download learning
materials; this made me so uncomfortable.”

4.3. No interaction in class

Online Chinese classes did not offer an active classroom environment with learner-
centered activity and communication between instructors, learners, and peers. Most
learners need collaborative group discussions online to help each other in the learning
process and engage with their studies. One of the learners commented: “if we worked
with peers, it decreased our anxiety. We can share opinions and help classmates to
accomplish assigned tasks or answer questions.” One of the interviewees added: “Chinese
instructor turned off her camera during giving the lecture. | felt that she did not like to
communicate with us.”

4.4, Online classes moving so fast

Most learners reported that Chinese online classes moved so quickly they were unfamiliar
with them. They needed more time on tasks or classroom activities, but instructors
provided limited time for accomplishing learning tasks and assignments. Giving many
opportunities to practice their language skills was necessary. One of the learners said: “it
took some time for someone to be able to answer questions with their teachers.” One of
the interviewees explained that: “in my opinion, the class moved so fast, the Chinese
teacher spoke too fast, and | could not understand her words. | told her to reduce the
speed of speaking, but she did while I told her, and later she still lectured with fast
speed.” One of the learners said: “I cannot understand the lecture, which is beyond my
comprehension level, so | chat with my classmates instead.”

4.5, Difficult to use Chinese to express ideas

All learners panicked when they were spontaneously asked to communicate in Chinese.
Since they have limited vocabulary, they cannot state their ideas clearly. Due to fear of
making mistakes, they avoid communicating with native speakers. Most learners stated
that asking questions and randomly pointing them out to answer made them more
nervous because they were unprepared and lacked the vocabulary to express ideas.
Furthermore, the instructor’s negative emotions made learners uncomfortable and
unwilling to answer questions. One learner pointed out that: “when we tried to answer
questions but not correctly, my teacher felt not satisfied with our expression, she told that
why we did not remember the content.” One of the learners stated: “my oral performance
was not good. | could not construct sentences perfectly and hesitated to speak.” Two
learners indicated that they used online dictionaries to find the vocabulary for answering
the Chinese instructor’s questions, which helped them to reduce learning anxiety.
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5. Discussion

The objective of this study was to explore (1) what factors caused anxiety in CFL online
learning (2) how Chinese proficiency affected online learning anxiety, and (3) how online
learning anxiety influences learning engagement. The findings from the questionnaire
administered to 48 Thai CFL learners of the university in the southern part of Thailand
showed that the level of CFL learners’ anxiety was moderate (M = 2.86). Although the
feeling of anxiety was not so high in online learning, this may, however, be associated
with less interaction, i.e., more teacher-centered, which made learners feel more unhappy
and isolated (Resnik et al., 2023). Furthermore, due to Thailand’s pleasure-oriented
cultural beliefs, anxiety may not be as prevalent when learning online (Xu et al., 2022).
In 2022, the World Happiness Report placed Thailand third in Southeast Asia. The
influence of anxiety on foreign language achievement might be low by a higher level of
subjective satisfaction and a lower level of ambition/achievement orientation (Xu et al.,
2022).

The majority of CFL learners became anxious when the lecturer asked questions
that they did not prepare beforehand because they could not find the proper words to
express in Chinese. One of the most anxiety-provoking situations was not understanding
what instructors said in Chinese. This result was also supported by the interview analysis;
most learners were not confident speaking in Chinese. They were very nervous when
having to communicate without enough preparation. The feeling of anxiety about
speaking in Chinese may be due to a lack of natural language learning environments in
which they can practice their Chinese skills or the opportunity to study in the target
country (China). They use the Thai language to communicate in daily life and only
practice Chinese in the classroom. Based on the results, the main factor of learning
anxiety related to speaking skills, which was consistent with many previous studies
indicating that learners’ anxiety always comes from their ability to use the target
language to communicate with others (Bashori et al., 2020; Horwitz, 2017; Pan et al.,
2022; Sung & Ko-Yin, 2019; Yang & Quadir, 2018; Zhang, 2019).

Regarding the effect of Chinese proficiency on CFL online learning anxiety, the
statistical analyses showed that Chinese proficiency plays an influential role in learning
anxiety. The results showed that low Chinese proficiency learners’ anxiety was
significantly higher than moderate Chinese learners. The current finding is partially
consistent with the previous study conducted by Zhou (2017), which found that beginner
learners experienced the highest level of learning anxiety. It is also congruent with a
previous study related to anxiety in EFL learners’ online role-playing games (Yang &
Quadir, 2018), which found that English ability had a negative relation with the anxiety
experience of EFL students. The low-Chinese-ability learners had difficulty
understanding Chinese content, and their vocabulary was limited (Xu et al., 2022). It may
be explained by Chinese courses such as Chinese history and Chinese writing, which
need a large vocabulary size. However, the meaning of various words exceeds the
learner’s ability to understand them. Not delivering course materials by instructors before
learning may have affected low-proficiency learners’ preparation. In addition, explaining
the learning content in Chinese is even more difficult to understand. In contrast, only four
high Chinese proficiency learners seemed to be more anxious than moderate Chinese
proficiency learners, implying that they were perfectionists with high standards. This
result was similar to the study by Maican and Cocorada (2021), which showed that high-
language-ability students had a higher level of learning anxiety than medium and low-
language-ability students. These high-performance learners put more effort into learning
Chinese, fear mistakes, and frequently experience anxiety. Nevertheless, the interview
result also indicated that one of the high Chinese proficiency learners could deal with
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learning anxiety, for example, finding new word meanings before classes or revising
learning knowledge.

It was expected that online learning anxiety would be correlated with learning
engagement in the subscale of cognitive presence, social presence, and instructional
presence. However, only social presence significantly correlated with learning anxiety. It
confirms the importance of social presence in online learning environments (Martin &
Bolliger, 2018). Based on the questionnaire of online learning engagement and interview
data, the results showed that the three items of social presence got the lowest score were:
1) I always use emoticons to express my emotion along the learning (M = 2.71); 2) | have
fun in online chats, discussions or via email with the instructor or other students (M=, and
3.27); and 3) Online classes encourage me to share ideas and experiences in discussion
(M =, and 3.27). This study found that learners’ anxiety in online courses provided by
Chinese instructors from China universities was due to the lack of interaction between
learners and peers or learners and instructors. The negative emotion of instructors caused
learners to be less engaged with online learning. Some learners need teachers to make
conversation more engaging since they are passive or provide poor responses. Because of
Chinese vocabulary limitations, learners cannot express ideas in Chinese with teachers or
other students. Additionally, due to little utilization of emoticons or emojis in interaction
between learners and instructors, positive emotional engagement with online Chinese
classes was low. Most learners need to discuss ideas and corroborate with peers to
accomplish learning tasks (Yu et al., 2020). This reinforces the belief that instructors
must accept their facilitative role of scaffolding to improve learning outcomes through
interaction (Hung & Nguyen, 2022). Some studies by Chinese scholars revealed that
Chinese teachers have encountered many challenges in online teaching, such as its
effectiveness, teachers’ conception and online teaching ability, and the transformation of
teaching methods (Dai et al., 2020; Xia et al., 2020). They should transitioning the
learning mode from the traditional classroom to the online classroom and consider the
practices that should be further implemented and which should be terminated (Azizi &
Farid Khafaga, 2023). According to this finding, social presence or emotional presence is
a key element of the interaction between learners and instructors in online learning, so
that, in order to foster emotional presence in their students and make them feel
comfortable, instructors can employ active, reflective listening and speaking techniques
(Muir et al., 2022). Using open-ended questions encourages the learner to explore and
articulate their ideas. By talking about these sentiments with students, teachers can assist
students in better understanding the anxiety that may develop when working on
challenging tasks and with classmates who have different perspectives from their own
(Majeski et al., 2018). Moreover, instructors must clearly define the learning objective
and the evaluation system and offer learning materials to encourage learners’
participation (Molinillo et al., 2018). Complex learning activities should be broken down
into their component parts by instructors, who should also give students a clear rubric to
use in evaluating their performance on each component as well as suggestions for
improving it (Majeski et al., 2018).

6. Conclusion

The current study concluded that CFL learners’ level of online anxiety was moderate due
to less interaction in the online classroom and Thailand’s pleasure-oriented cultural
beliefs. The most crucial factor in anxiety was the fear of communication in Chinese. The
majority of learners were nervous when speaking without enough preparation. Based on
the results, Chinese proficiency also affected CFL online learning anxiety; most low
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Chinese proficiency learners had a higher level of anxiety than those with moderate and
high Chinese proficiency. It implied that instructors should provide various activities to
improve learners’ Chinese abilities and decrease their anxiety. Additionally, online
engagement in the dimension of social presence was significantly related to CFL
learners’ anxiety. The items about expression ideas and discussion of social presence got
a low mean score. It implied that learners’ sense of online community is strong, which
may reduce their anxiety. Encouraging learners to share experiences and ideas in online
discussion through the online platform should be emphasized. It confirmed the study
conducted by Richardson and Swan (2003) that social presence positively affects student
and instructor course satisfaction. The instructors should consider utilizing the benefits of
technological devices to promote an interactive and enjoyable online learning
environment for all learners.

Like any other study, this study also has some limitations. The main limitation is
that the sample size of our research is relatively small, so its outcomes are likely not
transferrable to another environment. Future research could find it useful to use more
samples in order to boost the statistical power. Since the degree of online learning anxiety
may vary from one culture or country to another, more research can contribute to
understanding why anxiety may be more or less severe to foreign language learners in
different countries. This study focused on the relationship between online learning
anxiety and engagement, thus future research can explore the correlation between
learning anxiety and other factors like self-regulated, attitudes, and learning strategy.
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