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ABSTRACT
Speaking anxiety remains one of the most persistent barriers in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning, particularly in oral communication. Although extensive research has examined this phenomenon in traditional and group-based classroom settings, very little attention has been given to how anxiety operates in private, one-on-one online instruction — a setting that theoretically removes peer pressure and audience judgment, yet in practice continues to produce visible anxiety behaviors. This study addresses that gap by exploring speaking anxiety among EFL learners in a private online English class conducted synchronously via Zoom. The study aims to identify the forms of speaking anxiety students experience, analyze the contributing factors, and examine how students respond to speaking activities in this context. A qualitative case study design is employed, following Creswell (2013) and Yin (2018), with two participants aged 19 to 26 selected through purposive sampling. Data were gathered through in-depth semi-structured interviews, classroom observation, and documentation, then analyzed using the interactive model of Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014). Grounded in the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety framework by Horwitz et al. (1986), the findings reveal that anxiety in this setting manifests through vocabulary-related hesitation, fear of disappointing the teacher, and short-answer avoidance strategies. Despite the absence of peer pressure, anxiety persisted due to limited vocabulary confidence, concern about teacher evaluation, and platform-specific disruptions. Both participants reported that a close, supportive teacher-student relationship was the most effective anxiety-reducing factor, suggesting that relational closeness plays a central role in managing speaking anxiety in private online instruction.
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INTRODUCTION
English speaking proficiency has become increasingly important in a globalized world, yet speaking in a foreign language remains one of the most anxiety-inducing academic activities for many learners. In the Indonesian context, this challenge is particularly pronounced. Speaking anxiety among Indonesian EFL students is driven by three major clusters of factors: language barriers such as grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, and fluency; psychological issues such as low motivation and limited self-confidence; and learning-related factors involving lecturers, classmates, and unfamiliar topics (Abrar et al., 2022). Research further confirms that limited practice opportunities are among the most consistent factors sustaining speaking anxiety over time, as chances to use English both inside and outside the classroom remain limited for many students (Quvanch et al., 2024).
Foreign language speaking anxiety was formally conceptualized by Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) through the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), which identified three core components: communication apprehension, fear of negative evaluation, and test anxiety. Since its introduction, this framework has been applied extensively across EFL settings, confirming that speaking anxiety is a consistent predictor of reduced oral participation and lower communicative competence (MacIntyre & McGillivray, 2023). A meta-analytic review by Botes, Dewaele, and Greiff (2020) further confirmed that higher levels of foreign language anxiety are significantly associated with lower academic achievement, reinforcing the practical urgency of understanding and addressing this phenomenon.
The rapid expansion of online learning following the COVID-19 pandemic has introduced new dimensions to this problem. Bárkányi & Brash (2025) found that online environments generate platform-specific stressors that differ meaningfully from face-to-face classrooms, including self-image anxiety triggered by camera visibility and a heightened sense of being observed in isolation. Peng, Wang, and Liu (2024) further found that separation from the instructor, technological challenges, and limited two-way interaction in online settings are significant predictors of online learning anxiety among EFL students, all of which are directly relevant to the one-on-one Zoom context examined in this study. Cancino & Cabello (2024) additionally noted that students’ computer self-efficacy and personality traits mediate how anxiety is experienced in virtual settings, so that for already-anxious learners, even minor technological disruptions can feel like public failure.
Among the various online learning formats, private one-on-one instruction has received the least empirical attention. This setting is theoretically paradoxical: the removal of peers should eliminate the social pressure that most studies identify as a primary driver of speaking anxiety, yet anxiety continues to surface. This study addresses that gap by investigating speaking anxiety in private one-on-one online English classes conducted via Zoom. Three research questions guide the study: (1) What forms of speaking anxiety are experienced by students in private one-on-one online English classes? (2) What factors contribute to students’ speaking anxiety in this setting? (3) How do students respond to speaking activities in private one-on-one online English classes?
Speaking Anxiety and its Theoretical Framework
Speaking anxiety is a domain-specific construct arising in oral communication situations. Horwitz et al. (1986, p. 128) defined foreign language anxiety as “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom language learning arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process.” Their three-component framework of communication apprehension, fear of negative evaluation, and test anxiety has remained the cornerstone of speaking anxiety research for nearly four decades. MacIntyre & McGillivray (2023) extended this framework by demonstrating that anxiety operates dynamically, shifting in intensity depending on the situation, the interlocutor, and the learner’s internal state. Scovel (1978) further distinguished between facilitating anxiety, which motivates engagement, and debilitating anxiety, which causes learners to avoid or underperform on speaking tasks. The present study focuses on debilitating anxiety, as its behavioral indicators are what the researcher has consistently observed in the private online class setting.
Speaking Anxiety in Online Learning Environments
The shift to digital instruction introduced new anxiety variables that earlier studies could not account for. Bárkányi & Brash (2025) identified camera self-consciousness and platform-specific disruptions as anxiety triggers unique to online environments. Cancino & Cabello (2024) found that in emergency remote teaching contexts, both foreign language speaking anxiety and computer self-efficacy significantly predicted students’ oral performance, confirming that technological and linguistic anxieties interact in online settings. In the Indonesian EFL context specifically, Abrar et al. (2022) found that online speaking anxiety is shaped by a combination of language barriers, psychological factors, and learning-environment factors, suggesting that it cannot be explained by any single cause but requires multilayered investigation.
Relational Factors and Young Adult Learners
The participants of this study fall within the age range of 19 to 26, which Arnett (2000) identifies as emerging adulthood, a phase characterized by heightened self-consciousness and acute sensitivity to social evaluation. For this group, Gardner et al. (1972) established that instrumental motivation, the pursuit of language learning for career or academic purposes, is particularly salient. Botes et al. (2020) demonstrated in their meta-analysis that the relationship between anxiety and achievement is consistently negative across proficiency levels, reinforcing the importance of managing anxiety in this developmentally vulnerable group. Crucially, Dewaele and MacIntyre (as cited in Botes et al., 2020) identified that positive teacher-student relationships and classroom climate significantly moderate foreign language anxiety, increasing learners’ willingness to communicate.
METHODS
This study employs a qualitative case study design. A case study approach is appropriate because speaking anxiety in a private one-on-one online setting is a specific, bounded, and underexplored phenomenon requiring in-depth, context-sensitive investigation rather than numerical measurement (Creswell, 2013; Yin & Campbell, 2018). Creswell & J. W. (2014) further emphasizes that qualitative research is particularly suited for exploring complex social phenomena where the researcher seeks to understand meaning from participants’ perspectives within their natural context. The goal is to produce a thick description of how anxiety operates within this particular learning context, not to generalize findings to all EFL learners.
Participants
Participants were selected through purposive sampling from the researcher’s private online English students. Two participants aged 19 to 26 were included, both of whom had exhibited consistent signs of speaking anxiety during Zoom sessions prior to the study. To protect participant confidentiality, participants are referred to as Participant 1 and Participant 2 throughout this paper. This sample size is methodologically appropriate for qualitative case study inquiry, where informational depth and data saturation take precedence over numerical breadth (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Lincoln, 1985)
Instruments
Three instruments were employed. First, a semi-structured interview guide consisting of 16 open-ended questions was developed based on the three research questions and the FLCAS framework by Horwitz et al. (1986), covering participants’ general anxiety experience, contributing factors, and response strategies. Second, an observation checklist documented behavioral indicators of anxiety during Zoom sessions, including response latency, minimal verbal output, and avoidance of speech initiation. Third, session documentation including notes on activity types and participation patterns served as a supplementary triangulation source.
Procedures
Each participant was interviewed individually via Zoom for approximately 15 to 25 minutes. Interviews were conducted in English with flexibility to switch to Indonesian when needed for clarity of meaning. All sessions were recorded with participants’ informed consent. Participants were explicitly assured that their responses were confidential and would have no bearing on their English lessons. Prior to the interviews, the researcher conducted regular observation of each participant’s online sessions over multiple weeks, generating descriptive field notes that complemented the interview data.
Data Analysis
Data analysis followed the interactive model of Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014), consisting of three concurrent stages: data condensation, involving initial coding and theme identification across interview transcripts and observational notes; data display, involving thematic organization by research question; and conclusion drawing and verification, involving pattern interpretation cross-checked against raw data. Methodological triangulation across the three data sources strengthened the credibility of findings (Creswell, 2013). Because the researcher occupies a dual role as both teacher and investigator, a reflexive journal was maintained throughout to manage potential interpretive bias, and member checking was applied after analysis to allow participants to verify the accuracy of their represented experiences.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The findings are presented and discussed in accordance with the three research questions that guided this study. Each theme that emerged from the data is interpreted in relation to relevant theoretical frameworks and previous empirical studies.
Forms of Speaking Anxiety Experienced by Students (RQ1)
Both participants demonstrated identifiable forms of speaking anxiety during their online sessions. The most consistent form across both participants was vocabulary-related hesitation. When confronted with a speaking task, both Participant 1 and Participant 2 reported that not knowing the right word was the primary disruption to their speech production, causing them to pause, produce incomplete sentences, or default to very short responses. Participant 1 described this experience as particularly pronounced during opinion-based tasks, where the pressure to simultaneously form an idea and express it in English created a compounding cognitive and anxiety response. Participant 2 reported a more somatic manifestation: an accelerated heartbeat followed by an abrupt forgetting of words mid-sentence, consistent with the physiological dimension of communication apprehension identified by Horwitz et al. (1986).
A second shared form was minimal response production. Both participants acknowledged that when anxious, they consciously limited their verbal output to the shortest possible answer rather than elaborating, using brevity as a form of self-protection against producing errors that might be negatively evaluated. This pattern aligns with what Quvanch et al. (2024) describe as anxiety-driven reduction in communicative output, where learners engage minimally rather than withdrawing entirely, a selective coping strategy that preserves participation while limiting exposure to evaluation.
Factors Contributing to Speaking Anxiety (RQ2)
Several contributing factors emerged from the data. For both participants, limited vocabulary confidence was the most frequently cited source of anxiety. Participant 1 stated that not having enough vocabulary made her feel unable to deliver her ideas properly, while Participant 2 described her vocabulary as still very basic, creating a persistent sense of inadequacy before speaking even began. Abrar et al. (2022) identified this pattern in their qualitative study with Indonesian EFL students, finding that limited vocabulary and grammar proficiency consistently emerged as primary drivers of speaking anxiety, and that students often avoided speaking not because they lacked knowledge but because they did not trust themselves enough to produce it under pressure.
Fear of teacher evaluation was a second shared contributing factor, though it operated differently for each participant. Participant 1 expressed concern about disappointing the teacher, recalling a specific moment when she had forgotten material they had previously studied together. Participant 2 framed this fear differently, worrying that the teacher would perceive her as taking too long to answer, suggesting that her anxiety was tied not only to linguistic accuracy but to the pace of her responses. The persistence of teacher-directed evaluation anxiety in a one-on-one setting, despite the absence of peers, supports Horwitz et al.'s (1986) argument that fear of negative evaluation is not exclusively peer-driven but is fundamentally tied to the evaluative nature of the speaking context itself.
A factor reported exclusively by Participant 2 was platform-related disruption caused by unstable internet connection. She described that when the Zoom call lagged or disconnected, the awkwardness of having to repeat or re-ask questions increased her discomfort significantly. This confirms Cancino & Cabello's (2024) finding that technological challenges in online settings function as a distinct anxiety trigger, and Bárkányi & Brash (2025) argument that for already-anxious learners, even minor platform disruptions can feel like a form of public failure.
Student Responses to Speaking Activities (RQ3)
Both participants employed short-answer strategies as their primary behavioral response to anxiety. Rather than withdrawing from interaction entirely, they chose minimal engagement, producing the briefest acceptable response and returning communicative control to the teacher. Participant 2 additionally reported that when she genuinely did not know a word, she would ask the teacher directly rather than staying silent, suggesting a degree of communicative agency even within her anxiety response. Quvanch et al. (2024) similarly found that EFL students actively seek teacher support as a coping mechanism, confirming that anxious learners are not always passive but may pursue help-seeking strategies when the instructional relationship feels safe enough to do so.
In terms of motivational responses following anxious sessions, both participants reported initial negative effects on motivation. Participant 2 described worrying at the start of their lessons that her English was too basic and that she might become a burden going forward. Participant 1 similarly acknowledged motivational disruption but stated that she used it as impetus to perform better in subsequent sessions. This distinction between immediate debilitating effects and longer-term resilient responses reflects the complex motivational dynamics that Botes et al. (2020) identified in their meta-analysis, where anxiety’s impact on achievement is moderated by learner-level factors including persistence and self-regulation.
The most significant finding of this study is the protective role of the teacher-student relationship in reducing speaking anxiety over time. Both participants explicitly identified relational closeness as the primary factor that made their anxiety manageable. Participant 1 specifically described the teacher’s habit of summarizing what she had said, demonstrating that her meaning had been understood despite imperfect language, as the behavior most responsible for her feeling calm. Participant 2 noted that the frequency of their meetings and the comfortable interpersonal boundaries established over time had reduced her anxiety considerably, adding that she was now more open than before. This finding aligns with Abrar et al.'s (2022) observation that the learning environment and teacher-student dynamic are key moderators of speaking anxiety in Indonesian EFL contexts. In the private online setting, where the teacher is the sole interlocutor, the quality of this relationship becomes an even more powerful anxiety-mediating variable than in group-based classrooms.
CONCLUSION
This study investigated speaking anxiety in the context of private one-on-one online English instruction via Zoom, focusing on its forms, contributing factors, and student responses. Drawing on interview data and classroom observations from two EFL learners, the findings demonstrate that speaking anxiety persists in this setting despite the absence of peer pressure, manifesting primarily through vocabulary-related hesitation, somatic reactions including accelerated heartbeat and sudden word-forgetting, and minimal verbal output as a protective strategy. The removal of peers does not eliminate anxiety; rather, it concentrates evaluative pressure entirely on the teacher-student dyad.
Contributing factors include limited vocabulary confidence, fear of teacher evaluation operating through both accuracy-related and pace-related concerns, and for one participant, platform-specific anxiety triggered by unstable internet connection. These factors are interconnected: limited lexical resources heighten fear of evaluation, which the online medium can further amplify through unpredictable technological disruptions, as confirmed by Cancino & Cabello (2024) and Bárkányi & Brash (2025).
The most significant finding is the protective role of relational closeness in moderating speaking anxiety over time. Both participants identified the supportive teacher-student relationship as the primary factor that made their anxiety manageable, with specific behaviors such as meaning-focused feedback and consistent interpersonal comfort identified as most effective. This suggests that private EFL tutors working online are in a uniquely powerful position to reduce their students’ speaking anxiety not primarily through technique, but through the quality and consistency of the relationship they build across sessions.
This study is limited by its small sample of two participants and its preliminary stage of data collection. Future research should examine speaking anxiety in private online classes with larger and more diverse participant groups, and should explore longitudinal patterns of anxiety change as the teacher-student relationship develops. Comparative studies examining speaking anxiety across different online formats, such as group classes versus private instruction, would also contribute to a more complete picture of how the learning environment shapes EFL speaking anxiety.
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