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Abstract

This paper examines the relationship between language anxiety and Stephen
Krashen's Monitor Hypothesis in ESL learners. The Monitor Hypothesis distin-
guishes between subconscious language acquisition and conscious learning, with
the monitor being a mechanism for self-correction based on learned rules. Lan-
guage anxiety, including communication apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of
negative evaluation, significantly affects language performance. The study finds
that high language anxiety hinders the monitor's effectiveness by causing either
over-reliance on self-correction, leading to fragmented speech, or by overwhelm-
ing cognitive resources, resulting in under-utilization and increased errors. Mod-
erate anxiety levels may enhance the monitor's function by increasing attentive-
ness to form without disrupting fluency. The paper suggests creating supportive
learning environments, balancing fluency and accuracy, and providing construc-
tive feedback to help ESL learners manage anxiety and use their monitors effec-
tively. Future research should explore longitudinal studies, individual differences,
and interventions to further understand and improve the interplay between lan-
guage anxiety and the Monitor Hypothesis.
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1. Introduction

Language acquisition is a complex and multifaceted process, influenced by numer-
ous cognitive and affective factors. One of the most influential theories in this field is
Stephen Krashen’s Monitor Hypothesis, which posits that language learners use an
internal monitor to edit and correct their language output based on learned rules
and conscious knowledge. This hypothesis is a cornerstone of Krashen’s broader
theory, distinguishing between “acquisition”—a subconscious process—and “learn-
ing”—a conscious process involving explicit knowledge of language rules. Concur-
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rently, language anxiety has been extensively studied due to its significant impact on
learners’ performance and overall language proficiency, manifesting as communica-
tion apprehension, test anxiety, or fear of negative evaluation, which can hinder the
learning process. While both the Monitor Hypothesis and language anxiety have
been studied individually, their intersection, particularly how language anxiety
might influence the functioning of the monitor, remains under-explored.

The purpose of this paper is to explore the relationship between language anxiety
and the Monitor Hypothesis in ESL (English as a Second Language) learners, specif-
ically investigating how anxiety affects the use and effectiveness of the monitor. By
synthesizing existing research on both the Monitor Hypothesis and language anxiety,
this study aims to provide a comprehensive overview of their interaction and its in-
fluence on ESL learners’ writing and speaking abilities. This research is significant as
it can inform educators and curriculum developers about the dual impact of cogni-
tive and affective factors on language learning, leading to strategies that help learn-
ers manage anxiety and use their monitors more effectively, ultimately improving
language proficiency. Moreover, this study seeks to fill a gap in the current literature
by offering a detailed analysis of these factors’ interplay, thus promoting more sup-

portive and efficient learning environments for ESL learners.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. The Monitor Hypothesis

The Monitor Hypothesis, part of Stephen Krashen’s theory of second language ac-
quisition, distinguishes between ‘acquisition’ (a subconscious process similar to
children learning their first language) and ‘learning’ (a conscious process involving
explicit knowledge of grammar rules). The ‘monitor’ is a cognitive mechanism that
allows learners to edit their language output using their conscious knowledge of
grammar rules. Its effectiveness depends on three conditions: sufficient time, focus
on form, and knowledge of the relevant rules. While the monitor can improve accu-
racy, over-reliance on it can hinder fluency, emphasizing the need to balance it with

natural acquisition processes.
2.2. Language Anxiety

Language anxiety is a specific type of anxiety that affects language learning and use,
impacting learners’ performance and emotional well-being. It includes communica-
tion apprehension (fear of verbal communication), test anxiety (nervousness in
testing situations), and fear of negative evaluation (worry about being judged).
Theoretical models such as the Affective Filter Hypothesis suggest that high anxiety
raises an ‘affective filter,” blocking effective language input processing. The cognitive
interference model proposes that anxiety consumes cognitive resources, reducing
language processing capacity. The expectancy-value theory asserts that learners’

expectations of failure and perceived task value influence their anxiety and motiva-

DOI: 10.63313/LLCS.9019

134 Literature, Language and Cultural Studies



Hui Li

tion. High anxiety can lead to avoidance behaviors, decreased confidence, and lower
language achievement, creating a negative feedback loop.

Understanding the Monitor Hypothesis and language anxiety is essential for educa-
tors to develop strategies that balance fluency and accuracy while mitigating anxie-
ty’s negative impact. By creating a supportive learning environment and using ap-
propriate teaching methods, educators can help learners use their monitors effec-

tively and reduce anxiety, enhancing language proficiency.

3. The Impact of Language Anxiety on the Monitor Hypothesis
3.1. Theoretical Implications

Language anxiety significantly affects the monitor's functioning as described by
Krashen. When learners experience high levels of anxiety, their cognitive resources
are diverted to managing their emotional state, leaving fewer resources available for
applying grammar rules and self-monitoring. This can lead to either over-reliance
on the monitor, causing hypercorrection and disrupted fluency, or under-utilization,
resulting in more errors and decreased accuracy. Excessive self-monitoring can
make speech disjointed and impede natural communication, while cognitive over-
load can prevent learners from effectively applying their learned knowledge.

Several mechanisms explain how anxiety impacts self-monitoring and error correc-
tion. According to Eysenck’s (2007) processing efficiency theory, anxiety consumes
working memory resources, impairing the ability to focus on language production
tasks. Learners may either excessively monitor their speech, leading to frequent
self-interruptions and corrections, or fail to monitor at all, resulting in more errors.
The attentional control theory (Eysenck et al., 2007) suggests that anxiety shifts at-
tentional resources from task-relevant stimuli to task-irrelevant worries, hindering
the effective use of the monitor. Learners may become preoccupied with potential
errors and negative evaluations rather than focusing on communication.
Additionally, MacIntyre and Gardner’s (1994) input processing model indicates that
anxiety interferes with the initial stages of language processing, making it difficult
for learners to comprehend and produce language accurately. The heightened state
of arousal associated with anxiety can disrupt the normal flow of language pro-
cessing, causing learners to misinterpret input and make more frequent mistakes in
their output. This interference can exacerbate the cycle of anxiety, as learners be-
come increasingly aware of their errors, further heightening their anxiety levels and
diminishing their ability to use the monitor effectively.

3.2. Empirical Findings

Over the past 15 years, empirical studies have examined how language anxiety af-
fects the monitor's effectiveness. Gregersen and Horwitz (2002) and Marcos-Llinas
and Garau (2009) found that high-anxiety learners overuse their monitors, leading
to fragmented speech and lower fluency. Their excessive self-correction disrupts
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communication flow. In contrast, Dewaele (2007) showed that moderate anxiety can
enhance the monitor's effectiveness by increasing attentiveness to grammatical ac-
curacy without significantly impairing fluency. However, excessive anxiety quickly
makes the monitor counterproductive, overwhelming learners' ability to communi-
cate fluently.

Highly anxious learners often over-rely on the monitor, as seen in their frequent
self-correction and hesitations. Horwitz et al. (1986) noted that learners with high
communication apprehension are particularly prone to this behavior, as their fear of
mistakes leads to continuous editing. This constant monitoring disrupts natural
communication. Conversely, some learners under-utilize the monitor due to cogni-
tive overload from anxiety. Maclntyre and Gardner (1994) found that in high-stress
situations, learners' cognitive capacities are overwhelmed, leading to less accurate
language production and more errors. Understanding these dual impacts of anxiety
is crucial for developing teaching strategies that help learners manage anxiety and
optimize their language performance

4. Strategies to Mitigate Language Anxiety in the Context of the
Monitor Hypothesis.

4.1. Classroom Techniques

Creating an inclusive classroom environment is pivotal for mitigating language anx-
iety. Teachers can foster positivity through supportive interactions, such as using
positive reinforcement (Young, 1991) to praise effort over perfection, which builds
confidence and reduces fear of mistakes. Incorporating collaborative activities (e.g.,
pair/group work) alleviates public speaking pressure and encourages peer support,
while humor and ice-breakers (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002) relax the atmosphere.

To balance fluency and accuracy, design tasks that prioritize fluency-first activi-
ties (e.g., free-writing) before introducing accuracy-focused tasks (e.g., peer reviews
with constructive feedback). Role-plays and simulations allow learners to practice
context-based communication, addressing accuracy in subsequent reviews without

overwhelming anxiety.

4.2. Feedback and Error Correction

Effective feedback minimizes anxiety through a "sandwich" approach (Brookhart,
2008): starting with praise, offering constructive criticism, and ending with encour-
agement. Deliver feedback privately and promptly to reduce intimidation, and pro-
mote self-reflection via checklists or journals, where learners identify their own er-
rors before teacher input.

Peer feedback sessions, structured to emphasize collaboration over criticism, en-
hance self-monitoring skills. By exchanging work and focusing on positive, solu-
tion-oriented feedback, students develop independence in error correction while

fostering a supportive classroom community.
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4.3. Learner Training

Structured training programs equip learners with anxiety-management strategies,
such as deep breathing, mindfulness, and cognitive restructuring (Maclntyre &
Gregersen, 2012), to cope with stress during language tasks. Metacognitive train-
ing—teaching goal-setting, self-assessment, and planning—helps learners take
ownership of their progress, reducing anxiety through clear frameworks for im-
provement.

Build confidence via gradual exposure to increasingly challenging tasks, starting
with low-stakes activities (e.g., informal conversations) and progressing to debates
or presentations. Incremental difficulty and frequent recognition of small achieve-
ments reinforce a growth mindset, allowing learners to develop fluency and accura-

cy in a low-anxiety environment.

5. Conclusion

This study investigates the impact of language anxiety on the Monitor Hypothesis in
ESL learners. High anxiety can impair the monitor's function through over-reliance
on self-correction or under-utilization due to cognitive overload, while moderate
anxiety may enhance attentiveness to form. Empirical studies support these findings,
showing that high anxiety negatively affects fluency and accuracy, whereas moder-
ate anxiety can improve language performance. Educators can address language
anxiety by creating supportive classroom environments, balancing fluency and ac-
curacy in activities, providing constructive feedback, and fostering self-monitoring
skills. Training programs that teach anxiety-reduction techniques and metacognitive
strategies can also help learners manage anxiety effectively.

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies, individual differences, and
educational contexts. Designing and testing interventions to reduce anxiety and en-
hance the monitor's function will identify best practices for classroom implementa-
tion. These efforts will deepen our understanding of the relationship between lan-
guage anxiety and the Monitor Hypothesis, ultimately improving teaching strategies
to support ESL learners.
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