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Abstract

Making mistakes is widely recognized as an essential component of second
language acquisition. Nevertheless, many learners of English as a Second Language
(ESL) experience a strong fear of making mistakes, which can significantly hinder their
communicative development. Despite possessing adequate linguistic knowledge, such
learners often remain silent or overly cautious in classroom interactions. This paper
argues that fear of making mistakes constitutes a major psychological barrier in ESL
learning. It examines the underlying causes of this fear, its effects on language
acquisition, and pedagogical strategies that teachers can employ to reduce learners’
anxiety and foster a more supportive learning environment.
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Introduction

Second language learning is inherently a process of trial and error. Errors
provide valuable information about learners’ interlanguage development and serve as
a natural mechanism for language growth (Corder, 1967). However, in many ESL
classrooms, learners perceive mistakes not as learning opportunities but as indicators
of failure. This perception often results in anxiety, reluctance to participate, and limited
communicative practice. Understanding fear of making mistakes as a psychological
barrier is therefore crucial for improving ESL pedagogy and learner outcomes.

Fear of making mistakes in ESL learning

Fear of making mistakes in ESL contexts can be defined as learners’ anxiety
about producing incorrect language and being negatively evaluated by teachers or
peers. This fear frequently manifests as avoidance of speaking, reduced risk-taking,
and passive classroom behavior (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986).
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In many ESL and EFL contexts, instructional practices place strong emphasis on
accuracy, particularly in grammar, pronunciation, and written performance. While
linguistic accuracy is an important goal, excessive focus on correctness may
unintentionally create a classroom climate in which errors are stigmatized. As a result,
learners may prioritize error avoidance over meaningful communication, undermining
the development of communicative competence (Canale & Swain, 1980).

Causes of fear of making mistakes

Several interrelated factors contribute to learners’ fear of making mistakes. One
prominent factor is the overemphasis on accuracy and explicit correction. Frequent and
Immediate correction, especially when conducted publicly, can heighten learners’ self-
consciousness and associate speaking with the risk of negative evaluation (Ellis, 2009).

Negative past learning experiences also play a significant role. Learners who
have previously been ridiculed or harshly corrected may develop lasting anxiety that
persists across learning contexts. Such experiences can damage learners’ self-
confidence and willingness to communicate (Maclntyre, 2007).

Cultural expectations further influence learners’ attitudes toward mistakes. In
some educational cultures, making errors publicly is associated with loss of face and
social embarrassment. Learners from these backgrounds may prefer silence to the
possibility of making mistakes (Brown, 2007).

Peer comparison, particularly in mixed-ability classrooms, can intensify anxiety
among less proficient learners. When students compare themselves unfavorably with
more fluent peers, they may fear judgment and withdraw from participation. Finally,
limited opportunities for oral practice can exacerbate the problem, as insufficient
speaking experience reduces confidence and reinforces fear.

Effects on language learning

The fear of making mistakes has significant consequences for ESL learning. One
of the most immediate effects is reduced classroom participation. Learners who avoid
speaking miss opportunities for meaningful interaction, which is essential for language
development (Long, 1996).

Fear also negatively affects fluency development. Fluent speech requires
experimentation, spontaneity, and repeated practice. Learners who focus excessively
on correctness tend to speak slowly, hesitate frequently, and rely on mental translation,
which disrupts natural communication.

From a theoretical perspective, fear of mistakes contributes to a high affective
filter, as described by Krashen (1982). When learners experience anxiety or low self-
confidence, the affective filter prevents comprehensible input from being fully
processed, thereby limiting acquisition. Over time, avoidance of active language use
may lead to fossilization, where learners’ progress stagnates despite continued
exposure to instruction (Selinker, 1972).
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The teacher’s role in reducing fear

Teachers play a central role in shaping learners’ attitudes toward mistakes.
Creating a supportive and learner-centered classroom environment can significantly
reduce anxiety and encourage participation. One important step is normalizing
mistakes by explicitly presenting them as a natural and necessary part of learning.
When teachers frame errors as evidence of learning rather than failure, learners are
more willing to take risks.

Error correction practices are also crucial. Research suggests that delayed and
selective correction is often more effective in communicative activities, as it preserves
the flow of interaction and reduces learners’ anxiety (Harmer, 2007). Moreover,
teachers who model risk-taking by acknowledging and correcting their own mistakes
demonstrate that errors are manageable and non-threatening.

Practical classroom strategies

A variety of pedagogical strategies can help reduce learners’ fear of making
mistakes. Pair and group work provides a less threatening context for speaking and
increases opportunities for oral practice. Communicative tasks such as role-plays,
information-gap activities, and problem-solving exercises shift the focus from form to
meaning, thereby reducing learners’  preoccupation  with  accuracy.
Error-tolerant speaking activities, during which learners are encouraged to speak freely
without immediate correction, can be particularly beneficial for building fluency and
confidence. In addition, fostering a culture of positive peer feedback helps learners
view classmates as sources of support rather than judgment. Praising effort and
willingness to communicate, rather than linguistic perfection, further reinforces
positive attitudes toward risk-taking.

Conclusion

Fear of making mistakes represents a major psychological barrier in ESL
classrooms. It restricts learner participation, impedes fluency development, and
increases language anxiety, often independent of learners’ actual proficiency. This fear
Is frequently shaped by instructional practices, cultural expectations, and prior negative
experiences rather than by learners’ linguistic limitations.
By creating supportive learning environments, adopting flexible error correction
strategies, and emphasizing communicative practice, teachers can help learners
overcome their fear of making mistakes. An effective ESL classroom should be a space
in which errors are not avoided but embraced as valuable resources for learning. When
learners feel safe to make mistakes, meaningful language acquisition becomes possible.
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