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Abstract: Personality trait has been regarded as one of the main factors having impact on 

English learners’ acquisition. This paper attempts to give sights to the effects of personality 

traits on the academic performance in English learning. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
In general psychology, personality has been explored in terms of a number of personal traits, 

which in aggregate are said to constitute the personality of an individual. Eysenck (1970) 

identifies two general traits-extrovert/introvert and neurotic /stable. 

However, SLA researchers have preferred to develop their own battery of personality to 

such factors as empathy, anxiety, inhibition, self-esteem, tolerance of ambiguity. In the eyes of 

many language teachers, the personality of their students constitutes a major factor 

contributing to success or failure in language learning. Learners also consider personality 

factors to be important. It is sometimes said that outgoing students with histrionic talents are 

more successful language learners than more inhibited or introverted students. 

 

1.1 Extroversion / Introversion 

 

There is a general intuitive consensus on what is meant by extroversion. When asked to 

describe a typically extrovert student a teacher would probably use labels such as outgoing, 

risk-taking, talkative, sociable. An introverted student would very likely be described as being 

reserved, shy and quiet.  

There are two major hypotheses regarding the relationship between extroversion I 

introversion and L2 learning. The first is that extroverted learners will do better in acquiring 

basic interpersonal communication skills. Perhaps because sociability will result in more 

opportunities to practice more input, and more success in communicating in the L2. The second 

hypothesis is that introverted learners will do better at developing cognitive academic language 

ability. Perhaps because they spend more time reading and writing (Griffiths, 1991). 
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There is some support for the first hypothesis. Strong (1983) reviewed the results of eight 

students which had investigated the relationship between extroversion and natural 

communicative language. Six of them showed that extroversion was an advantage. Of the 

'good language learners' investigated by Naiman et al. (1978) 31 per cent believed that 

extroversion was helpful in acquiring oral skills. The second hypothesis has received less 

support. In Busch's study (1982) of Japanese lean1ers of English in Japan a significant negative 

correlation was found between extroversion and scores on a four-part written proficiency test. 

Then this study also fails to lend much support to the hypothesis that introversion aids the 

development of academic language skills.  

Perhaps one possible explanation is that the personality tests used do not adequately measure 

what they are supposed to measure. In fact, used in their study. 

 

1.2 Empathy 

 

Empathy is most simply described as the ability to 'put oneself in another's shoes' (Guiora et al. 

1975). It refers to the projection of one's own personality into the personality of another in 

order to understand him better (Brown, 1980). It is often suggested that the superiority of 

children over adults in learning and L2, especially its pronunciation, is due to their greater 

empathic capacity, which is lost to a smaller or greater extent in the process of growing up.  

In Guiora's study (1967) a positive correlation was found between the pronunciation 

accuracy of fourteen teachers of French and their scores on the Micro-Momentary-Expression 

(MME) test, which was used as a measure of empathy. The MME consists of silent film clips of 

a woman in a psychiatric interview shown from shoulders upwards at varying speeds. Subjects 

are asked to indicate each observed change in the patient's facial expression. In subsequent, 

however, the hypothesis that empathy as measured by the MME, is related to pronunciation 

accuracy, was only clearly supported.  

To further explain the application to second language learning of the concept of empathy 

Guiora (1972) has suggested that the psychoanalytic interpretation of ego development can be 

applied to language development. The concept of 'language ego' (it is seen as the development 

of language boundaries.) compares language learning to the acquisition of other aspects of 

personality, such as body image, ego boundaries, and ego flexibility. Just as a child acquires a 

'body image', the individual acquires a language ego. In the early years the language ego is 

fluid and its boundaries are not rigid. This would be a psychoanalytic explanation for the 

expectation that a young child adopts a new language and a new accent more readily than an 

older person. As the individual grows, the language ego becomes less malleable and loses its 

permeability. Guiora seems to equate empathic capacity with the concept of permeability of 

ego boundaries. Guiora (1972) suggests that ego permeability permits the language learner to 

partially and temporarily give up his separateness of identity from the speakers of the target 

language.  
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However, there are personality differences in adults. Some individuals keep a more 

permeable language ego than others or are more open to the influences of the social 

environment. Thus the willingness and the refusal to learn a language are account for in terms 

derived from such general psychological characteristics. 

Although experimental verification is generally lacking, we inclined to agree with 

Schumann’s (1975) contention that the speculations concerning a relationship between 

empathy and 12 learning carry intuitive appeal. Unless the problems concerning the 

measurement of empathy are solved, experimental verification will be very difficult to achieve. 

 

1.3 Anxiety 

 

Anxiety is another contentious aspect of .the affective state of the language learner. Eysenck 

(1970) talks of the neurotic personality as a worrier, moody, restless and generally anxious. He 

views the anxious or neurotic person as one who does things to reduce such stress, a 

characterization which would seem to imply a positive correlation with achievement, since 

anxiety level could be the source, the fuel, for a drive to remove the cause for worry.  

A further distinction can be made between trait anxiety, state anxiety, and situation-specific 

anxiety. Scovel (1978) defines trait anxiety as a more permanent predisposition to be anxious. 

It is best viewed as an aspect of personality. State anxiety can be defined as apprehension that is 

experienced at a particular moment in time as a response to a definite situation. It is a 

combination of trait and situation-specific anxiety. Situation-specific anxiety consists of the 

anxiety which is aroused by a specific type of situation or event such as public speaking, 

examinations, or class participation. SLA research pays more attention to the study of 

situational anxiety. 

It is argued that learners frequently experience language anxiety. Language anxiety is a type 

of situation-specific anxiety associated with attempts to learn an L2 and communicate in it. 

What causes state or situational anxiety? Bailey's study (1983) indicates that learner's 

competitive natures can act as a source of anxiety. Ellis. And Rathbone (1987) reported that 

some of their diarists folU1d teachers' questions threatening. Oxford's study (1992) suggests 

that learners can also experience anxiety as result of fear or experience of 'losing oneself' in the 

target culture.  

In addition, anxiety presents complications. 

First of all, there is the possibility of a non-linear relationship between anxiety and 

performance (Scovel, 1978). Some anxiety (relative to no anxiety) may facilitate the learning 

process, for example, a nice amolll1t of stimulation for activity. On the other hand, excessive 

anxiety may cause the same and lll1productive activities.  

In 1975 Chastain carried out an investigation into the relationship between anxiety and 

foreign language proficiency. After correlating the results of the tests with the students' foreign 

language grades. Chastain found that in some cases high anxiety was associated with poor 

language performance, while in others it was associated with superior performance. It is 
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suggested that there are two types of anxiety, facilitating anxiety (it motivates learners to 'fight' 

the new learning tasks, promoting them to make extra efforts to overcome their feeling of 

anxiety), which assists performance on such thing as language tests, and debilitating anxiety (it 

causes the learner to 'flee' the learning task in order to avoid the source of anxiety.), which 

impedes it. 

Secondly, different people handle anxiety in different ways. Even if we assume that anxiety 

causes stress, and that learners will do things to reduce stress, there is no guarantee that all 

learners will direct their energies in educationally desirable ways. Rather than do the home 

work which is a source of worry, some students might engage in escapist activity, or even cut 

class (Bailey, 1983). Which affects behavior in all domains, and anxiety states which result 

from exposure to specific situations, for example, a specific teacher or a specific 

communicative situation. 

Thirdly, the influence of anxiety changes as a function of ability level. Spielberger (1962 ) 

reports a tendency for anxiety to be facilitating in high-ability students, but that for low-ability 

students, and especially average-ability students, anxiety was associated with 

poor-performance, and even failure. Scovel (1978) hold that anxiety has different effects at 

different stages of learning, being more facilitating at higher levels, but debilitating at more 

beginning stages. 

Finally, what causes the anxiety? It is not only failure that can lead to anxiety. In many 

cultural contexts, it is considered unacceptable for talented learners to stand out from their 

peers. Such learners fear that they will be resented for breaking acceptable cultural norms by 

outperforming their peers. Allwright and Bailey's studies (1991) attempt to find why language 

learners should be particularly prone to suffering anxiety. They hold that the possibility that 

banishing the use of the first language in the classroom diminishes learners as human beings 

because it deprives them of their normal means of communication. 

 

1.4 Risk-Taking 

 

It has been proposed that a tendency to take risks is associated with greater language learning 

success. Risk-takers show less hesitancy, and are more tolerant of errors. They are less likely to 

rehearse before speaking.  

Mc Clelland (1958, 1961) developed a theory of achievement motivation which proposes 

that some learners perceive the likelihood of achieving goals as constituting medium-risk tasks, 

and respond to such challenges on the basis of a past history of success with such tasks. In 

contrast, other learners will be attracted by low or high-risk tasks. Low- risk tasks will be easily 

achievable but as a result, unmotivating, since they constitute no real accomplishment. The 

theory proposes that successful learners will be those who construe the tasks that face them as 

medium- risk, and achievable.  As a result, they are more likely to engage in the cumulative 

learning activities that lead to long-term success. On the other hand, unsuccessful learners will 



Volume 1 Issue 4 2015 

47 

tend to be those who set excessively high or low goals for themselves, with neither of these 

outcomes likely to lead to sustained learning.  

However, Ely's study (1986) shows that language learning proficiency is influenced by 

classroom participation directly, and risk- taking is positively related to voluntary 

classroom-participator, and we are faced with as indirect relationship between risk-taking and 

language learning success. Consequently, the speculations about the role of risk-taking in 

language learning need to be interpreted with caution. 

 

1.5 Inhibition 

 

Inhibition refers to the extent to which individuals build defenses to protect their egos. It is 

hypothesized that the defenses associated with inhibition discourage the risk-taking which is 

necessary for rapid progress in an L2.  

Krashen (1981) suggests that the onset of Formal Operations has a profound effect on the 

affective state of the learner. It induces egocentrism, which in turn leads to increased 

self-consciousness and greater inhibition. Thus older learners tend to obtain less input and to 

make less effective use of the input they do obtain than younger learners. 

The study in support of inhibition as a negative factor is that by Guiora et al. (1972). In his 

study, the effect of small amounts of alcohol on the ability of college students to pronounce 

words and phrases in a language totally unknown to them (Thai) was investigated. It was 

hypothesized that alcohol would temporarily lower inhibitions and heighten empathic capacity 

and thus have a beneficial effect on pronunciation. The results of this study show that students 

who had been given 1.5 ounces of alcohol obtained higher scores than students who had been 

given no, less , or more alcohol. From this experiment, it was concluded that the hypothesized 

relationship between inhibition and pronunciation ability indeed existed. Given that older 

learners in general perform better than younger learners, Guiora's hypothesis and Krashen's 

arguments appear tenuous. However, inhibition is still regarded as a negative factor that 

hinders our communication. 
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