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Reticence in Oral English Classrooms:
Causes and Consequences

Ellen Meihua LIU
Tsinghua University, PRC

This paper reports the results of a study on reticence in Mainland Chinese EFL
classrooms in different band groups at the tertiary level. By way of survey,
observation, interviews, and reflective journals, the study revealed that (1) the
students at all proficiency levels self-reported to be willing to engage in speech
communications during oral English lessons; nevertheless, in all band groups few
students actively responded to their teachers, though most students appeared to be
active during pair work; (2) reticence negatively affected the students’
performance in oral English; (3) a multitude of variables contributed to student
reticence during oral English lessons; and (4) the majority of participants felt
helpless about student reticence. Based on these findings, some suggestions and
implications are discussed.

Introduction

In the past few decades, speech communication scholars have become
increasingly concerned about the problem of reticence. Researchers have
found that reticence, also called communication apprehension
(McCroskey, 1977) and communication incompetence (Phillips, 1997),
has an important role in shaping educational outcomes (Powers & Smythe,
1980). It is negatively related to (1) academic achievement; (2) student
attitudes towards education; (3) various classroom behaviors of students;
(4) student preferences for instructional strategies and settings; and (5)
teacher expectations for achievement levels of students (Powers & Smythe,
1980). Likewise, reticence might have a more detrimental effect on second/
foreign language learning because, according to Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope
(1986) and MacIntyre and Gardner (1989), people become even more
apprehensive and tense and thus more unwilling to participate in

The C
hinese

 U
nive

rsi
ty 

Pres
s




