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Abstract  
Vocabulary is the key to make communication possible, learners need to acquire adequate 
vocabulary to help them to communicate appropriately with the target language. to learn 
Chinese, a foreign learner must have a grasp of a large vocabulary sufficient for communication. 
This quantitative study examined the potential relationship between foreign language   
Motivation, Language anxiety, and self-efficacy, and achievement in Mandarin Chinese 
vocabulary.  98 Malay-speakers of Mandarin Chinese language novice learners in a public 
university in Malaysia participated in the study.  An unannounced vocabulary test was used to 
check participants' Mandarin Chinese vocabulary performance. The learning motivation, 
Language anxiety, and self-efficacy were measured by specifically designed instruments that 
targeted Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition. A multiple linear regression analysis revealed 
that language anxiety and self-efficacy were positive and significant determinants of Mandarin 
Chinese vocabulary performance, although motivation was not. This confirms that the learners’ 
affective feature plays a role in Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition.  
Keywords: Anxiety, Mandarin Chinese, Self-Efficacy, Motivation, Vocabulary, Performance. 
 
Introduction 
           Since 1968 Malaysia high institutions offered Mandarin Chinese as a foreign or third 
language. The Malaysia Education Blueprint 2015-2025 (Higher Education) also encourages high 
learning institution students to master one global language (such as Mandarin, Japanese, French 
and Spanish) beside national language and English language. (Ministry of high education 
Malaysia, 2013) To be proficient in a global language will benefit graduates to easily get access 
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to the latest technology and information and will also add advantage in multicultural and diverse 
work environments whereby more opportunities are opened for them that can be competent 
with their peers in Malaysia context. The purposes of Mandarin Chinese courses have been 
offered in all Public high institution in Malaysia are to help enhance employment opportunities 
among their graduates, and that the universities also place the importance on mastering multiple 
languages skills for graduate able to compete in the workplace (Hoe,2017).  Besides that, 
Mandarin Chinese is one of the languages widely used among Malaysian Chinese and local 
Chinese schools in Malaysia and other countries except for International language English 
(Wang,2016). Therefore, Mandarin Chinese became a very popular third language to be taken in 
high institutions among undergraduates. Fan (2011) states that currently, Mandarin Chinese is 
the most preferred language among the foreign language offered in the high institution in 
Malaysia.  To fulfil the high demand in the market, and help graduates in their future careers 
(Tan.et.al, 2012) all public universities and other government technological and vocational 
colleges have offered Mandarin Chinese to Non-Chinese university students.  However, desired 
learning outcomes have not been achieved. (Tan et al., 2016) It has been confirmed by Naimah 
(2005, as cited in Tan et al.,2016) that many foreign language learners cannot communicate in 
the target language. 

  
Chinese words/vocabulary 
       A word/vocabulary in Mandarin Chinese language refers to individual characters with 
independent meanings, comprise of one or two or more than two characters. In the Mandarin 
Chinese language, there are 6% are single-character words, 72% are two-character words, 12% 
are three-character words, and 10% are four-character words (Li et al. 2014). Because the 
numbers of two-character and three-character words significantly exceed the number of single-
character words, the examination of Chinese words focuses on multi-character words 
henceforth. 
     Most Mandarin Chinese words are made up of two or more morphemes; many morphemes 
are used recurrently in constructing compound words. There are more words than characters in 
Mandarin Chinese. There are 20959 characters and 520000 words have been included in the 
online Xinhua Chinese dictionary currently.  
       Knowing how to use the words means one needs to know its grammatical functions, 
collocations, and constraints. Many scholars and TCSL teachers have done much work on the 
teaching methods and strategies of teaching Chinese as a second language (TCSL). And articles 
focusing on this question can be seen in various periodicals. Hu (2000) has discussed “Some 
Questions in Vocabulary Teaching in TCSL” (p.291), he mainly discussed the teaching strategies 
in different stages (elementary, intermediate, and advanced levels). Li & Yang (2004) holds that 
“vocabulary teaching should be the focus of teaching Chinese as a Second Language” (p.21-29). 
Guo (2010) has introduced the idea of a “Concept Map” (p.23) in teaching Chinese words to mid-
level learners. All these are good attempts to enlarge the students’ vocabulary and to improve 
the teaching efficiency, yet these papers are either too abstract to instruct the teaching activity 
or too complicated to operate. So, the teaching methods of vocabulary in TCSL should be given 
serious reflection, and it is also worthwhile to explore the methods and strategies to enlarge the 
learners’ vocabulary. 
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Problem Statement 
      Master Mandarin Chinese is different compared to the Malay or English language due to the 
unique Chinese characters’ writing system.  To understand Mandarin Chinese fully learners must 
learn three distinctive elements: sound, shape, and meaning that makes it difficult for Malay L3 
language learners whose first and second language are both adapted Romanized system. There 
could be many factors that affect learners’ learning outcome due to the learners’ interference of 
their mother tongue, a non-conducive learning environment and insufficient learning time, 
teaching method or strategies, lack of motivation, lack of vocabulary (Chen et al., 2010) could be 
other factors cause learner facing learning problems. Tan and Hoe (2007) argued that lacking 
vocabulary is one of the causes that learners cannot communicate effectively in the target 
language, they suggested that more studies need to be carried out to investigate the learners’ 
psychological factors of Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition such as learners’ learning 
motivation, self-efficacy, Language learning anxiety. 
      Expect the natural of target language cause learning difficulties, other factors affect language 
learners’ performance attracted many educators and researchers’ attention. The study 
discovered there is a correlation between affective factors such as anxiety. (Zhao & 
Whitchurch,2011; Han, 2015). These studies have been done in western countries and are not 
really focused on non-native speakers. The studies found that self-efficacy plays a role in foreign-
language performance.  However, the impact of learners’ Self-efficacy on Mandarin as a foreign 
language did not attract much attention.  The correlation between the factors on the Mandarin 
Chinese performance, especially on vocabulary performance is under discovering.  Therefore, the 
current study aims to fill up this gap to investigate the relationship between psychological factors 
and the Mandarin Chinese vocabulary performance among Malay novice learners in the high 
institution in Malaysia. 
The current study tends to answer the following Research questions: 
 

1. Does language anxiety play the role on learners’ vocabulary performance 
among Mandarin Chinese foreign language learners at public university in Malaysia? 

2.  Does self-efficacy play the role on learners’ vocabulary performance 
among Mandarin Chinese foreign language learners at public university in Malaysia? 

3. Does language learning motivation play the role on learners’ vocabulary performance 
among Mandarin Chinese foreign language learners at public university in Malaysia? 

 
we propose the following hypotheses: 
H0:  language anxiety has no effect on the vocabulary performance among Mandarin Chinese 
foreign language learner at public university in Malaysia.  

Ha: language anxiety has positive effect on vocabulary performance among Mandarin Chinese 
foreign language learner at public university in Malaysia.  

H0:  Self-efficacy has no effect on the vocabulary performance among Mandarin Chinese 
foreign language learner at public university in Malaysia.  
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Ha: self-efficacy has positive effect on vocabulary performance among Mandarin Chinese 
foreign language learner at public university in Malaysia 

H0:  language learning motivation has no effect on the vocabulary 
performance among Mandarin Chinese foreign language learner at public university in 
Malaysia.  

 Ha: language learning motivation has positive effect on vocabulary performance 
among Mandarin Chinese foreign language learner at public university in Malaysia 

 
Literature Review  
Language anxiety and foreign/ second language learning   

  Anxiety as the psychological factors in which foreign language learner goes through while they 
carry out the learning task. (Zhang, 2001) It is one of the factors that affect foreign language 
learners’ performance.  There were many studies English as foreign language anxiety. 
Dalkilic (2001) examined learners’ foreign language anxiety levels and their performance in the 
speaking courses. The study discovered that learners’ foreign language anxiety levels increased, 
their grades turn out to be high.  Batumlu and Erden (2007) conducted a study among university 
Turkish learners of English as foreign language anxiety and achievement by using the Foreign 
language anxiety scale (FLCAS) and semester test results. The study demonstrated that there was 
a significant negative relationship between foreign language anxiety and learners’ English 
achievement. The studies of foreign language anxiety related to Mandarin Chinese are limited. 
Han (2013) explored the Chinese foreign language (CFL) learners' anxiety at U.S university. The 
study only discovered that Chinese language learning anxiety is not that high compare to other 
foreign language in the previous studies. However, this study did not explore the relationship 
between the anxiety and learner’s performance.  
 
Motivation and second/foreign language learning  
       The studies of Motivation have been influenced by various theories. Skinner’s conditioning 
theory argued that if give students promised rewards in form of praise or grade, they are motived 
to complete the given tasks (Anjomshoa & Sadighi,2015). The cognitive view looked at the 
environment and self-concept influence people’s motivation. In Piaget’s view (as cited in 
Anjomshoa & Sadighi, 2015) students may become motivated to learn to achieve desired 
equilibrium and obtain a feeling of mastery over their environment. 
        In language learning, Gardner’s (2001) motivation theory has been extremely influential in 
the L2 motivation field for decades.  Garger (2005) claimed in his socio-educational model that 
motivation and ability (including intelligence and language aptitude) are strongly linked to an 
individual’s language learning achievement.  
         Motivation is a major factor in language learning and is an important contributor to 
language performance in terms of linguistics that including language structure: vocabulary, 
grammar pronunciation, and four basic skills. (Gardner, 1985 as cited in Anjomshoa & Sadighi, 
2015). 
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Self-efficacy and foreign/ second language learning  
        One of the important concepts in Bandura’s social cognitive theory is self-efficacy that refers 
to an individual’s self-belief in his or her own ability to complete the given task. Studies 
discovered that learners with high self-efficacy may lead to an increase in learners’ engagement 
and perform better in their academics compared to those with low self-efficacy (Ahmad & 
Safaria, 2013; Mohamed &Yunus, 2017).  
      There is a lot of research has been conducted on learning, but researchers only paid attention 
to the effect on the second language in the last ten years. Research results demonstrated self-
efficacy is a key factor that affects learners’ interests, goals they choose to strive for, performing 
tasks, and self-regulated strategies. (Carmichael & Taylor, 2005. Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003;) 
According to Lee, Puig, Kim, Shin, Lee & Lee (2010), students who function well in the higher 
education environment will have high academic efficacy and low emotional exhaustion and 
cynicism. On the other hand, higher self-efficacy will lead to an increase in engagement among 
students, which will enhance their performance (Bresó, Schaufeli & Salanova, 2011).  
 

   In foreign language learning contexts, most of the studies have investigated the correlational 
relationship between learners’ self-efficacy beliefs and these variables, and only a few studies 
have focused on the causal relationship between self-efficacy and the mentioned variables.  
Among those researchers, according to (Saeid.et.al,2012) most consistent study tries to discover 
the foreign language learners ‘self-efficacy affects language performance in general. (Rahimi& 
Abedini 2009; Hsieh and Kang 2010; Mills, Pajares, & Herron, 2007, Tilfarlioğlu & Cınkara, 2011).  
The self-efficacy effects on vocabulary performance rarely explored. 
 
Methodology 
Research Design 
This study used quantitative research in the sense of quantitative data is produced. The data was 
collected through a quantitative survey from 98 participants who were enrolled in a Mandarin 
course at a public university in Malaysia.  The quick and easy convenience samples were 
implemented. The collected data analysed statistically by using Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS) 
 
Participants 
       A sample of 98 first-year students from the Faculty of Major language studies, University 
science Islam Malaysia (USIM) voluntarily participated in this study. These convenience samples 
were participated in answering the questionnaires to give every individually targeted population 
the opportunity to be selected which eventually gives credibility to the study. These students 

were 30.6%(n=30) males and 69.4%（n=68）females.  As for the respondents’ age, 70.4% (n =69) 
of respondents were between 20 years old, while 27.6% of students (n = 27) were between 21 to 
22 years old and 2% of students (n=2) were between 23   to 24 years old. As for respondents’ 
STPM results, 56.1% (n=55) of respondents have achieved second class upper, while 44.9% (n=43) 
of respondents have achieved second class lower. 
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Items No of participants Percentage 

 

 

Age 

20 years old 

69 
70.4% 

21 to 22 years old 27 27.6% 

23–24-year-old 2 2% 

 

Gender 

Male 30 30.6% 

Female 68 69.4% 

 

Results of STPM 

Second class upper 

55 
56.1% 

Second class lower 43 44.9% 

 
Instruments 
    There are two parts included in the instrument: participants’ personal information and scales. 
participants’ personal information consisted of 4 distinctive questions: Gender, age, year of study, 
CGPA. The scales with dimensions:  10 items of Mandarin Chinese self-efficacy, 10 items of 
learning motivation, and 10 items of language anxiety. This scale was adopted and modified from 
Luo’s (2013) Mandarin Chinese language anxiety scale, Bandura’s (2006) English language 
learning self-efficacy scale, and foreign language learning motivation scale.  A pilot survey with 
10 participants was carried out, and the questionnaire was further improved based on the results 
and expert advice.          
 
To examine the role of language anxiety, self-efficacy, and motivation in learning Mandarin 
Chinese as a foreign language. The internal consistency of the scale was investigated through 
Cronbach’s alpha and the result indicated that it is suitable to be used for any meaningful 
academic exercises. The Cronbach’s alpha was ranged between.73 to .90 which suggested that 
the scale is psychometrically sound and can be used for this research activity. The questionnaire 
was then distributed to the participants and they were asked to define the degree to which they 
agree or disagree with each item in the questionnaire rated from 1 to 7 used the Liker-style scale. 

 
Chinese Vocabulary Test    
           In this study, an unannounced vocabulary test with the 20 target words was administered 
to participants after they complete three Mandarin Chinese lessons. The Mandarin Chinese 
vocabulary tested are the words participants learned in lessons listed in random order. The 
participants need to circle its pronunciation and English meaning, At the end of the test, 
participants need to construct one sentence for each word give. one mark gives to each correct 
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answer. By doing this to check participants' true knowledge of Mandarin Chinese vocabulary.  
Because true vocabulary knowledge acquisition requires full vocabulary knowledge what involves 
knowing a word’s form, its meaning, syntactic behaviours, and relation with other words. (Laufer 
& Paribakht, 1998). All participants reported do not know any Mandarin Chinese vocabulary 
encountering them before they study the targeted words. 
 
Procedure  

      The data of this study were collected during the normal class time in semester I 2019/2020 
academic year. The researcher informed participants about the objective of the study. The 
researcher explained to participants that the test results would not impact their final course 
grades. Participants completed the test in 30 minutes towards the end of the lesson.  The 
researcher collected the test paper after they completed it. The survey questionnaire with three 
components:  Chinese vocabulary learning motivation, anxiety, and self-efficacy was completed 
before the semester end. 

        The researcher marked the test and recorded the results by using a rubric created by Laufer 
and Hulstijin (2001). Students obtained one point by giving both answers in Pinyin and English 
meaning) and students obtained half a point only give an answer either Pinyin(pronunciation) or 
English meaning. Students obtain zero points there were no answers.  Two pints were assigned 
if the participants constructed simple sentences with the words in pinyin form. At the end of the 
Mandarin Chinese vocabulary test, the scores of this study were then calculated, the total scale 
mean scores were used in the analysis. 

 
Data Analysis Method 
   IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 24.0 was used to conduct the required 
statistical descriptive and correlation analyses were used to analysed all the variables. Correlation 
and multiple linear regression (MLR) analysis were conducted to examine the relationship 
between Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition among Malay novice learners and various 
potential predictors: vocabulary learning motivation, Language anxiety, and self-efficacy. 
 
Findings  
      Descriptive statistics of all variables are presented in Table 1 and Table 2. The data showed 
that participants acquired an average of 11.74 out of 20 Mandarin Chinese vocabulary given (SD= 
2.6) after three lessons. The participants’ average Mandarin Chinese vocabulary test score was 
78%. Participants were moderately motivated to acquire Chinese vocabulary from the lessons 
have been thought as measured by Chinese Vocabulary learning motivation (M=6.57, SD=2.18). 
The self-efficacy affection of Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition is reported and measured 
by self-efficacy (M=6.23, SD=1.43). A report of language anxiety affects their Mandarin Chinese 
vocabulary acquisition measured by language anxiety (M=4.7, SD=0.71). 
 

Table 1. Test result  
 

Variables  M SD ACERAGE 

Mandarin Chinese vocabulary test score  11.74 2.6 78% 
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Main Study Variables 
 

 

Correlation and multiple linear regression (MLR) analysis were conducted to examine the 
relationship between Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition by Malay novice learners and 

various potential predictors: vocabulary learning motivation, Language anxiety, and self-
efficacy. The assumptions of MLR were first checked before running the MLR. The histogram 

and scatterplot of standardized residuals indicated that the assumptions of normality, 
homogeneity of variances, and linearity all met. The assumption of independent errors was also 

met (Durbin-Watson value=1.62). Tests for multi-collinearity indicated that multicollinearity 
was not a concern (VIF= 1.01 for vocabulary learning motivation, 1.04 for Language anxiety, and 

1.47 for self-efficacy). 
 
Results showed that Language anxiety (β = .37, t = 4.39, p < .05, see Table 3) and self-efficacy 

(β=.106, t=1.05, p <.05) were significant positive predictors of Mandarin Chinese vocabulary 
acquisition with result (F (2, 96) =4.03, p < .000) with R2of .30. Mandarin Chinese vocabulary 
learning motivation (β = .02, t = 0.17, p > .05) was not significant predictors of Mandarin Chinese 
vocabulary acquisition among Malay novice learners. Table 3. summarizes the multiple 
regression analysis results. 
 

Table 3. Multiple regression linear analysis results 
Variables B SE B 95% CI  β t P 

 

Vocabulary learning 
motivation 

0.14 0.670 [ 0.03,1.16] .02 0.17 .024 

Self-efficacy  0.65 0.024 [ 0.14,1.59] .106 1.05 .035 
Language anxiety  0.73 0.032 [ 0.06,1.87] .37 4.39 0.47 

      Note. R2= .37 N=98 CI = confidence interval to B P<.05 
 
Discussions  
   The purpose of the study was to investigate the several psychological factors that play the role 
in Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition: Mandarin Chinese vocabulary learning motivation, 
language anxiety, and self-efficacy. The findings discovered that language anxiety and self-
efficacy were positively correlated to Mandarin Chinese vocabulary learning among Malay 
speakers of Mandarin Chinese as a foreign language, but vocabulary learning motivation was not 
playing a role in their vocabulary learning. The study only included Malay-speakers who are 
learning Mandarin Chinese as a foreign language; therefore, the finding must be interpreted in 
this point. 
          The results indicated that Language anxiety and self-efficacy were significant predictors of 
Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition among Malay novice learners. This is consistent with 

 
Variables  

M SD 

Chinese vocabulary learning motivation 6.58 2.18 
Language anxiety  4.77 0.71 
Self-efficacy 6.23 1.43 
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previous findings that foreign language anxiety usually affects L2 vocabulary acquisition (Zhao et 
al.,2016) L2 learners with higher levels of anxiety acquired fewer Mandarin Chinese words 
incidentally through lessons than those with lower language anxiety. Malay-speaker of Mandarin 
Chinese as a foreign language learner with lower language anxiety usually worries less about 
learning unfamiliar Mandarin Chinese words through class activities. However, Malay-speaker of 
Mandarin Chinese as foreign language learners with high levels and language anxiety worry more 
about the understanding of the meaning and pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese words. 
 
      Self-efficacy was another finding that corroborates previous studies reported to be strongly 
related to academic achievements by many researchers. (Boakye, Sommerville and Debusho 
2014, Li 2012, Turner, Chandler and Heffer 2009).  Li (2012) looked at the relationship between 
attitude, self-efficacy, and academic performance by using multiple regression analysis. Her study 
results showed that both attitude and self-efficacy could significantly predict academic 
achievement. Mizumoto (2012) studied the relationship between vocabulary learning strategies 
use and self-efficacy by EFL learners, the results showed that those with high self-efficacy were 
active users of vocabulary learning strategies (VLSs), they employed deep strategies, but those 
with low self-efficacy tended to be passive users of VLSs. The current study concludes that Malay-
speakers of Mandarin Chinese novice learners with high self-efficacy are more active in learning 
Mandarin Chinese vocabulary and those who are low self-efficacy are passive learners in 
Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition.  The Mandarin Chinese language is different from the 
alphabet language. learners should have confidence and believes in themselves that with effort 
and practice they can master the Mandarin Chinese language.         
    Mandarin Chinese vocabulary learning motivation was the factor that did not significantly 
predict Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition among Malay-speaker novice learners. That is 
high levels of motivation may not benefit Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition. This finding 
confirmed studies of Zhao.et.al (2016) which is inconsistent with other studies that motivation 
was considered as a key factor in L2 acquisition (Dörnyei, 2009).  This could be L2 motivation is 
continuously changing, evolving, and integrating with individual-level and environmental level 
variables (Waninge, Dörnyei &De Bot, 2014). Malay-speakers’ motivational level could like have 
fluctuated during the Mandarin Chinese vocabulary learning process may impact the relationship 
between Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition and Mandarin Chinese vocabulary learning 
motivation. However, this assumption remains an empirical question and alternative 
explanations exist, further study of the possible predictive role of motivation in Mandarin Chinese 
vocabulary learning should be carried out in the future.   
  
Conclusion  
In conclusion, the results of the current study indicate that language anxiety and self-efficacy are 
positively predicted the Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition by Mandarin Chinese language 
learners among Malay undergraduates. The finding provided essential implications for Mandarin 
Chinese vocabulary teaching and learning.   The finding indicated that Malay-speakers of 
Mandarin novice learners with low language anxiety, high self-efficacy tend to learn more 
Mandarin Chinese vocabulary. Therefore, instructors should pay attention to affective factors by 
creating a conducive learning environment to lower learners' language anxiety and help learners 
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to build more self-confidence in learning the Mandarin Chinese language especially Mandarin 
Chinese vocabulary which is a basic and very important component. Instructors should be aware 
learners’ language anxiety levels will positively affect learners’ Mandarin Chinese vocabulary 
acquisition. Instructors should guide learners to try to overcome the anxiety and build up their 
self-confidence to help them to improve vocabulary through different and attractive classroom 
activities and tasks.  

    The study cannot be free from limitations. Firstly, the study examined only Malay-speakers of 
Mandarin Chinese novice learners, therefore, it is not possible to determine whether the factors 
predicated Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition at intermediate and advance level while 
learners learned more Mandarin Chinese words. Future studies should broaden the 
measurement to include other levels.  

    Secondly, Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition was limited to the acquisition of words’ 
meaning and pronunciation. Therefore, it is not possible to generalize these findings to the 
acquisition of other aspects of Mandarin Chinese vocabulary knowledge such as word forms, 
word collocation and syntactic features. 

Thirdly, this study focused narrowly on learners’ factors and left other important factors 
such as input factors, and word properties were not examined. Future studies should adopt a 
more comprehensive approach, investigating the interactions among these factors and their 
interactive effect on Mandarin Chinese vocabulary acquisition.  
    Fourthly, there are almost 70% of the participants of this study are females, the respondent 
gender is not equally distributed. therefore, the result of the study might be influenced by gender 
inequality. Future studies should include an equal number of both males and females among 
novice learners to examine that whether gender difference plays a role in Mandarin Chinese 
vocabulary acquisition.      

 
Based on the findings of this study, it can be suggested that Mandarin language instructors 

should create a conducive learning environment that allows learners to experience positive 
learning experiences and feelings to build up their self-confidence so that the learners could 
engage more in their learning process. Besides, the study also provided some information for 
instructors about the effect of anxiety, self-efficacy, and engagement on learners ' vocabulary 
performance in Mandarin Chinese as a foreign language. The study can be replicated in other 
aspects of other foreign languages. 
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