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Abstract

The paper examines the implication of public speaking anxiety on the employability of Omani Keywords
graduates. The study adopted a sequential, mixed research strategy, starting with in-depth public speaking
interviews of teachers and managers in industry, followed by a structured questionnaire anxiety,
involving 200 students selected randomly from two colleges in Muscat. The statistical employability
approach included exploratory factor analysis (EFA), and parametric tests. The study found skills,

that public speaking anxiety is widespread among students in higher education institutions in  exploratory
Oman, with a prevalence rate amounting to 55%, much higher compared to the rates reported factor analysis,
globally. The main factors involving public speaking anxiety in these education institutes in Oman

Oman were attributed to a lack of self-confidence, foreign language anxiety, being unprepared

in, or fear of, talking in a foreign language, lack of experience, or forgetfulness/loss of memory.

The implication of public speaking anxiety on employability of graduates in Oman is identified

and some suggestions made based on the findings.

Introduction

Employability skills have dramatically changed over the last two decades from original, or basic life
skills and some knowledge to increasingly work-oriented concepts (Sung et al., 2013). Globalization
and competition have greatly altered the way industry regards employment and the skills required
for a job. Employability skills are perceived as a set of achievements — skills, understandings and
personal attributes — that make graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their
chosen occupations, which benefits them, the community and the economy (Yorke, 2006). These
skills, which may be taught through education and workforce development systems, fall into three
broad categories: applied knowledge, effective relationships and workplace skills.

Employability skills such as public speaking and effective communication have recently been
considered pivotal for graduate recruitment (Campbell & Larson, 2013; Dunbar, Brooks, & Kubicka-
Miller, 2006; Paadi, 2014; Polziehn, 2011; Selvadurai, Choy, & Maros, 2012). According to Klaus,
(2010), about 75% of long-term job success is attributed to people skills, and only 25% to technical
knowledge. Moreover, soft skills including public speaking and business communication were rated
the most important for entry-level success in employment (Wilhelm, 2004). These skills are required
by students when they face interviews, presentations and public speaking occasions. They are also
required in workplaces where employees are expected to communicate with the company’s external
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partners and customers and internal employees, using video conferencing and panel discussions.
Benefits of effective public speaking in the workplace include marketing the business and promoting
products to a larger audience, producing a faster sales cycle, improving internal communication and
increasing employee productivity, as well as establishing greater credibility and maintaining client
loyalty (Nikitina, 2011).

Despite the importance of public speaking skills for graduate employability, studies have shown that
many people, including students, experience great anxiety when contemplating public speaking
(Cagatay, 2015; Dwyer & Davidson, 2012; Goberman, Hughes, & Haydock, 2011; Tse, 2012). For
instance, Burnley, Cross and Spanos (1993) reported that approximately 85% of the general
population showed some form of anxiety when delivering a speech. Eharman (1996) indicated that
fear of public speaking is widespread among students, which may have a negative impact on their
engagement with oral communication assessments and undermine their future career and
employability.

McCroskey (1982) defined public speaking anxiety as a feeling of uneasiness or a state of fear,
anticipating a threatening event, while Brown (1994) referred to it as a quality that causes people to
be in a state of discomfort. The American Psychiatric Association (2013) considered it to be a fear of
negative evaluation, which in the context of education is a measurable result that forms a part of the
assessment process. Public speaking anxiety can negatively impact student employability and
employee performance (Cagatay, 2015; Motley, 1997; Tse, 2012).

In Oman, the employment of graduates has become a challenge with the recent decline of oil prices
and increasing numbers of graduates (NCSI, 2018). The Global Competitive Report has also
confirmed that there is a lack of an educated workforce with employability skills, which constitutes
the second most problematic factor impeding the ease of doing business in Oman (World Economic
Forum, 2017). Graduates need to enhance their employability skills to compete effectively in the
tight labour market.

Earlier research has shown that many Omani graduates leave their schools and/or colleges with
limited communication skills, which impacts on their employability and future academic careers (Al-
Mahroogi & Denman, 2016; Alamri, 2011; Carroll, Razvi, & Goodliffe, 2009). Several reasons have
been cited, including the limited qualifications of teachers, outdated teaching methods, lack of
teacher motivation, and lack of a communicative-focused curriculum (Al-Mahrooqi, 2017). What is
unknown is the level of anxiety among Omani students when delivering public speeches and how
that impacts their employability. Also, the dynamic of causes needs to be explored to discover
whether the limited communication skills relate only to English. Despite the prevalence and
potential severity of the symptoms of public speaking anxiety among graduates in Oman, little
research has been undertaken in this context.

The paper attempts to answer the following questions:
e What is the prevalent rate of public speaking anxiety in higher education in Oman?
e What are the main drivers of anxiety, and how do they impact graduates’ employability?

Although in the workplace, interpersonal skills and communication are equally important, public
speaking is just one element of oral communication skill development required by students to make
them more employable. This paper focuses on public speaking anxiety and its influence on
graduates’ employability.

The findings are beneficial to the higher education policy makers in Oman as they offer insights into
the major causes of anxiety experienced by students when speaking in public, and the strategies
required to overcome such anxiety, thereby enhancing the employability skills of the graduates for
better and effective engagement in the workplace.
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Literature review

Most people experience some level of anxiety when contemplating speaking in public, whether as
students or employees. The rate of public speaking anxiety has been cited in the range of 20 to 30%,
or higher depending on the form of measurement used. Asurvey conducted by Chapman
University in 2014 found that a fear of public speaking was the biggest phobia among respondents
and 25.3% indicated a fear of speaking in front of a crowd. Of those who did present, nearly 70%
agreed it was critical to their success at work (Ledbetter, 2014). Also, according to the national
survey in the US, 21% of the respondents reported that they experienced a lifetime social fear of
public speaking, which they considered to be on the extreme side, causing them considerable stress
or avoidance (Ruscio et al., 2008). One study reported a prevalence rate of approximately 25% in a
sample of a youth community who had a significant degree of fear of speaking in front of others
(Knappe et al., 2011). Thirty four percent of a sample from Canada reported that they would be
more nervous than others when speaking to a larger audience (Stein, Walker, & Forde, 1996).
However, in general, studies suggest that public speaking anxiety may affect up to 75% of people
(McConnell, 2009; Motley, 1997; Tse, 2012).

In the higher education context, Beidel, Turner, Stanley and Dancu (1989) reported that, in a sample
of undergraduates, 19% of the students were prone to a diagnosis of social phobia, whereas in a
study conducted by Strahan (2003) on undergraduate males in an introductory psychology course,
the findings indicated that 33% of the group suffered from social phobia symptoms. Studies
conducted in UK universities by Russell and Shaw (2009) and in Sweden by Tillfors and Furmark,
(2007) have documented clinically significant levels of social anxiety in 10 and 16% of students
respectively.

This paper argues that public speaking anxiety is widespread among students in higher education
institutes in Oman. Causes can be learner induced or foreign language related. This relates to the
fact that in most public secondary schools, the medium of instruction is Arabic, and when students
move to colleges, they have to learn through English instruction. Language anxiety is highly
documented in the literature. The following literature supports this argument.

Cagatay (2015), studying Turkish students at the English preparatory program of the Turkish State
University, showed that most of the students perceive speaking skills to be a major cause of anxiety.
Cheng (2009) investigated the relationship between fear of public speaking and English-speaking
proficiency among 300 students, selected from the Department of English at the Ming Chuan
University. His results revealed that a lack of oratory skills, English proficiency, and weak knowledge
of the topic being discussed, were among the most important factors triggering the fear of public
speaking among the students surveyed. Occhipinti (2009) found that the majority of non-English
speaking employees fear speaking in public, where lack of confidence, insecurity, and anxiety were
among the main reasons contributing to their fear. The study added that a lack of experience in
public speaking could extend to the college students because for most of them, their mother tongue
was Arabic and they were required to convert to English, a foreign language. Al-Mahrooqi (2012)
related the fear of speaking among Omani students to the fact that students themselves failed to
see improvement in their English language proficiency; the lack of proficiency was the reason for
anxiety when speaking. Moreover, despite the call for basic educational pedagogy in Oman to be
learner-centred within a communicative-focused approach to teaching, more traditional teacher-
centred approaches still tend to dominate, contributing to the increase in students’ fear of public
speaking (Al-Mahrooqi, 2017). A student-centred approach is more likely to incorporate peer
learning strategies and hence reduce anxiety.

Other strands of literature regard the causes of anxiety as learner induced or class related. According
to Zhang and Zhong (2012), learner induced causes include: learners’ unrealistic, erroneous or
preconceived beliefs about language learning; setting of high, unrealistic standards; poor language
skills; self-perception of poor ability and having a competitive nature, and fear of negative
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evaluation. Classroom induced anxiety causes include: level of perceived student support; manner of
error correction; impact of complex speaking tasks, and instructors ignoring or exhibiting a lack of
empathy for students’ speaking anxiety. For Pertaub, Slater and Barker (2006) social anxiety was
shown to be induced by the audience and the type of audience feedback the speaker received. A
hostile or negative audience was found to generate more anxiety in speakers. Similarly, Wilson,
(2006) reported that classroom activities and the learning/ teaching environment seem to have a
direct bearing on students’ anxiety and on their performance in speaking.

To address this anxiety, Cagatay (2015) recommended that students be provided with opportunities
to speak in real-life situations, and that teachers create learning environments where the students
can progress towards a stronger understanding and delivery of oral competence in front of their
peers. A similar study conducted by Coleman (2005) considered that students be given the
opportunity to feel more relaxed and confident while speaking English. Ward, Baruah and Jackson
(2016) showed that use of a modified Public Speaking Competence Rubric (PSCR), developed by
Schreiber, Paul and Shibley (2012) in assessment of a sequence of presentations, can rule out any
predictable effect of assessor fatigue or gender bias.

Many studies have investigated the role of technology in addressing public speaking anxiety.
Dupagne, Stacks and Giroux (2007) stated that students who observe their communication
competency through self-directed technology can enhance their communication skills. By following a
video recording of themselves, for example, students can monitor their performance or ask friends
or peers for feedback. This can help reduce apprehension and improve their public speaking skills.
Yalgin and incecay (2013) reported that practicing speaking spontaneously supports students in the
process of overcoming their fear. Using games as spontaneous speaking activities can also play a
significant role in decreasing speaking anxiety. Al-Mahroogi (2012) demonstrated that adopting e-
learning techniques and joining English speaking clubs also can be effective ways to improve English
proficiency. Only Campbell and Larson (2013) reported that there were no significant differences in
the amount of anxiety, between delivering a traditional face-to-face speech and one using web-
conferencing technology. They suggested that public speaking skills are essential for presenting a
clear understanding of the topic to the audience.

Public speaking anxiety has many implications for those experiencing it, whether as a student or in
the workplace. Some studies show evidence that high rates of social anxiety result in more passive
coping skills among students; reporting poor grades for tutorial participation, avoidance of units
where oral presentations are required, or withdrawal from a degree and career pathway where
public speaking is mandatory (Strahan, 2003). Other studies showed that individuals suffering from
social phobia reported low work attendance, poor grades at school, lower education levels and
lower overall pay (Schneier, et.al, 1992). In some severe cases, this form of anxiety can lead to a
more extreme situation with complete social withdrawal (Goberman et al., 2011).

Given the above background, the purpose of this paper is to estimate the level of public speaking
anxiety common among students in higher education in Oman and identify its main causes and how
these impact graduates’ employability. The research adopted a sequential mixed approach strategy
to explore the extent of public speaking anxiety among students in higher education institutes in
Oman, and its potential implication for employability.

Methods

The methodology of the study adopted was in-depth interviews followed by a questionnaire survey.
The qualitative design was in the form of interviews with employers in the industry and teachers in
public and private colleges in Muscat, to provide insight into the causes and implications of social
anxiety on graduate employability. The quantitative design, on the other hand, adopted a structured
guestionnaire to measure the prevalence of public speaking anxiety among the student population
of the colleges.
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Chronologically, the procedures for designing the survey questionnaire were conducted as follows:

1. Athorough literature review on public speaking anxiety and employability was conducted by
the two authors. Following this, the authors developed an adapted survey questionnaire to
suit the case study.

2. The questionnaire was then validated by two experts in the field, for construct and content
validity.

3. The questionnaire was piloted with a sample of twenty respondents and demonstrated a
high reliability of 0.804 based on Cronbach’s Alpha.

4. As a result of the pilot test, three items were deleted to increase reliability, and the
remaining twenty-nine items were considered for the final version of the questionnaire.

5. Four students were trained and assigned to collect the required data under the supervision
of the second author of this study.

The sampling frame of the study was based on a stratified random sampling scheme to provide a
better representation of the student population. The sample size for the survey was 200 students,
selected from two colleges in Muscat. This sample size has been calculated with a precision of 5%,
margin of error of 6% and prevalence rate of graduate employability of 48% (MOH, 2016). The target
sample was originally 266 students; however, only 200 completed the questionnaire, providing a
response rate of 75.2%. This sample size would ensure that the survey results would provide good
inference about the population, with 95% confidence. The recruitment of participants was based on
a systematic selection from the list of students provided by the registration department of the
respective colleges. The sampling interval was calculated by dividing the student population by the
desired sample size in each college. The inclusive-exclusive criterion was based on nationality of
students, involving Omani students only.

The study was conducted according to the principles stated in the declaration of the institute of the
authors. The informed consent was collected from the students participating in the study. They were
made aware in the consent form, that the results of the study would be published but that no data
would be presented, to maintain anonymity of individuals. The project received ethical clearance
from the authors’ department of Postgraduate Studies and Research (Ref 1-2019).

In addition to the questionnaire, the study employed semi-structured interviews with nine Human
Resources managers (working in government ministries and private sector) and three teachers from
the two colleges. The interviews were conducted during the period Feb-March 2019. The interview
time was about 25 minutes, on average.

For the statistical analysis, a parametric methods approach was used to estimate the prevalence of
anxiety of public speaking and assess its implication on student employability. The relevant model in
this respect is the one-sample t- test, where the mean prevalence of anxiety was compared to a
benchmark of 2.5. This benchmark is the middle value in the Likert-type scale that was used to
assess the existence of the anxiety based on the following research questions:

1. What is the prevalence of public speaking anxiety among Omani students?
2. What are the main drivers of anxiety, and how do they impact graduates’ employability?

In addition, the researchers were interested in whether gender accounted for any difference in
public speaking anxiety and the analysis of variance framework (ANOVA) was also used to determine
whether there was a difference in public speaking anxiety related to level of study.

To investigate the pattern of public speaking anxiety among graduates in Oman, exploratory factor
analysis (EFA) was used. The model was based on a principal-components analysis as the extraction
technique, and Varimax as the orthogonal rotation method. The eigenvalue of greater than 1, and
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the cross loadings of at least 0.5 criteria were used, as suggested by Hair et al.(2010). The computer
software of SPSS version 24 was used in the analysis of the data.

Results

A descriptive analysis was conducted to describe the characteristics of the students selected in the
sample, in terms of gender and level of study at the colleges.

Table 1: Demographic Profile of the Sample Data (n=200)

Demographic Categories N %

Variables

Gender Male 62 31
Female 138 69

Length of time at One year 100 50

college Two years 60 30
Three Years 40 20

Source: Authors’ calculation

As Table 1 indicates, most of the respondents (69%) were female and 50% were first year students.
Year level was introduced as a proxy to assess the effectiveness of the communicative-focused
curriculum adopted by these colleges to reduce the anxiety of speaking in public.

Exploratory factor analysis

An exploratory factor analysis was conducted to identify the factors influencing the anxiety of public
speaking in higher education institutes in Oman. Keiser-Meyer-Olkin measure (KMO) measure of
sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s test of sphericity were found to be 0.930 and 0.000 respectively, as
shown in Table 2. These results indicate a high sampling adequacy and justify proceeding with factor
analysis.

Table 2: KMO and Bartlett’s tests

Kaiser-Meyer-0lkin measure of sampling adequacy 0.930
Bartlett’s test of sphericity Approx. Chi -square 3810.1
Degree of freedom 325
Significance 0.000

Source: Authors’ calculation

Factor analysis, as shown in Table 3, led to seven factors, which account for 72.38 % of the
cumulative variance, which is acceptable in a multivariate analysis technique such as factor analysis.

Table 3: Factor Analysis for Public Speaking Anxiety

Initial Eigen values Extraction Sum of squared loadings
Items Total % of Cumulative Total % of Cumulative %
Variance % Variance
1 11.5 39.8 39.8 11.5 39.8 39.8
2 2.4 8.4 48.2 2.4 8.4 48.2
3 1.7 6.0 54.2 1.7 6.0 54.2
4 1.7 5.8 60.0 1.7 5.8 60.0
5 1.3 4.6 64.6 1.3 4.6 64.6
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6 1.2 4.2 68.7 1.2 4.2 68.7
7 11 3.7 72.4 11 3.7 72.4
8 0.8 2.8 75.1
9 0.8 2.6 77.8
10 0.7 2.4 80.1
11 0.7 2.3 82.4
12 0.6 2.1 84.5
13 0.5 1.8 86.3
14 0.5 1.6 87.9
15 0.5 1.6 89.5
16 0.4 1.4 90.9
17 0.4 1.2 921
18 0.3 1.1 93.3
19 0.3 1.0 94.3
20 0.3 0.9 95.2
21 0.2 0.9 96.1
22 0.2 0.7 96.8
23 0.2 0.7 97.5
24 0.2 0.6 98.1
25 0.2 0.6 98.7
26 0.1 0.4 99.1
27 0.1 0.3 99.4
28 0.1 0.3 99.7
29 0.1 0.3 100.0

Source: Authors’ calculation

The interpretations of the seven factors are shown in Table 4. The first factor, referred to as
‘symptoms of anxiety’, consists of items 14, 24, 27, 32, 36 and 38. This factor explains 39.79% of the
total variance. The second factor, referred to as ‘self-confidence’, contains items 9, 11 and 13, and
accounts for 8.3% of total variance. The third factor, ‘foreign language anxiety’, consists of items 16,
17, 25, 29 and 31, and accounts for 6%.

The fourth factor, ‘preparedness for presentation’, consists of items 28 and 30, accounting for 5.78%
of total variance. The fifth factor, ‘fear of foreign language speech’, consists of items 8, 10 and 23,
accounting for 4.6% of total variance. The sixth factor, referred to as ‘experience’ consists of item 37,
accounting for 4.51% of total variance. The seventh factor, ‘memory loss /forgetfulness’ consists of
items 18 and 34, accounting for 3.67% of the total variance.

Table 4: Speaking Anxiety Factors

Item Initial Extraction Cronbach’s
No. Communalities alpha
Overall alpha 0.804

Symptoms of Anxiety

Q14 When the instructor announces an English

speaking assignment, | can feel myself getting 1.000 .673
tense.

Q24 My heart beats very fast just as | start to speak. 1.000 .599

Q27 Realizing t.hat only a little time remains in a‘ 1.000 571
presentation makes me very tense and anxious.

Q32 | feel anxious when the teacher announces the 1.000 668

date of an English speaking assignment.
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Q36 My heart beats very fast while | am giving a

Lo . 1.000 .667
presentation in English
Q38 While giving a presentation in English | get so 1.000 756
nervous | forget facts | really know
Self Confidence
Q9 Right after giving a speech.m English | feel that | 1.000 582
have had a pleasant experience
Q11 |am not afraid of giving a speech in English. 1.000 .686
Q13 |look forward to giving a speech in English. 1.000 .576
Foreign Language Anxiety
Ql6 |feel relaxed while giving a speech in English 1.000 .630
Ql7 | enjoy preparing for a speech in English. 1.000 .588
Q25 | experience c'on5|derable anxiety just before 1.000 625
my presentation starts.
Q27 Realizing that only a little time remains in an
English presentation makes me very tense and 1.000 .571
anxious.
Q29 |breathe fastgrjust .before starting a 1.000 591
presentation in English
Q31 | perform less we!l in oral presentations 1.000 641
because | am anxious.
Readiness/Preparedness for Language Speech
Q28 While giving an.Enghsh spe.ech, | know | can 1.000 711
control my feelings of tension and stress.
Q30 I feel comfor.ta.ble and reI.axed in the hour or so 1.000 598
just before giving an English speech
Fear of Foreign Language Speech
Q8 My thoughtsf t?ecome conftfsed ar?d jumbled 1.000 733
when | am giving a speech in English.
Q10 I get ar.1X|ous \A{hen | think about a presentation 1.000 731
in English coming up.
Q23 | per.splre just before starting a speech in 1.000 545
English.
Experience
Q37 | feell anxious while waiting to give my speech in 1.000 559
English
Loss of Memory/Forgetfulness
Q18 |amin constant fear of forggttlr'\g wha't I 1.000 593
prepared to say when speaking in English.
Q34 During an important speech in English, |
experience a feeling of helplessness building up 1.000 .626

inside me

Source: Authors’ calculation

To test the level of anxiety of public speaking among students in higher education institutes in
Oman, a one-sample test was used, and the result is given in Table 5.

Table 5: The average level of anxiety among students in the sample

Mean Test value T- value P-value Df 95% Confidence interval
of the mean difference
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Lower Upper

3.054 2.50 14.637 0.000 199 0.4802 0.6298

Source: Authors’ calculation

As can be seen from Table 5, the average level of anxiety about public speaking experienced by the
students amounted to 3.05, which is significantly higher than the cut-off of 2.5 (p-value of the test
0.000 < 0.05). In fact, 55 % in the sample indicated this high level of anxiety when speaking in public.

Table 6: The Average Anxiety of Public Speaking by Gender

Gender Average Standard Deviation T-value P-value
Male 3.03 0.54
Female 3.21 0.52 -1.563 0.128

Source: Authors’ calculation
Table 6 shows the average level of anxiety about public speaking as experienced by male and female
students in the sample. Results revealed that there is no significant difference in average anxiety

between male and female students (P-value > 0.05).

Table 7: The Average Anxiety of Public Speaking by Level of Study

Level of study N Average Standard Deviation F-value P-value
First year 100 3.41 .37

Second year 60 2.69 41

Third year 40 2.72 .48 7595 000
Total 200 3.05 .54

Source: Authors’ calculation

The results of the ANOVA in Table 7 indicated a significant difference in average public speaking
anxiety across the levels of study. The average level of anxiety declines as students’ language
proficiency increases. This might be attributed to the fact that as students progress, they will be
exposed to many oral-focused courses, resulting in a decrease of anxiety about public speaking.

Discussion and implication

When addressing the first research question about the prevalent rate of public speaking anxiety in
higher education in Oman, the study found that this amounts to 55%. This rate is relatively higher
than the average rate of 20% reported globally in some higher education contexts (Beidel et al.,
1989; Russel & Shaw, 2009 ; Tillfors & Furmark, 2007). It is also higher than the rates shown in the
general public, identified by Knappe et al. (2011). The study indicated no significant difference in
anxiety rates between male and female students, which is consistent with many studies, including
those by Aida (1994), Campbell (1999), Mathew et al. (2013), and Matsuda & Gobel (2004).
However, this is inconsistent with studies by Fariadian, Azizifar and Gowhary (2014), Eleldi (2016)
and Gargalianou (2015), who reported that male students have a higher level of foreign language
anxiety than female students and other studies which revealed that females feel more anxious than
males (Torres, 2006 ; Pappamihiel, 2001; Piechurska-kuciel, 2012). It may be that in Oman, cultural
factors may be responsible for males and females being exposed to some level of anxiety. Khan and
Al-Mahroogqi (2015) demonstrated that Omani higher education students are well known for being
polite, considerate and respectful to their teachers, and hence they care about sustaining this
image in front of their teachers.

For the second research question, relating to the factors influencing anxiety in higher education in
Oman, results indicated that several elements, such as self-confidence are contributing factors
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confirming the findings of Crookall and Oxford (1991), Alharbi (2015), Al-Mahrooqi (2012), Cagatay
(2015), Cheng (2009), and Coleman, (2005). Foreign language anxiety and fear of speaking in public
in a foreign language, are other identified factors. Many Omani students lack confidence when
speaking in English, which may affect them negatively as confirmed by Al-Mahroogi and Denman
(2016), Alamri (2011), Tanveer (2007), and Young (1990). The lack of readiness/preparedness creates
anxiety, as demonstrated by Al-Mahrooqi (2017). Temporary memory loss or forgetfulness has been
found to influence anxiety of students when about to speak in public. This factor is consistent with
Horwitz and Cope (1986) who reported that some students faced a ‘mental block’ during speaking in
front of others.

The study also found that the average level of anxiety declines as students progress in their language
skills. The same result was confirmed by Dalkilic (2001) and Liu (2006) who demonstrated that public
speaking anxiety declines with students’ progress towards higher levels of proficiency.

The implications of public speaking anxiety on student employability in Oman emerged during
interviews with teachers and managers in industry and included the inability of students to
demonstrate their skills well and a lack of self-confidence, resulting in low overall performance.
These results are consistent with the findings of Schneier et al. (1992). Interviews with managers
emphasized the importance of interpersonal skills (such as leadership and teamwork), including
public speaking, which is necessary for the training they conduct, video conferencing and panel
discussions when communicating with staff and customers. Managers working in the public sector,
in particular, added that graduates experience anxiety even when using Arabic, their mother tongue.
This is an unexpected finding worth exploring in the future. Moreover, the teachers interviewed
suggested that anxiety about public speaking sometimes influences students’ choice of specialization
after they graduate. They may choose a profession that requires less public speaking, even though it
is not their choice of specialization. This confirms the opinion of Strahan (2003).

When dealing with the problem of public speaking anxiety, students demonstrated different coping
strategies that need to be considered when establishing initiatives to mitigate the effects of their
anxiety. These include coaching, laughing, taking a walk to relax, seeking direction and training to
improve public speaking skills, paying attention to the physical signs of stress during speaking, and
writing their experiences in a learning logbook so that they can reflect on how they felt and consider
how to improve. The teachers emphasised that public speaking should be a highly rated component
of the curriculum as it is one of the most useful soft skills required for employability. They
recommended increasing the number of public speaking courses in the curriculum, inviting guest
lecturers who specialize in public speaking to motivate and encourage group discussions, peer
conversations, and paying attention to group dynamics among students. They also highlighted the
importance of encouraging students to note their experiences of public speaking anxiety in a
learning logbook, work on areas of weakness and strength, and monitor their progress. The use of
visualization techniques has also proved to be effective in enhancing public speaking performance,
as well as reducing anxiety (Ayres & Hopf, 2009).

To promote student employability, managers recommended providing more training to develop
students’ confidence in their ability to stand up in public and talk to a group of people. Training that
simply provides information about ‘how to present’ may be insufficient, whereas models that
borrow from psychological interventions which address social anxiety and fear of negative
evaluation would be useful (England et al., 2012). They also called for the development of other
interpersonal skills (such as leadership and teamwork) as public speaking is just one element of the
broader set of oral communication skills required by students to make them more employable.
Moreover, interviews with teachers and managers revealed that public speaking anxiety in Oman
should be addressed at earlier stages of education, at primary or secondary levels, so that by the
time students reach college they are confident to speak in public, both in Arabic and English and can
use these skills later to become effective in their workplace.
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Limitations and future research

One limitation of this study is its small size and focus on colleges in the capital (Muscat) only. Despite
this, there are some interesting findings worthy of further investigation in an expanded study to
include all higher education institutions in Oman. It would also be worthwhile exploring why
students feel anxious when speaking in public in their own language. Other soft skills, such as
interpersonal skills, are important and need to be explored in future research regarding student’s
employability in Oman.

Conclusion

Public speaking anxiety is widespread among students in higher education institutions in Oman. Its
prevalence rate was 55%, much higher than reported internationally. Public speaking anxiety has
major implications for student performance, career choice and employability, and higher education
institutions in Oman must address this concern as a priority. They should enhance interpersonal
skills, including public speaking, among students through professional development of teachers,
incorporating an updated communicative-focused curriculum. This can be achieved by conducting
training sessions for higher secondary and tertiary educators, promoting oratory skills in the
curriculum, and developing appropriate assessment techniques. This will further provide students
with effective strategies that reduce their anxiety and promote their communication skills.

When designing the curriculum educators should consider feedback obtained from employers, as
this can further improve the standard of education, resulting in fulfilment of the needs of students
and society. Promoting public speaking skills at the earlier stages of education in Oman is essential,
to reduce the need to address this at tertiary levels. In the workplace, managers must identify
related problems early and provide their employees with the required training, as well as
communicate with the education institutions regarding the skills required in the labour market.
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