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Anxious individuals think about their own reaction to a task in addition to the demands of the task itself. The content of their thoughts is negative and centered on self-degradation….If anxious students could focus on positive experiences in the second language, rather than on negative ones, the debilitating effects of language anxiety could be reduced (p. 297).     - McIntyre and Gardner, 1991

Introduction

During the last 20 years, research surrounding the phenomenon of learner anxiety, its antecedents, manifestations, and solutions, has slowly developed into a recognition of the subtle differences among specific types of anxiety and more particularly, anxiety related to specific tasks. The question of anxiety is pertinent to EFL/ESL pedagogy as Macintyre and Gardner explain: “…such difficulties can lead to the impression that anxious students are not capable communicators in the second language” (1991, p. 296). Researchers such as Cheng, Horwitz, Young, McCroskey, McIntyre, Daly, Gardner, Cope, Sparks, Ganschow, Kleinmann, and in the Japanese context, Takada, Kitano, Sato, Yashima, and Harrison & Kitao (as well as recent research in Arabic, Chinese, Spanish, French, Russian and Hebrew contexts) have explored both origins and responses to L2 anxiety. Suggestions for managing and combating this phenomenon with regard to L2 writing anxiety emphasize re-thinking methods of instructor to student error-correction, community approaches to writing, addressing student self-talk and cognition, and a reconsideration of the importance of traditional concepts of written content and format (Cheng, 2004; Cheng, 1999; Hassan, 2001; McIntyre & Gardner, 1991; Young, 1991). Though these recommendations have been made based upon empirical research, a review of the literature reveals a strikingly disproportionate emphasis on L2 speaking and test anxiety as opposed to writing anxiety, a fact that in this writer’s experience is in keeping with current paradigms emphasizing oral communicative competence in language teaching goals (Horwitz et al., 1986; Young, 1991). McIntyre and Gardner write: “Language anxiety becomes differentiated from general anxiety as the learner gains experience with the L2 tasks of study. Speaking is the most anxiety-provoking activity and this frustration can negatively affect future attempts to communicate” (p.303). It is no wonder that so little attention has been paid to L2 writing anxiety specifically.
In recent years, there has been a flurry of research examining anxiety around computer and internet technology use for L2 language instruction (CALL), but these studies have been more focused on the practical uses of technology rather than on composition and the writing process itself. Young (1991) also highlights the growing body of qualitative research eliciting student perspective and advocates such further studies. 
Only within the last 5 years have we witnessed particular attention paid to L2 writing anxiety, most notably due to the work of Cheng et al and Hassan who find ground to criticize the body of research surrounding L2 writing anxiety (also referred to as apprehension, originally coined by Daly, 1977). A decade before their research, Young had reflected that much of the early research into anxiety (in the 1970’s and 80’s) was problematic in regard to specific types of anxiety, or “differentiation” as McIntyre and Gardner might have termed: 

Factors often overlooked when deciphering anxiety research results included whether the anxiety definition and measure were harmonious; whether the interpretation of anxiety…had been defined in accordance with the basic purpose of the research; and whether the research was designed to examine one variable or a number of variables….(Creating a Low Anxiety Classroom Environment, p. 427)

Further criticism is aimed at the heterogeneity and sample sizes of subjects in L2 writing research and confusion over the validity and generalizability of results, Cheng writes “Although previous literature has clearly suggested problems of using second language (classroom) anxiety scales with questionable instrument specificity, few, if any, attempts have been made to explore these problems” (Cheng, 2004).

In order to foster a greater understanding of what types of research are currently being conducted in L2 writing anxiety, I’ll review Hassan’s 2001 study of writing apprehension and self-esteem in an Egyptian university EFL context, and Cheng et al.’s 1999 study of differentiating classroom and writing anxiety in a Taiwanese university EFL context. Though other studies are available to provide additional framework and contexts, Hassan and Cheng are emerging as contemporary authorities on writing apprehension in international contexts, and surprisingly, are two among only a small number of researchers recognizable in JSTOR, ERIC, and LION literature searches addressing writing apprehension specifically and within the last ten years.
The equal importance of qualitative and quantitative research to yield a variety of results seems to have been acknowledged by language anxiety researchers as evidenced by a likewise equal attention paid to the two forms of study. However, for the benefit of this paper, Hassan’s 2001 study, The Relationship of Writing Apprehension and Self-Esteem to the Writing Quality and Quantity of EFL University Students, and Cheng, Horwitz, and Schallert’s 1999 study, Language Anxiety: Differentiating speaking and writing components, both developed new Likert-scale instruments as methods of exploring anxiety and gathering quantifiable data for statistical analysis.

Hassan

Daly and Wilson’s 1983 investigation of writing apprehension and self-esteem revealed an inverse relationship of small effect size but with strong consistency across measures of self-esteem (as reported in Hassan, 2001). When examining self-esteem specific to writing, the correlation is even stronger. However, Minot and Gamble’s 1991 study reveals conflicting evidence (as reported in Hassan, 2001). As such, Hassan believed that the topic was ripe for exploration:
…there is a need to investigate the variable ‘writing apprehension’ in an Arabic speaking context given that studies investigating writing apprehension and self-esteem in their relationships to the writing quality an quantity of university students in such context, to the best knowledge of this writer, do not exist. (pp. 12-13)

Hassan gathered 182 third year students (volunteers) enrolled in the English Department at Egypt’s Mansoura University during 1998-1999. Based on related literature, Hassan prepared and administered an English Writing Apprehension Questionnaire (EWAQ) and likewise a Foreign Language Self-Esteem Scale (FLSES) to measure writing anxiety and self-esteem respectively (both measurements called for Likert scale responses). Additionally, in a separate session, Hassan asked participants to complete a 40-minute composition on a theme chosen by the researcher to examine writing quantity and quality. 
Raters trained by the researcher evaluated the compositions (interrater correlation of .84) for quality, and word count was tallied to examine quantity.


To illustrate his results, Hassan uses a table of descriptive statistics which includes population size, mean, standard deviation, and minimum and maximum scores. Next, Hassan employs a correlation matrix between 4 variables – writing apprehension, self-esteem, writing quality, and writing quantity – to compare relationships (at a significance level of .05). From these results Hassan states that the statistics served to confirm only one of his first 5 hypotheses, that a significant negative relationship exists between writing apprehension and self-esteem of EFL university students. Hassan explains: “This finding means that students with high apprehension about writing may, to some degree, also suffer from lower self-esteem than their counterparts with low apprehension” (p. 19). Hassan reports that this process of creating two new surveys and examinations of writing samples result in a conclusion (drawn from statistical analyses using the Pearson Product-Moment correlation) that is consistent with previous research findings (p. 19). Moreover, he was surprised that the correlation was not strong enough to conclude a significant negative relationship between writing apprehension and writing quality.


After classifying his respondents into two groups, high and low apprehensive students, Hassan performs a series of T-tests to compare the means of both groups on the various experimental tasks. A second look at the statistics used in these tables (pp. 3-8) reminded this writer that Hassan’s scores for all four variables are somewhat difficult to comprehend due to the differences in maximum and minimum possible scores for all 4 measures. Because of the significance of the differences between the two groups’ mean scores (again, p<.05), Hassan concludes the following: “Low Apprehensive students wrote better quality compositions than their High Apprehensive counterparts” (p. 21); “Low Apprehensive students had higher self-esteem than High Apprehensive students and vice versa” (p. 22); and “Low Self-Esteem students obtained significantly higher writing apprehension scores than their High Self-Esteem counterparts…This means that [the] Low Self-Esteem group was more apprehensive/anxious than [the High Self-Esteem] group” (p. 24).

An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) (for 2-way interactions) of the writing quality task according to writing apprehension and self-esteem, and respectively, for the writing quantity task as well, resulted in the following conclusions by Hassan: “…students with low self-esteem and with low apprehension scored less than their counterparts on the writing quantity task” (p. 25); and “…both writing apprehension and self-esteem independent variables of the study sample did not have any effect on the writing quantity task” (p. 26).

The results of this research lead Hassan to the following recommendations: 1) “…reducing student writing anxiety by changing the context of foreign language learning is the most important and considerably the most challenging task for teachers to try to achieve” (p. 27). He also suggests that instructors be keenly aware of teacher correction; Egyptian universities should offer writing skills improvement courses in “non-traditional ways” and create “writing centers”; teacher evaluation should be reduced and supplemented with peer or self-evaluation when applicable; students should be involved in more communicative writing tasks such as email exchange projects and other related CALL activities; there should be a greater availability of and access to Internet lab facilities; and Reeves’ techniques to minimize writing apprehension could be useful tools for instructors (pp. 28-29). 
Cheng, Horwitz, and Schallert

Concerned with the lack of attention paid to L2 writing anxiety (in research examining both writing anxiety and L2 classroom anxiety in general) and in an attempt to examine differences and similarities between verbal and written language anxieties, Cheng et al. (1999) surveyed 433 university English majors in Taiwan using three pre-existing instruments: Horowitz et al.’s Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS); the second language version of the Daly-Miller Writing Apprehension Test (SLWAT); and a background questionnaire designed to capture demographic and specific language learning history information. In addition, final course grades were used as achievement measurements for comparison. 
To measure internal consistency reliability of the translated versions (into Chinese) of the FLCAS and SLWAT, Cheng et al. used the Cronbach alpha measure of reliability and found satisfactory reliability. Interconstruct and Intracontruct analyses were then used to indentify components based on correlations among and between the items on the instruments. For example:

After reverse scoring of positively worded statements, all of the items defining this component, at heart, reflect individuals' fear of actual or potential evaluation of their English writing. This component appears to constitute an evaluation apprehension dimension. (Results, paragraph 9)
To further explore relationships between variables on all measurements, additional correlations were examined to compare second language classroom anxiety and second language writing anxiety with second language speaking and writing achievement. 


The results of regression analyses - used to model relationships between variables and to determine the magnitude of the relationships and allow for predictions based on these models – illustrated that, for example, although the magnitude of the correlations was small, all of the second language classroom anxiety variables were significantly and negatively correlated with both English speaking and writing.

In their conclusion, Cheng et al, offer stipulations regarding making generalizations from their research: The restricted range of final course grades, varying language aptitudes of participants, the question of reliability and validity of course grades as achievement measurements, warnings against causal claims, all need to be taken into consideration. However, the researchers also offer: 

This pattern of results, together with the low to moderate correlations found among the dimensions of the two anxiety measures, argues for treating second language classroom anxiety and second language writing anxiety as two related yet relatively distinguishable anxiety constructs. (1999, Discussion, para. 3)
Perhaps this research will serve to legitimize and encourage exploration into L2 writing anxiety by positioning it as related to, but separate from other forms of language learner anxiety. 

Conclusion

Hassan (2001) explains: “…writing apprehension is a problem in writing classes because it has consequences for students’ learning experience, and for the decisions they make about engaging in productive, fulfilling writing projects” (p. 12). Furthermore, he offers the following recommendations in the conclusion of his study: “Writing apprehension needs to be better understood and solutions found that will result in successful writing. Teachers need to value feelings, opinions and individuality” (p. 29). Therefore, the question remains for instructors, “Where do we start? What kinds of activities have proven to reduce anxiety and make L2 writing a more valuable experience for the learner? Where is the literature on actual activities that reduce writing anxiety and what do students have to say about it?” At this point, benefits to the student are merely theorized.

McIntyre and Gardner (1991) write: “…students taught to emphasize their own successful experiences in the second language would come to perceive themselves as more proficient language learners, increasing their self-confidence (p. 303). Perhaps this gives validation to such learning approaches as task-based learning and social constructivist pedagogies: Projects that emphasize communication and self-expression over language learning, specifically, may prove to offer students a different affective world when writing in a second language. With preliminary research on whether or not anxiety affects L2 writers approaching concensus, the next issue looms just ahead in the distance: “How exactly does anxiety influence or affect L2 writing process and outcomes on more global scales, and with regard to reducing L2 writing anxiety, how can researchers determine empirically which activities work best in which situations and for which groups of writers?”
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