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L2 Writing Anxiety: Looking back, looking ahead
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 (McIntyre and Gardner, 1991, p. 297)
Introduction

Throughout the last 30 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). Suggestions that address L2 writing anxiety emphasize re-thinking methods of instructor to student error-correction, community approaches to writing, peer feedback and tutoring, addressing student self-talk and cognition, emphasis of process and form over grammatical concerns, and a reconsideration of the importance of traditional concepts of written content and format (Atay & Kurt, 2007; Cheng, 2004; Cheng, Horwitz & Schallert, 1999; Hassan, 2001; Horwitz, 2000; Horwitz, McIntyre & Gardner, 1991; Lee & Krashen, 1997; Lee & Krashen, 2002; McIntyre, Dornyei, Clement & Noels, 1998; Mat Daud, Mat Daud & Abu Kassim, 2005; Rankin-Brown, 2006; Reeves, 1997; Young, 1991). Though these recommendations have been made based upon empirical research and observation, a review of the literature reveals a strikingly disproportionate emphasis on L2 speaking and test anxiety as opposed to writing anxiety, a fact that seems to be in keeping with current paradigms emphasizing oral communicative competence in language teaching goals (Atay & Kurt, 2007; Horwitz et al., 1986; Young, 1991). For example, McIntyre and Gardner assert that “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,” (1991, p. 303). 

Recently, in a renewed interest regarding L2 writing anxiety (Atay & Kurt, 2007; Cheng et al, 1999; Cheng, 2004; Hassan 2001; Daud, Mat Daud & Abu Kassim, 2005; Rankin-Brown, 2005), researchers have criticized the limited body of research surrounding L2 writing anxiety (also referred to as apprehension, originally coined by Daly in the mid-70’s). 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….(Young, 1991, 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: “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). Hassan adds: “…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” (2001, 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” (2001, p. 29). Therefore, the question remains for instructors: What kinds of activities have proven to address anxiety and make L2 writing a more valuable experience for the learner? What is being done at international universities to address the needs of their L2 writers? Can instructors and students offer insight into such anxiety as Young (1991) had suggested over a decade ago? 
I’ll begin by examining definitions of writing anxiety, continue with a brief review of recent scholarship that underscores a need for further exploration in this subject, and conclude with a summary of advice given by researchers as to how instructors should address second language writing anxiety.

Making a Case for Writing Anxiety Research

Affect and Writing Anxiety
Before addressing the more specific question of L2 writer anxiety, I want to briefly examine anxiety in general. Schumann writes in The Neurobiology of Affect in Language (1997) that the relationship between affect and cognition has long been overlooked, and wrongly so, “affect may influence cognition through its role in framing a problem and in adopting processing strategies” (p. 251). More specifically, Schumann discusses the importance of stimulus appraisal with regard to “framing” where anxiety is a byproduct of difficulty in the “processing” stage. What this means for the writer is well illustrated in an excerpt from Lee & Krashen’s 2002 research on success in writing:
Lee and Krashen (1997) hypothesized that a poor composing process is a cause of writing apprehension. Selfe, however, argues that Bev's fear of writing influenced her composing process. Put simply, her lack of planning and revision was because she wanted to spend as little time writing as possible: "When Bev began to compose in response to the assignment, her initial apprehension encouraged her to abbreviate her composing efforts, to write quickly, and to `get it over with' as soon as possible" (p. 86); her failure to do extensive revision was motivated by her desire to avoid "prolonged involvement" with the writing task. The relationship between writing apprehension and the composing process may be reciprocal. (p. 540)

In Schumann’s terms, Bev’s appraisal of the stimulus (writing) negatively affected her ability to perform due to the function of anxiety in the processing stage. But the above example raises a good question, as asked by Mat Daud, Mat Daud, & Abu Kassim, “Second language writing anxiety: Cause or effect?” (2007, p. 1).
Second Language Writing Anxiety
Silva’s 1993 research regarding the differences between L1 and L2 composing processes highlighted the difficulties that many L2 writers encounter. Silva concluded that “Clearly, L2 writing is strategically, rhetorically, and linguistically different in important ways from L1 writing,” and calls on researchers to further examine the unique nature of L2 writers and their composing processes (p. 670).

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, Horwitz, and Schallert (1999) re-visited key writing anxiety research (L1) and 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. In their conclusion, Cheng et al 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…The discrepancy between a learner's first and second language competence in different skill areas, a language learner's varied experiences in acquiring each of the four language skills, and his or her history of success and failure in performing each skill might lead to differentiated attitudes, emotions, and expectations about each of the language skills. Language-skill-specific anxiety might well be one of the negative emotions and attitudes formed during the process of second language learning. (1999, Conclusion)
The current research by Silva, Cheng et al, and others cited in previous paragraphs are encouraging renewed exploration into L2 writing anxiety by positioning it as related to, but separate from L1 writing anxiety and other forms of language learner anxiety. 

Writing Anxiety and Self-esteem

McIntyre and Gardner 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” (1991, p. 303). This conclusion gives validation to such approaches as task-based learning and social constructivist pedagogies where community and collaborative techniques foster progress in writing abilities: Projects that emphasize communication and self-expression over language learning in and of itself may prove to offer students a different affective world when writing in a second language (Mat Daud et al, 2005). 
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. In their 1997 study of self-efficacy in writing, Pajares & Valiante conclude: 

Findings from this study strengthen Bandura's (1986) claim that self-efficacy beliefs play an influential role in human agency. In addition, the contrast of these results with those of Pajares and Johnson (1994,1996) suggests that there may be a developmental component to the creation and evolution of writing self-efficacy beliefs and that the predictive and mediational roles of self-efficacy may differ as a function of academic level and years of schooling. The implication that arises is that researchers and school practitioners should investigate students' beliefs about their academic capabilities as important predictors of other affective variables and of academic performance, and that efforts should be made to identify these beliefs, because they are important components of motivation and behavior. This is consistent with McLeod's (1987) observation that, because writing is as much an emotional as a cognitive activity, affective components strongly influence all phases of the writing process. She urged researchers to explore affective measures with an eye toward developing a "theory of affect" to help students understand how their affective processes may inform their writing. Given our findings, it seems warranted that students' self-efficacy perceptions should play a prominent role in such a theory. (p. 359)
As such, Hassan believed that the topic was ripe for exploration with L2 writers:

…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 and quantity of university students in such context, to the best knowledge of this writer, do not exist. (p. 12-13)

The results of his 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 (p. 28-29). Hassan’s suggestions echo those of many of his fellow researchers, and underscore this writer’s own experience in Japan, that at many international universities, writing centers are still non-existent while writing pedagogy tends to take the approach that L2 writing can be taught and learned in the same manner as L1. 
Discussion: Rethinking the Construct of Anxiety

It has been shown that writing anxiety may be viewed as a different construct than other forms of foreign language anxiety, and likewise that the L2 writing process calls on the learner to employ a different set of skills than does the L1 writing process. The negative effects on the writer/learner of such anxiety, their implications with regard to self-esteem and performance, and the need for further research into L2 writing anxiety has also been reviewed. With regard to the questions posed in the introduction, however, very little light has been shed. Let’s re-visit the questions: “What kinds of activities have proven to address anxiety and make L2 writing a more valuable experience for the learner? What is being done at international universities to address the needs of their L2 writers? Can instructors and students offer insight into such anxiety as Young (1991) had suggested over a decade ago?”

The majority of the writers cited in this paper offer general advice to educators, usually a short paragraph as part of discussion sections, but stop short of examining whether or not the advice is practical or effective specifically in the L2 writing education context, and this may be due in part to the problem of defining this very context. For example, what works for elementary students studying English in Malaysia may not serve EFL university students in Egypt. As such, we are left with blanket statements and very little evidence that specific approaches are useful in specific contexts. For example, Krashen and Lee’s 1997 study concluded with the advice that extensive reading helps writing, students experience the highest levels of anxiety when they know their writing will be evaluated, and that a decrease in related “pressure” helps reduce anxiety. Additionally, they add that the revision process is a key to success, but do not connect this process with a reduction in anxiety. 

Lack of experience, lack of skills, and lack of confidence are all routinely cited as causes of anxiety for L2 writers. As such, it may be that only experience, practice, and success can effectively lead to less anxious writers. If this is true, then perhaps the key to reducing L2 writing anxiety is the environment created by the instructor. As Hassan noted, Reeves’ (1997) advice offers reflections on her own experiences that have great potential for helping L2 writing instructors create a classroom environment that nurtures students rather than merely correcting their mistakes. My own most successful experiences with L2 writers mirror those of Reeves. Working as a graduate teaching assistant in two different ESL university writing courses, especially after 4 years of teaching EFL writing in a university context, has allowed ample time for observation, reflection, and communication with both students and instructors. In my own experiences as both a writer and an instructor, scaffolding techniques that break the writing process into smaller steps, feedback related to ideas and recognition of accomplishments however small, peer feedback that leads to confidence building, and opportunities for one-to-one tutelage have offered valuable opportunities for learning about writing and decreasing anxiety. In short, building confidence and reflecting on success has proven to be the most beneficial way of combating L2 writer anxiety.
Kurt and Atay’s (2007) research with EFL instructor education programs in Turkey was most interesting because of its implications that writing anxiety can become a vicious circle where an anxious writing student becomes an anxious writing instructor who is then at a loss as to how to best assist his or her own students. The results of their research highlight the efficacy of peer feedback and reflect my own conclusion that longitudinal studies and ethnographic research will probably offer the best evidence as to how L2 students effectively deal with their writing anxiety, a familiar sentiment previously called for by Young (1981).
The most exciting research I came across while writing this paper was that of Spielmann and Radnofsky who discuss the negative connotation and focus implied in the word anxiety (2001). Spielmann and Radnofsky’s ethnographic research (examining university students enrolled in a second language immersion course) lead them to re-thinking the construct of anxiety as tension, allowing for the consideration of both euphoric and dysphoric dimensions of the learning experience where euphoric experiences can diminish the strength of the dysphoric experiences. By way of concluding this paper, I’ll close with Spielmann and Radnofsky’s own conclusion: 

We hope that future studies will reflect the awareness that anxiety and stress are neither one-dimensional variables nor inherent to a person or situation, and that simply reducing or suppressing them does not constitute an end in itself…we submit that the study of tension in the L2 learning process should explore research paradigms where success is not merely measured by a score on a test or the production of discrete linguistic items in a controlled environment but refers to the quality of one’s experience as an emerging Other – the wondrous metamorphosis that acquiring a new language is supposed to induce. (p. 275)
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