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Abstract—L2 writing anxiety is a prevalent phenomenon. 

Second language writing anxiety is an important factor 

affecting the improvement of second language writing. This 

paper analyzes the two main sources that induce writing 

anxiety of L2 learners: students with writing anxiety generally 

have difficulty in expressing themselves in writing and have no 

writing habits; they lack self-confidence and have trouble in 

organizing and arranging ideas for content development. It is 

important for teachers to concern second language writing 

anxiety and realize its role in second language writing so that 

they can effectively adopt positive strategies to help students 

reduce their writing anxiety. 
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I. INTRODUCTION

Writing, as one of the basic four skills in language 
learning, is important while difficult for students. Writing is 
seen as arduous, challenging, and frustrating because 
students may feel poor in terms of content, organization, 
vocabulary, and language use. It is very common that 
students are asked to write only for assignments and exams. 
Without practice in class or after class, students may feel 
anxious and even frightened when asked to write in English. 
As Cheng (2000) and Lee (2005) said, writing in a foreign 
language is an acknowledged difficulty for a majority of EFL 
students because writing is an affective as well as cognitive 
activity. For second language writing, limited language 
knowledge and language ability is a challenge to second 
language learners who may lack the social and cultural 
awareness of writing in a foreign language and do not know 
how to achieve language functions in a proper way or do not 
understand the expectations of readers of different cultures. 
Motivation and emotional factors may also affect the normal 
performance of writing level. From the perspective of output 
results, there are often obvious Chinglish in students' 
compositions, or to some extent, they are interfered by their 
mother tongue (Zhou Baoguo &Tang Junjun, 2010). 

Anxiety research in the past 40 years mainly involves the 
nature of anxiety, the development of anxiety scale, the 
influence of anxiety on performance and related factors of 
anxiety (Shi Yu & Xu Jinfen 2013: 60). Researchers have 
attempted to identify and define the construct of anxiety in 
foreign language classrooms for many years since students 

are often apprehensive about their ability to successfully 
communicate in written form (Schmidt, 2004). Horwitz et al. 
(1986) and Mac Intyre & Gardner (1991a) claimed that 
foreign language anxiety is a unique type of anxiety specific 
to foreign language learning. Students with high levels of 
foreign language anxiety may engage in negative self-talk or 
even have a mental block, which affects their ability to 
process information in foreign language contexts (Liu, 2006; 
MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991a). This paper attempts to discuss 
the sources that induce writing anxiety so that teachers can 
effectively help students reduce their writing anxiety. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Writing anxiety

*Fund: Elite Project of China West Normal University: Research on

Oral Grammatical Error Correction (Project No.: 17YC438). 

Writing anxiety, also called writing apprehension (Daly
& Miller, 1975), is a persistent feeling of not being ready to 
write or not being good enough to write. Horwitz et al. (1986) 
conceptualize foreign language anxiety as a distinct complex 
of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to 
classroom language learning arising from the uniqueness of 
the language learning process. According to Hjortshoj (2001), 
anxiety in writing is a wide variety of apprehensive and 
pessimistic feelings about writing. However, these feelings 
do not pervasively characterize a person's writing life and it 
is naturally situational. As writing anxiety does not describe 
psychological attributes, students are likely to experience the 
anxiety in particular contexts caused by their negative or 
difficult experiences with writing (Al-Sawalha & Chow, 
2012; Hjortshoj, 2001). It is a common fact that writing in 
foreign language is perceived as a difficult task among EFL 
students (Blasco, 2016; Cheng, 2002; Daud, Daud, & 
Kassim, 2005; Kurt & Attay, 2007; Latiff, 2007). However, 
some problems experienced by EFL students in writing are 
related to their distinctive English language competence that 
is greatly influenced by their competence in their own native 
language (Silva, 1993). 

Second language researchers and theorists have long 
been aware that anxiety is often associated with language 
learning. Teachers and students generally feel strongly that 
anxiety is a major obstacle to be overcome in learning to 
speak another language, and several recent approaches to 
foreign language teaching, such as community language 
learning and suggestopedia, are explicitly directed at 
reducing learner anxiety (Horwitz et al., 1986: 125). In order 
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to achieve this goal, it is quite necessary for teachers to know 
about the factors that cause foreign language anxiety. 

B. Studies about writing anxiety 

Since the 1970s, anxiety, as one of the most important 
affective factors, has gradually become an important part of 
SLA research at home and abroad (Arnold 2005: 59). Daly 
(1978:11) discussed the different written results of students 
with "high apprehension about writing," as writing anxiety 
was then called, and the written results of students with 
lower apprehension. In his research, he showed that those 
with high apprehension have poorer writing skills and, 
therefore, receive lower grades. Because of this, they avoid 
writing and, because they write less frequently than those 
with lower apprehension about writing, they have fewer 
opportunities to develop their writing skills. According to 
Kean, Gylnn and Britton (1987), the effect of writing anxiety 
is most likely to be manifested when the apprehensive writer 
composes under time pressure. Hassan (2001: 4) describes a 
similar situation with nonnative-English-speaking writers 
when discussing second language writing anxiety, which he 
defines as "a general avoidance of writing and of situations 
perceived by the individuals to potentially require some 
amount of writing accompanied by the potential for 
evaluation of that writing". His study found that "low 
apprehensive students had higher self-esteem than high 
apprehensive students and vice versa"; 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". 
Hassan (2001: 25) concluded that students with low self-
esteem and with low apprehension scored less than their 
counterparts on the writing quantity task. Writing anxiety 
can make students concentrative and accurate when writing. 

In China, researchers used different measurement tools to 
test the foreign language writing anxiety of Chinese non-
English majors, and the results showed that there was a 
negative correlation between foreign language writing 
anxiety and writing performance; there were significant 
differences between high and low anxiety level subjects in 
foreign language writing performance (Xue Lifang 2005; 
Zhou Baoguo, Tang Junjun 2010; Guo Yan, Qin Xiaoqing 
2010). Zhou Baoguo & TangJunjun (2010) dynamically 
studied 30 Chinese students' L2 writing process. Their 
findings show that there is a negative correlation between L2 
writing anxiety and L2 writing quality or level. On the whole, 
the students with high writing anxiety use more mother 
tongue than the students with low writing anxiety. Li Hang 
(2015) used a follow-up survey and cross lag regression 
analysis, and found that writing anxiety is an important 
factor in writing performance, which is negatively related to 
writing performance. This finding is similar to what Horwitz 
et al. (1986) found. On the other hand, it proves that the 
writing performance of students with high anxiety is often 
worse than that of students with low anxiety. Bai Liru (2017) 
attempted to develop an English writing anxiety inducing 
factor scale suitable for the context of College English 
teaching and learning in China, and concluded that English 

writing anxiety inducing factors include the writer's 
individual inducements and writing process inducements, the 
former involves the expression ability, the speech ability and 
the text ability inducing factors, the latter involves the review 
feedback, the task characteristics and the output mode 
inducing factors. 

The above-mentioned research showed, foreign language 
writing anxiety are induced by different reasons and high 
level of writing anxiety is positively related to poor writing 
performance. But on the contrary, there are some scholars 
who believe that moderate writing anxiety can improve EFL 
students' writing ability (Brown, 2007; Negari & Rezaabadi, 
2012). On the other hand, in support of interference model, 
Horwitz (2000) claims that anxiety can interfere with 
learning and the deficit model may be true to some extent but 
not for all cases of anxiety. The interference model claims 
that the anxious learners' low performance is due to their 
difficulties in retrieving information. Writing anxiety can 
make students concentrative and accurate when writing. 
Such facilitative anxiety can help students cope with the 
writing assignment. Empirical studies have shown that EFL 
students who experience anxiety in writing will concentrate 
more; thus, will write more accurately (Brown, 2007). 
Concentration and accuracy in writing are among the 
contributing factors for better writing performance (Negari & 
Rezaabadi, 2012). In their research Negari and Rezaabadi 
(2012) found that students with higher level of anxiety 
performed better in all aspects of their writing assignment. 
Such finding strengthens the dichotomy of the role of anxiety 
in student's writing performance (Jawas, 2019). 

Generally speaking, more previous studies have been 
focused on the relationships of L2 language writing anxiety 
to L2 writing performance and writing attitudes. But what 
are the sources of L2 writing anxiety? 

Since the 1970s, more research about L2 writing anxiety 
is on its effect on writing performance and its sources of 
writing anxiety. Many studies have demonstrated its negative 
impact on foreign language writing performance. Scovel 
(1978) and Oxford (1999) held the belief that second 
language writing anxiety may have two effects on second 
language writing: one is positive facilitation, for example, 
moderate anxiety may help writers to maintain a sharp state 
of mind, etc.; the other is the negative inhibition 
("deliberating"), for example, anxiety will bring negative 
effects on learners' learning motivation and writing 
performance (Hassan, 2001; Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre 
& Gardner (1994). But what writing anxiety causes induce 
the positive and negative impacts? 

Cheng (2004) conducted his research and found that 
student writers' anxiety might stem from a variety of sources 
related to (1) instructional practices, (2) personal beliefs 
about writing and learning to write, (3) self-perceptions, and 
(4) interpersonal threats. The category of instructional 
practices includes those sources of anxiety that are external 
to the student writers and related to instructors' requirements 
and practices. Those that induce stress of an interpersonal 
nature and involve threats to self-esteem or status were 
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subsumed under the category of interpersonal threats (Otto & 
Hupka, 1999). The findings by Jawas (2019) showed the 
main three sources are related to writing anxiety: arranging 
ideas for essay content development; types of essay 
assignment and time-restricted assignments; and classroom 
atmosphere. Arranging ideas for essay content development 
was the most likely essay writing process that created higher 
level of anxiety to the students compared to the other essay 
writing process. Types of essay assignments that potentially 
caused the students to feel most anxious were that of 
individual essay assignment done in the class with the topic 
decided by the lecturer and within time restriction. It also 
showed that the lecturer was the one of the classroom 
atmospheres factors that was likely to produce anxiety to the 
students while their classmates had equal chance to cause 
them to feel anxious or not. Selma Kara (2013) found the 
reasons related to writing anxiety are 1) students have no 
writing habit and 2) they are not used to writing and 
expressing themselves in writing. Zhang Hongxia and Zhu 
Yingying (2012) conducted a study among 96 English-
majors and got such findings that there are five main causes 
of ESL writing anxiety for English majors: language 
difficulties, lack of writing practice, fear of test writing, 
limited knowledge and lack of self-confidence. Bai Liru's 
research (2017) showed that there are two sources of writing 
anxiety — individual inducements and writing process 
inducements. Young (2009) pointed out that learners' anxiety 
in foreign language learning will vary in different teaching 
environments and Dewaele, et al. (2008) also believed that 
learners' foreign language learning environment will affect 
their foreign language learning anxiety. Cheng (2004) found 
in his study the majority of the interviewees expressed 
anxiety as well as disruptive emotions such as boredom, 
frustration, aversion, and even learned helplessness in the 
process of writing and learning to write in English. These 
detrimental emotions had their roots partly in learners' low 
self-confidence or perceived limited L2 competence, 
especially in the areas of vocabulary and word usage. For 
these limitations seem to hamper L2 writers' authentic 
communication and presentation of their "true self" to others 
(Horwitz et al., 1986). Similarly, Zhang Hongxia and Zhu 
Yingying (2012) found lack of confidence is another major 
cause of ESL writing anxiety, and also an important factor 
hindering the improvement of English writing level. The 
progress of English writing is a long and slow process. The 
frustration of L2 writing learners comes from the gap 
between their high expectations and their writing progress. 
At the same time, the negative evaluation from teachers and 
students will also affect their judgment of their writing 
ability, because they can't see the progress and are depressed, 
so they lack continuous self-motivation and persistent 
learning motivation (2012:124). Writing anxious students 
tend to have more difficulty in stating writing goals and 
organizing ideas, producing shorter and fewer words, making 
many errors in the composition, and using inappropriate 
grammatical and rhetorical conventions and lexical variety 
(Al-Shboul & Huwari, 2015; Kirmizi & Kirmizi, 2015; Silva, 
1993). Based on the research it can be seen that there are two 
major sources of L2 writing anxiety. 

First, writing anxiety comes from students themselves. 
Students with high writing anxiety usually have problems 
such as language difficulties in words and grammar, etc. 
Also, they have no writing habits and lack self-confidence. 
They seldom practice writing very often, and are not used to 
writing and expressing themselves in writing. 

Second, writing anxiety happens in the writing process. 
The process is hard for students with writing anxiety who 
have difficulty in stating writing goals and organizing ideas, 
arranging ideas for essay content development. Types of 
essay assignments and time-restricted assignments can 
induce writing anxiety. In writing process the review 
feedback from peers and teachers, the task characteristics 
and the output mode make contributions to writing anxiety. 

III. CONCLUSION 

The sources of ESL writing anxiety are various. L2 
language writing anxiety and its impact have been concerned 
for many years. It is important for L2 writing teachers to be 
aware of the prevalence of L2 writing anxiety and its 
possible negative impact on the writing process and writing 
performance so that they can effectively adopt positive 
strategies to help students reduce their writing anxiety. 

 

REFERENCES 

[1] Al-Shboul, Y., & Huwari, I. F. (2015). The causes of writing 
apprehension through students' perspective. Journal of Language 
Teaching and Research, 6(3), 535-544. doi: 10.17507/jltr.0603.08. 

[2] Al-Sawalha, A. B. S., & Chow, T. V. F. (2012). The effects of writing 
apprehension in English on the writing process of Jordanian EFL 
students at Yarmouk University [J]. International Interdisciplinary 
Journal of Education, 1(1), 6-14. 

[3] Arnold. J. (2005). Affect in Language Learning [M]. Beijing: Foreign 
Language Teaching and Research Press. 58－67. 

[4] Bai Liru. (2017). Constructing a survey scale of the inducing factors 
for classroom English writing anxiety. Foreign Language World. 
(5):74-82. 

[5] Blasco, J. A. (2016). The relationship between writing anxiety, 
writing self-efficacy, and Spanish EFL students' use of metacognitive 
writing strategies: A case study. Journal of English Studies, 14, 7-45. 
doi: 10.18172/jes.3069. 

[6] Brown, H. D. (2007). Principles of language learning and teaching. 
White Plains, NY: Pearson. 

[7] Cheng, Y. S. (2002). Factors associated with foreign language writing 
anxiety. Foreign Language Annals, 35(6), 647-656. doi: 
10.1111/j.1944-9720.2002.tb01903.x. 

[8] Cheng, Y. S. (2004). EFL students' writing anxiety: Sources and 
implications. English Teaching & Learning. 29 (2), 41-62. 

[9] Daly J A ＆  Miller M D.(1975). Further studies in writing 
apprehension: SAT scores success expectations,willingness to take 
advanced courses,and sex differences[J]. Research in the Teaching of 
English. ( 9): 250-256. 

[10] Daud, N. S. M., Daud, N. M., & Kassim, N. L. A. (2005). Second 
language writing anxiety: Cause or effect? Malaysian Journal of ELT 
Research (MaJER), 1(1), 1-19. 

[11] Dewaele,J. M., Petrides,  K. V. & Furnham, A. (2008). Effects of trait 
emotional intelligence and sociobiographical variables on 
communicative anxiety and foreign language anxiety among adult 
multilinguals: A review and empirical investigation [J]. Language 
Learning. 58(4): 911-960. 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 416

864



[12] Hassan, B. A. (2001). The relationship of writing apprehension and 
self-esteem to the writing quality and quantity of EFL university 
students. Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED459671) Foreign 
Language Annals, 35(5), 647-656. 

[13] Hjortshoj, K. (2001). Understanding writing blocks [M]. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

[14] Horwitz, E. K., Horwitz, M. B., Cope, J. A. (1986). Foreign language 
classroom anxiety [J]. Modern Language Journal. 70, 125-132. 

[15] Horwitz, E. K. (2000). It ain't over til it's over: On foreign language 
anxiety, first language deficits, and the confounding of variables [J]. 
Modern Language Journal. 8 (2), 256-259. 

[16] Kean, D., Gylnn, S., & Britton, B. (1987). Writing persuasive 
documentrs: The role of students' verbal aptitude and evaluation 
anxiety. Journal of Experimental Education. 55 , 95-102. 

[17] Kirmizi, O., & Kirmizi, G. D. (2015). An investigation of L2 learners' 
self-efficacy, writing anxiety and its causes at higher education in 
Turkey [J]. International Journal of Higher Education, 4(2), 57-66. 
doi: 10.5430/ijhe.v4n2p57. 

[18] Kurt, G., & Atay, D. (2007). The effects of peer feedback on the 
writing anxiety of prospective Turkish teachers of EFL. Journal of 
Theory and Practice in Education, 3(1), 12-23. 

[19] Jawas, U. (2019) Writing Anxiety among Indonesian EFL Students: 
Factors and Strategies. International Journal of Instruction, 12(4), 
733-746.  

[20] Latiff, M. A. (2007). The factors accounting for the Egyptian EFL 
university students' negative writing affect. Essex Graduate Student 
Papers in Language & Linguistics, 9(7), 57-82. 

[21] Lee, S. Y. (2005). Facilitating and inhibiting factors in English as a 
foreign language writing performance: A model testing with 
structural equation modeling. Language Learning. 55(2), 335-374. 

[22] Li Hang.(2015). The causal relationship between EFL writing anxiety 
and writing performance of college students: Evidence from a 
longitudinal study [J].Foreign Language World. ( 3): 68-75. 

[23] Liu, M. (2006). Anxiety in Chinese EFL students at different 
proficiency levels. System. 34, 301-316. 

[24] MacIntyre, P. D., & Gardner, J. C. (1991a). Language anxiety: Its 
relation to other anxieties and to processing in native and second 
languages. Language Learning, 41, 513-534. 

[25] MacIntyre,P.D.,Cardner,R.C.(1994).The subtle effects of language 
anxiety on cognitive processing in the second language [J]. Language 
Learning. 44 (2). 

[26] Negari, G. M., & Rezaabadi, O. T. (2012). Too nervous to write? The 
relationship between anxiety and EFL writing. Theory and Practice in 
Language Studies, 2(12), 2578-2586. doi: 4304/tpls.2.12.2578-2586. 

[27] Otto, J. H., & Hupka, R. B. (1999). Change of anxiety states by 
probabilistic processing. Anxiety, Stress, and Coping, 12, 265-283. 

[28] Oxford, L. (1999). Anxiety and the language learner: new insights [C]. 
Arnold. Affect in language learning.Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press: 58-67. 

[29] Qin Xiaoqing.(2010).Teaching of Writing An empirical study on 
foreign language writing anxiety of Chinese non-English majors [J]. 
Foreign Language World. (２): 54-62. 

[30] Schmidt, L. A. (2004). Psychometric evaluation of the writing-to-
learn attitude survey. Journal of Nursing Education, 43, 458-465. 

[31] Scovel,T. (1978). The effect of affect on foreign language learning: A 
review of the anxiety research [J].Language Learning,28: 129-142. 

[32] Selma Kara (2013) Writing Anxiety: A Case Study on Students' 
Reasons for Anxiety in Writing Classes. Anadolu Journal of 
Educational Sciences International, 3(1):103-111. 

[33] Shelley A. Saltzman, Kirsten Schaetzel, and Charlotte Wallace. 
Addressing Student Anxiety About High-Stakes Writing Tests. 
TESOL Connections: November 2018:1-5. 

[34] Shi Yu & Xu Jinfen.(2013). Research on Foreign Language Anxiety 
at Home and Abroad During the Past 40 Years: Based on the Papers 
Published in 29 SSCI Journals and 12 CSSCI Journals [J]. Foreign 
Languages and Their Teaching. (1): 60-65. 

[35] Silva, T. (1993). Toward an understanding of the distinct nature of L2 
writing: The ESL research and its implications [J]. TESOL Quarterly, 
27(4), 657-677. doi: 10.2307/3587400. 

[36] Xue Lifang.(2005).Research on the Relationship between English 
Learning Anxiety and English Achievement [J].Journal of Shanxi 
Agricultural University(Social Science Edition). (３): 246-248. 

[37] Young, D. J. (2009). Working toward shared visions of successful 
language learners [J] .Foreign Language Annals,42 ( 1): 5-6. 

[38] Zhang Hongxia & Zhu Yingying. (2012). The factors and 
Countermeasures of writing anxiety in second language. Journal of 
Language and Literature Studies. (7):123-125. 

[39] Zhou Baoguo & Tang Junjun. (2010). An Empirical Study of the 
Influence of L2 Writing Apprehension on L2 Writing Process. 
Foreign Language Education. Vol.31. No.1: 64-68. 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 416

865


