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ABSTRACT 

Research on writing anxiety has been widely done in an offline setting for many years. The results informed that 

students were at various levels of writing anxiety. Due to the global pandemic, language classrooms have been shifted 

into emergency remote learning. It is susceptible that students also experience writing anxiety in an online learning 

environment. This study investigates the students’ writing anxiety in an online setting. More specifically, it 

investigates the the levels and types of writing anxiety across gender.  This study involved 215 EFL students from 

three universities in Indonesia. The SLWAI questionnaire was distributed via Google. The obtained data were 

analyzed using an independent sample t-test to figure out the difference and levels and types of writing anxiety across 

gender. The findings showed that EFL students experience writing anxiety in an online setting. The results showed 

that both groups had moderate anxiety levels. Female students’ average score (63.81) was slightly higher than male 

students (62.01). Statistical analysis showed that no statistical difference was observed in levels of anxiety across 

gender. In addition, male and female students experienced somatic anxiety, cognitive, and avoidance behavior. 

Cognitive anxiety and avoidance behavior anxiety were at moderate levels; however, the two groups experienced 

higher somatic anxiety in online writing activities. This indicates that students had unpleasant feelings as a result of 

the anxiety experienced. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Writing is undoubtedly a demanding skill for 

students in EFL context to acquire [1], [2]. Hyland [3] 

claimed that mastering writing skill is challenging for 

second language learners because writing is far more 

challenging than the other three skills, listening, 

speaking, and reading [4]. People acquire a negative 

attitude toward writing and so suffer from writing 

anxiety as a result of the complicated procedures 

required in writing, which is considered more 

challenging in terms of learning than other language 

skills [5]. Lack of grammatical understanding and 

vocabulary mastery are common problems for low-

proficiency writers while writing. Meanwhile, high 

proficiency students struggle with creating coherent 

essays and using correct grammar when writing[6]. 

Furthermore, students found difficulties in writing due 

to the complexity of English structure and low writing 

skills.  

Many factors make learning a second/foreign 

language difficult, such as personality, attitude,  

perception, motivation, and emotions [7]. An affective 

factor, in this case, anxiety, inhibits learners from 

enhancing their abilities when studying English [8] 

Anxiety will likely happen in receptive skills (Reading 

and Listening) and productive skills (Writing and 

Speaking) [2]. Based on the result of the Foreign 

Language Anxiety (FLA) meta-analysis, writing anxiety 

and listening anxiety were found to contribute more 

effect on achievement compared to reading and 

speaking anxiety [9]. However, FLA is a common 

phenomenon and is perceived to be a detrimental factor 

in learning a language [10].   Horwitz et al. [11]  

associated FLA with an emotional state when students 

are required to use the target language, take tests and are 

afraid of negative comments from others. They 

elaborated FLA occurs due to one’s perception, beliefs, 

emotions, and attitudes about learning a language as a 

result of the uniqueness of the process of language 

learning [11]. EFL learners found it difficult to express 
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ideas due to writing anxiety because they fail in 

controlling their self-efficacy in writing[12].  

 
The attention of language learning research changes 

from the dominance of cognitive perspective to the role 

of emotion due to its crucial role in determining the 

student's success. Emotion in language learning is the 

heart of language teaching [13]. Chuang [14] associated 

emotions with Language Anxiety (LA). Most of the 

studies on anxiety examined the levels and types of 

anxiety ([1], [15], [16]. The findings of those studies 

found that students were highly anxious when they are 

assigned to write. Meanwhile, [17] found sophomore, 

junior, and senior students experienced moderate levels 

of anxiety. Scholars have found that writing anxiety 

contributes to students’ low writing performance [18], 

[19]. They reported that writing anxiety has a  negative 

relationship with the students’ writing ability [18], [20]. 

This means that students who have low anxiety have 

good writing performance. Concerning gender, female 

students were found to feel more anxious in writing than 

male counterpart [21], [22] but the difference is not 

significant[1][23]. 

Cheng [24] classifies writing anxiety into three 

types namely somatic anxiety, cognitive anxiety, and 

avoidance behavior. First, Somatic Anxiety refers to 

physiological reactions which can be observed such as 

trembling, sweaty, heart pounding, panic). Cognitive 

Anxiety refers mental chages or psychological 

components (worry, anxiety, fear). The while 

Avoidance Behavior represents an act of avoiding 

writing activities due to negative feelings. Most scholars 

have found that cognitive anxiety was commonly 

encountered by language learners ([1], [15], [16], [18].   

There are plenty of online platforms that are used by 

teachers to conduct online writing instruction, such as 

Google Classroom, Zoom, and WhatsApp. Some 

scholars have used Edmodo ([2 5], Flip classroom [26], 

and Google.doc[27].  Even though some studies suggest 

that online learning enhances students’ participation and 

motivation [26], [28]. Investigating affective factors, 

especially anxiety in an online writing class add more 

empirical findings on the students’ writing anxiety in 

online class during the global outbreak by referring to 

figure the significant difference of levels and types of 

writing anxiety across gender.  Gender is considered 

important when discussing language anxiety [29]. 

Furthermore, the previous studies were conducted in an 

offline setting; however, there is still room for 

investigation since it is susceptible that students also 

experience writing anxiety in an online learning 

environment. This study aims at answering two research 

questions: 

a. Is there any significant difference in level of 

writing anxiety across gender?  

b. Is there any significant difference in types of 

writing anxiety across gender? 

 

2. METHOD 
To answer the research questions, the current 

study employed a quantitative design involving 215 

English students from three universities in Indonesia. It 

consists of 64 male and 151 female students. The 

participants were in their second to third year of study.  

They have taken paragraph and essay writing in their 

study. This study employed Cheng’s (2004) 

questionnaire, called Second Language Writing Anxiety 

Inventory (SLWAI) [24].  The SLWAI (22 items) falls 

into three categories: Somatic Anxiety (19, 15, 13, 11, 

8, 6, 2), Cognitive Anxiety (21, 20, 17, 14, 9, 7, 3, 1), 

and Avoidance Behavior (22, 18, 16, 12, 10, 5, 4).  

This questionnaire consists of five points, 5 

(strongly agree), 4 (agree), 3 (undecided), 2 (disagree), 

and 1 (strongly disagree). Five items (1, 4, 17, 18, 22) in 

the questionnaire are written in negative statements. So, 

reverse scoring was carried out prior to calculating the 

total score. The SLWAI was turned into an online 

questionnaire through a google form. To measure 

writing anxiety levels, the students’ responses was 

calculated to find the mean. The maximum possible 

score of each participant is 110 and the minimum 

possible score is 22. The levels of anxiety were low 

(M=<50), moderate (M= 50-65), and high (M=>65). 

Further analysis was intended to categorize the students’ 

anxiety types into cognitive, somatic, and avoidance 

behavior.  Statistical analysis, an independent sample t-

test,  was also performed to figure out the levels and 

types of students’ anxiety across gender. 

 

3. FINDINGS  
Is there any significant difference in levels of writing 

anxiety across gender?  

Table 1.1 below presents information that there 

are 64 male students and 151 female students. The result 

of descriptive analysis from the SLWAI questionnaire 

depicted that the male students reported a mean score of 

62.01, and the mean score of female students is slightly 

higher (63.81).  Both means indicate that the level of 

writing is moderate since the means are less than 65. It 

can be said that both female and male students suffer 

moderate anxiety levels in writing activities during the 

online setting.  

 

Table1. The Descriptive Statistics of Participants Information 

 Gender N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Anxiety Score Male 64 62.02 7.13673 .89209 

Female 151 63.81 7.30435 .59442 

 

Table 2 presents the result of the statistical analysis 

to examine the significant difference between writing 

anxiety levels across gender. The mean difference is  

 

1.79383 with the level of significant .099. Anxiety 

levels for male and female students have no statistical 

difference because the level of significance is higher than .05. 
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Table 2. The difference in overall levels of anxiety levels across gender                                            

 Mean Difference Sig. (2-tailed) 

   

Writing Anxiety Score -1.79385 .099 

 

Is there any significant difference in types of anxiety 

across gender?  

Further analysis showed that male and female 

students experienced somatic, cognitive, and avoidance 

behavior. For somatic anxiety, male students obtain 

66.29 for the average score, while female students have 

a higher average score (M=69.25). The mean score of 

cognitive anxiety for male is 61.40 and 61.34 for female  

 

students. The results revealed that the female suffered 

higher anxiety (M=60.59) and the male counterpart 

(58.21) for the score of Avoidance Behavior anxiety. In 

general, both groups have moderate anxiety for 

cognitive anxiety and avoidance behavior anxiety; 

however, the two groups have a higher mean in somatic 

anxiety (see Table 3).  

 

Table 3. The descriptive statistics of types of anxiety across gender 

 

 

Gender N Mean Std. Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

Cognitive Anxiety Male 64 61.40 8.65 1.08 

Female 151 61.34 8.346 .679 

Somatic Anxiety Male 64 66.29 12.102 1.51 

Female 151 69.25 11.92 .97 

Avoidance 

Behavior 

Male 64 58.21 7.33 .92 

Female 151 60.59 8.85 .72 

 

Table 4. reports the results of statistical analysis using 

an Independent sample t-test to examine the difference 

in three categories of anxiety across gender.   

 

 

 

The significance level for cognitive anxiety was 

.959, while for somatic anxiety was .099, and .61 for 

avoidance behavior. The overall level of significance 

was higher than .05 indicating that the difference in the 

type of anxiety across gender is not significant. 

 

Table 4. The difference in overall types of anxiety levels across gender 

Categories Mean Difference Significance (2-tailed) 

Cognitive Anxiety .06519 .959 

Somatic Anxiety -2.95827 .099 

Avoidance Behavior -2.37209 .061 

 

4. DISCUSSION 
Writing anxiety is believed to be a crucial 

element in second language acquisition. Some empirical 

studies showed that writing anxiety has a negative 

relationship with students writing ability. Research 

studies have proved that anxious students have poor 

writing performance ([18], [20]. Due to the detrimental 

effects of writing anxiety, it is necessary to examine the 

levels and types of anxiety in an online setting 

encountered by EFL students in Indonesia during the 

Covid-19 pandemic. The findings indicate that the mean 

score of female (M= 63.8)  and male (M= 62)  students 

indicated moderate writing anxiety levels since it is 

lower than <65.  

During the covid-19 pandemic, all language 

instructions are turned into online learning. The current 

study showed different results of the studies on writing 

anxiety in an offline setting. In this study, both male and 

female students experience moderate anxiety. The 

results of this study are in agreement with the results of 

the previous studies [17]. Conversely, the findings of  

 

this study are different from studies that found most 

students were highly anxious in writing activity [16], 

[30]. Concerning gender analysis, this study supports 

the finding of studies ([1], [21], [22] which show that 

male students were less anxious than female students, 

but they were not significantly different [23], [31]. 

However, this study is also inconsistent with some 

studies [32], [33] that male participants experienced a 

relatively higher anxiety level. The gender effect on 

writing anxiety varied from one situation  to another, 

which may be influenced by some factors, such as 

linguistics problems and lack of vocabulary [3], 

inadequate knowledge of writing aspects (mechanic, 

content, writing organization [34], and lack of writing 

practice [35] 

The descriptive analysis of anxiety types 

revealed that both male and female students suffered 

high somatic anxiety with an average score of 68. 

Students showed unpleasant feelings as a result of 

anxiety experience which refers to bodily symptoms, 

such as feeling nervous and tension that could occur 
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when they experienced anxiety. Meanwhile, both groups 

have moderate levels of cognitive anxiety and avoidance 

behavior anxiety. These findings are different from most 

of the studies conducted in the offline setting ([1], [15], 

[16]. Those studies found that students experience 

cognitive anxiety; they feel anxious due to negative 

mental processes such as being afraid of receiving 

negative comments from peers and teachers [24]. Thus, 

a low level of anxiety is necessary for EFL students to 

be more attentive with their English use, but too much 

tension will negatively affect their ability and cause 

serious problems [36]. From this study, it can be 

understood that writing anxiety exist in the online 

classroom, and it is expected that teachers accommodate 

students’ emotions and find best teaching strategies to 

reduce students’ anxiety, so that they will be more 

motivated to write English compositions.  

 

5. CONCLUSION 
The current study aims at investigating the 

difference in levels and types of writing anxiety across 

gender. The first interesting result of this research is that 

both female and male students experience somatic 

anxiety during the online writing classes. However, the 

finding deviates from most of the previous studies on 

writing anxiety. The second finding revealed students' 

moderate level of anxiety which is different from 

studies examining writing anxiety in a face-to-face 

class. There seems to be a shifting phenomenon from 

the dominance of cognitive anxiety to the dominance of 

somatic anxiety in the online setting in which students 

are nervous, have fast heart-beat, feel blank, and feel 

confused when they start writing composition under 

time constraints.  A further in-depth study using 

interviews could focus on high anxious students in the 

online writing class.  
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