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"Treading Softly":

Alice Gillam -Scott
The Writing Center
P.O. Box 4348
University of Illinois at Chicago
Chicago; Illinois 60680

Dealing with the Apprehensions

of Older Freshman Writers

a still-warm September morning, as I rode the Halsted bus

ca -pus. Ail summer, I; along with a small committee of others; had

pl-anning a special orientation program for returning adults; that

s; new freshMen and transfers twenty-five and older. Like other

--I'vers4ties in the Chicago area, the University of Illinois at Chicago

:_fern evening courses tor the convenience of returning students) but

j_-.1_F;= some universities, U.I.C. does not offer special re-entry pro-

z-rarr.s. Tn,_zs this event was something of an experiment;

:211i ed up in a new outfit; carefully assembled handouts in my

r___ felt that pleasant sense of confidence that comes from

4-7,- well prepared. I had planned my writing anxiety workshop; one of

for conc=rent sessions, as one always should; with a particular

_:dience in mind. Specifically) I expected an audience of mostl inex-

perienced; basic writers, not an entirely unreasonable assumption given

the S_:acestion in writing apprehension literature that highly anxious

and basic writers are often one in the same. And to be sure,

sore cf the nervous beginning writers that I had expected were there--

!-!icr:ael, who had dropped out of school in the eighth grade and recently

taken the G.E.D. exam; Robert; who had graduated some years ago from

irner -city high school; and Maureen; who was returning after raising
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_Lye :7hildren) a task which had allowed her little time for reading

writinc.

=ut also attendin:1 were returning adults I had not expected,

nervous experienced writers like Martha; who had been an executive

E.ecretary for ten years) editing and composing most of her boss's

7orrespondence and writing science fiction on the side; James; who

as a doorman for a swanky near-north high-rise spent the idle hours

fro== =idnicnt to eight reading and keeping a journal; and Catharine;

whc was not even a freshman, but who in fact had an A.B. in English

Literature from Vassar and was returning for undergraduate coursework

=atanese prior to applying to the Oriental studies program at the

_r1L-.--ers'it'Of Chicago. I'm still puzzled by her attendance. But as the

ro-d_nd of introductions circled back to me, the confidence I felt on my

or-in:: bus ride was shattered; and I was nervously perspiring into my

,7dit) certain that I was the most apprehensive person there. How

my modest set of exercises possibly address the apprehensions of

such a widely diverse group? The,time constraint which had seemed so

beforehand, now seemed a godsend.

Eut thanks to the congeniality and openness typical of returning

_d Wilts; the session went rather well. The point of this story is not;

rlowever, to detail that session, at least not yet, but rather tb intro-

d-dce other surprises which followed. To investigate these varying ex-

tressions of anxiety further, I collected data on these and other

returning adult writers throughout the fall quarter; At the beginning

and end of the quarter; I distributed Miller and Daly's Writing
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Appr nhesion Test to those returning adults enrolled lielone of the

courses in the freshman sequence; I also checked the grade

:utcc7es at the end of the term and distributed a questionnaire to

corrpcsition teachers asking for their impressions of these students'

a-_ Find p __ormance. With four volunteer case study subjects;

ccn_:ue_OS interviews and collected written drafts. Although my

:'v1 was small, forty-two to be exact) the results to date are

wcrch sharing.

what I discovered were several apparent anomalies, First) the

of apprehension as determined by the W.A.T. scores did not ne-

cc-sarilY correspond with the students' success in freshman composition.

were, in fact, the same number of A's among the one-third with

chest W.A.T. scores as there were among the one-third with the

W.A.T. scores. Of the twelve scoring above seventy-five, a score

considered a probable indication of high apprehension, 2
seven earned

while the other five received D's, F's, or withdrew from the

In other words) thbse in the high apprehensive group either did

well o~ very poorly.

second anomaly was that although teachers reported widespread

anxiety; and interview data and attendance at the workshop

indicated such, neither the initial W.A.T. group mean nor the group's

act-,;:al performance in freshman composition indicated high or dysfunc-

clonal anxiety. The overall W.A,T. mean among returning adults taking

=o - position at U.I.C. this fall was only sixty-five; about ten points

;criwer than the general mean reported in many of Daly's studies. 3
And

consistent with these moderate to low W.A.T. scores was the group's
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, -ate in freshman compositionthirty-two A's and B's out

-tv=two studentsi A third surpriso was that though some moderate

1-c« apprehensives had higher W.A.T. scores at the end of the term)

so,=:7ed to have had no bearing on grades - -of the eight whiaSe W.A.T.

=f,-.7jres increased bv ten or more points) six received an A Or B.

-loarlv) most of the returning adults in my sample were or quickly

competent writers if arades are an accurate measure of competence.

dc:-.1tt this unusually large proportion of competent returning adult

ters is due to the institutional context. Returning adults who are

apprehensive about the return to school and who seriously question

preparedness tend to begin at area community colleges; often

transferring later to U.I.C.. But why; then; did so many of these com-
_

perceive themselves as highly'anxiousi and why did some of

initial W.A.T. scores predict dysfunctional levels of apprehension?

-wc explanations seem reasonable: 1) the initial anxiety expressed

-zy man-- of the returning students in my sample was situational) not--"e

dispositional arreciety; and 2) the high motivation reported by theit teach=

ers counterbalanced this situational anxiety.

In Dail,- and Hailey'S 1980 NOTE talk recently published in New

:-,-octions in Composition Research, "Putting the Situation into Writing

R--=search: situational Parameters of Writing Apprehension)" they make

-_180=U2 distinction between dispositional and situational anxiety) d

Scribina the former as a "trait-like)" stable individual difference and

latter as "transitory in nature" and dependent on the particular char-

acteristics of the writing situation.
4 Although some in my sample were

5
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di=,positionaIlv anxious) scoring high on the W.A.T. and performing

poorly or dr-ppinc out or their composition classes, most were anxious

::e17.ause of the situation. Situational anxiety acted as a wild card

7ny study, inflating the W.A.T. scores of some but

not all who considered themselves anxious; Since familiarity

situation lessened or eliminated the initial anxiety, there

was little connection between K.A.T. scores and course performance.

The situational anxiety which produced unexpected results also

c::ers an explanation of those results. AII of the situational

factors named by Daly and Halley as increasing anxiety exist in the situ-

ticn retrnin:: adults face: 1) novel writing tasks; 2) possible con-

sticuo-sness in classes made up of mainly younger students; 3) uncertain-

ty about requirements, expectations, and grading standards; 4) memories

of past diffitUlties or rigid prescriptions about good writing; and 5)

anticipation of high evaluation. It is no wonder that even those

With experience in real-world writing feel initial apprehension about

th-_ return to school writing.

To chose situational factors just mentioned, I would add two more-

tha." contribute to the anxiety level of returning adult writers. For one

thinciere is increased situational anxiety because more is at stake

for returninc adults. In one returning adult's words, "It is my second

chance, and I must make it- -not only to prove to myself that I can do it

also because by whole future depends on it."
5 Another factor which

addt to the anxiety of mary returning adults is the conflict between

the authority that comes with adult identity and experience and the
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6_tser-.Lence they perceive as expected in the student role. Naomi)

m=,t able of my case study subjects) struggled with this iat..tei- issue
-zht-c-tt:t the quarter. She insisted on an original approach and

7,r,ch7i1 investment in each assignment; "I 661.1q. produce something

it's required" was her terse way of putting it. After

an A on her first paper; she received a failing grade on her

s:-.=one; an essay on capital punishment. Rather than an analysis of the

t,nd, taken by two essay writers, she had written a strong personal

statement explaining her own stand. Naturally) she felt she was being

:_nisr.ed or her independent approach to the topic. Although this

ment=rily shook her confidence, her dogged determination) numerous

-.ference8 with her teacher and five rewrites finally resulted in a

w' -h which both she and her teacher were satisfied. Along the

she was tempted to produce a perfunctory but satisfactOry version

get the assignment done; but Naomi's sense of authorial integrity

be compromisedi

anecdote leads naturally to my second explanation for why

t:-__s e writers performed well in spite o the anxiety they brought to the

freshman composition classroom. While having more at stake breeds

anxiety; it also breeds high motivation. The will to work had

at Wratana and to persevere as Naomi did even when the task is tedious

i7.e-consuming accounts for the impressive growth seen in many

ret'Irnang adult writers. Nearly all the composition teachers responding

tc my c-_-_estionnaire commented on the seriousness of their returning adult

wraters. Patricia Connors calls it "earnestness" in the Victorian sense
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of :he word and reports that according to her survey results; return=

ih7 ad'Ilts spend an average of one hour longer preparing for each class

:han do :heir younger classmates. 7

Xoreover, returning adult writers are motivated because they

-ey,lize that writing skills are important in a variety of real-life

ccn:exts. Not a single returning adult agreed with the item on the W.A.T.

which reads; "Expressing ideas through writing seems to be a waste of time;"

and all but two said they expected their future prbfeSSiOns to involve

"Students with high motivation;" says Batty Kroll "and expecta-
8-ions of success tend to perform well in school;" Even when that expec-

:a:ion of success is tentative; it seems that high motivation compensates

transitory situational anxiety;

For some; of course, the situational factors only intensify the

alreaay existing dispositional anxiety or the even deeper learning

=nXie:ly Of the sort described Lynn QuitmanTroyka in "Perspectives on

LebaCi08 and Literacy in the 1980s."9 Thoughfew; those in my sample

had dif=iculty in freshMan composition also had high W.A.T. scores;

:7estina that their apprehension Was dispOSitional. A long-standing

0: oneself as a poor writer is 810W to change. "I at no writer,"

iresisted one returning student; And as a teacher noted, "It is one

hi= to chance the self-image of an eighteen-year-old beginning writer

and quite another to change the self-image of an older student who

has beet', running around for ten years thinking she can't write'."I° BUt

here; too, students' determination coupled with patient classroom

:eachers can result in gradual changes in attitude and writing growth.
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When Michael came to the workshop on writing anxiety, his voice

when he spoke. Unable to read when he dropped out of Sthbbi in

:h h Grade; he later taught himself to read by plodding thrbUgh

pc;'_il-ar novels like those of Stephen King; stopping to 100k Up every

-rtn or fifth word in the dictionary. His recent success at pasting

the 2.t.D. the first attempt boosted his self-esteem enouqh so that

he decided to give college a try. But Michael is still tentative about

St-nzol and seems poid to leave if things begin to threaten his hardUbh

ccn fidence. On a nuMber of occasions) he has told me, "I know I'm

intelli-gent; I'm just not sure if I am academic." Although he is able

to produce only short pieces or diSjointed, error-filled prose; he

clreams o: becoming a professional writer, of seeing his name in prin-

W::: thLs seems a quixotic dream; it fU018 his efforts and keeps him

wcrind. Encouragement laced with some realistic assessments of the

_ead seems to be resulting in slow progress; he plans to take

deYeI0pmental course a second time though he is not required to do so,

renter.

seems eager to continue his tutorial work with me in the Writing

_
Pedutina the situational stress will only solve part of the

-m fbt students like MiChael who need extensive practice and

lone -term support and instruction. BUt for those whose anxiety is

te7Itsorarilv increased by the sit-datitift, there is a great deal we can do
---,-

to ease tneir return to school writing;

I would like to close with a few suggestions for tedUcing the

_rational factors which initially concern returning stUdehtS.



cf these ideas will sound familiar;

tt Lynn Eloom and Merle Thompson) who

writing anxiety at earlier

and I am particularly indebt-

have described their strategieS

CC62meeting8. 11

novelty - Although the novelty factor is really only reduced
fa:7.Lliarity and practice; we can alleviate initial concerns by

en-aIr ontS in no-fault writing practice--freewriting; journal
and writing exercises like the interview exercise I used in my
We can encourage what Donald Murray calls discovery drafts;

f:I'-cwa, by student,---teaCher conference8; holding off evaluatibn as
st..:.dent writers adjust to new writing tasks. A second suggestion is to

the writing taSks with which studentS are familiar and note the
:_:7.17:=r4ties and differenteS between the taSkS==personal letterS)

letzers and memos = =and school

= --==,-LOns are to design writing tasks

the information necessary

-=tatistical Chart which students are to

writing taSks. Still other

_that draw Upon adult experience

for the writing task (iie. a

analyze in some waY). And
-2 we can help reduce the novelty fattor by offering clear guide-
and models of successful student writing.

feel

_
Conspicuousness - Though returning adults often feat that they
conspicuous and out-of-place in a Classroom of mostly younger

tl:dents; they usually beCtithe

Cf the other students becaUSe

comfortable and quickly earn the respect

of their maturity and dedication. If
an __Lho; the youncer student8 become the ones who are a bit threatened

the high standards set by these older students. This adjustment; how-
ever; can be facilitated by creating a relaxed class-re:J-(3m atmosphere Whith
Includes maximum student participation and interaction.
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Ambi:Tui - Probably one or the most unsettling factors for

adults is the ambiguity involved in this new venture. In the

work.-,,hc,I addressed this Concern by distributing course descriptions

the three .treshMan composition courses at U.I.C., by explaining

ottichs for taking proficiency tests, and by acquainting them with

ices support services like the Writing Center.- In the classroom,

i=portanitto provide a complete syllabus and clear explanations

--,==t:=nents and grading standards; Returning students need to be able

-_c theil work because most have family and work commitments in

aC:litich to their school work. Though they want instructors who are

aztroachable and supportive, returning students uant the teacher

- 7.-laidance. Since returning adults are investing money and

t=e which is even more precious) they expect courses to be carefully

Negative past experiences Many returning adults bring

trittl4r myths about the writing process and what consti!:utes good

Wr'tina. One case study subject had been taught in her parochial high

_C:-.O01 to perfect each sentence before composing-the next; My approach

tc thoa?mythgat the workshop was to share a few quotations

=== professional writers and elicit brief writing histories. Both

at the workshop and in the classroom sett#1g,I have found that these

strate:Ties can have dramatic results in relieving tension and activating

stl:Jent potential. The student just mentioned became, as the quarter

c:Tressed, a competent and even enthusiastic writer as she began to
-

draft and redraft before she worried about correctness.

1
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Hiah evaluation - Understandably returning adults feel

_.:reat.ened by evaluation', all writers do; but these students bring

7.e_orles of papers riddled with red ink and fears that previously

learned Skills and knowledge are rusty or lost. As mentioned earlier,

-,-;:=11,:nc7 the grade until the student has had a chance to revise,

tfferi= feedback before evaluation, or having students produce a

ccrtfolio of work; selecting themselves the work to be evaluated, all help

re7:uce __.is concern; It is also important to involve 'students in the

e7aluation process, both in evaluating peers° texts and their own

-Lex::s. Since, howr,ver, it is usually, the teacher who gives the final

:--rade; she or he must be as clear as possible about grading criteria.

ic:h investment - For the most part, having more at stake;is

ositi-.-e concern which result's in high motivation; however, some

stdents become so anxious about performing well that they block,

cverWrite, or make too big a project out of particular assignments.

this is the opposite of the problem ye experience with many

r students and we do, want to encourage maximum-effort, we need to

those students whose perfeictionism hinders their writing progress.

Helpi= students set manageable coals, a reasonable timetable, and

realistic expectations can counteract some of this overzealousness.

77 Authority,conflict Allowina as much control as possible over

tonic choices an0 approaches to assignments helps to reduce the conflict

between adult identity and/the student role; And early suggestions

about inVOlVitig students in evaluation of their own and other students'

*exts offer ways to make

is and arbitrary.

teachers' evaluations seem less authoritat-
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In the CCC article by Lynn Quitman Troyka which inspired my work-

s= op and this talk, she paraphrases Yeats, saying we must "tread softly"

teac:nina composition to returning adults and other nontraditional

- Aden =_ for we tread on their dreams.
1-2

These dreams of a second

0: seeing one's name in print, of escaping from menial jobs

c7c) nowhere are held tentatively because these students fear the

L%-ersitv will evaluate them and find them wanting. For many, success

freshman composition is a litmus test, an indicator of whether or not

make it as college students. We who are their writing teachers

in an ideal position to assure them that they will.
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