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ABSTRACT

~ To identify and help alleviate the apprehensions of
returning adult students at the University of Illinois at Chicago,; 42

subjects were given the Miller and Daly Writing Apprehension Test

(WAT) before and after a composition course, their grades were
recorded; and their teachers completed questionnaires regarding
student attitudes and performance. In addition, four volunteer case

study subjects participated in interviews and submitted written
drafts of papers. It was discovered that the level of apprehension

determined by the WAT did not necessarily correspond to a student's

success in the class, and the initial widespread anxiety reported by
teachers and interview data did not indicate dysfunctional anxiety in
performance. Factors that promoted anxiety were_found to be (1) new

writing tasks, (2) conspicuousness in a class of younger students,

(3) uncertainty about class procedures, (4) memories of past =
difficulties or rigid prescriptions about good writing, and (5) the

anticipation of high evaluation. Other factors affecting anxiety
levels included higher perception of future ramifications and

authority conflict. While anxiety levels were indicated as high, it

was shown that a sympathetic teacher can help students achieve
success. (CRH)
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"Treading Softly": Dealing with the Apprehensions

of ©Oider Freshman Writers
P

=< ¥as a stiii-warm September morning,; as I rode the Haisted bus
=2 cazmrus. At summer; I; along With a Smail.ébmﬁittéé of others; had
—eer ;ia"i'g a spec1al orientation program for returnxng adults; that
155 new : eshmen and transfers twentv-flve and older. Liké other
~iersities in the Chicago area, the University of I1l1inois at Chicago
-TZer: evening courses for the convenience of returning students, but
.n1iks some universities,; U.I.C. does not offer special re-eritry pro-
. Thus this event was something of an experiment.

S:ited up in a new outfit,; carefully assembled handouts in my
zriefzzse; I felt that pleasant sense of confidence that comes from

zein: well prepared: I had pitanned my writing anxiety workshop; one of

four concurrent sessions; as one aitways should; with a particular

sdience ir mind. Specifically, I expected an audience of mostl. inex-

w

cerienced; kasic w-itérs, not an entlrely unreasonable assumptlon glven
—he s.zgestion 1in writing apprehension literature that highly anxious

“ri-ers and basic writers are often one in the same.1 And to be sure,
sore o the nervous beginning writers that I had expected were there-=

vichael, who had dropped out of school in the eighth grade and recently

—akern the G.E.D. exam; Robert, who had graduated some years ago from

zn 1irmer-city high school; and Maureen; who was returning after raising

MATERJAL _IN._MICROFICHE ONLY
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

_ Alice Gillam—Scott

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESQURCES < :
INFORMATION CENTER (ERICL.”




=5 _
<
frem midnight to eight reading and keeping a journal; and Catharine;
nc was not even a freshman, but who in fact had an A:B: in English
ri-ure Zrom Vassar and was returning for undergraduate coursework
‘. J&ranéseé prior to applying to thé Oriental studiés program at the

Tniversity of Chicago. I'm still puzzled by her attendance. But as the

~ornirz tus ride was shattered; and I was nervously perspiring intoc my
~ew s.it, certain that I was the most apprehensive person there. How
soxzld v modest set of exercises possibly address the apprehensions of

sucn = wideiy diverse group? The time constraint which had seemed so
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-owsver, to détail that session, at least not yet, but rather to intro-
Zice cther surprises which followed. To investigate these varving ex-
~ressions of anxiety further, I collected data on these and other

re<uirring adult writers throughout the fall quarter. At the beginning

=nd end of the gquarter; I distributed Miller and Daly's Writirg

5
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Xpprenension Test to those returning adults enrolled in,one of the
o
—~ree courses in the freshman sequence; I also checked the grade

citccres at the end of the term and distributed a questionnaire to
-crrcsizion teachers asking for their impressions of these students'
x1tim:365 gnd performance. With four volunteer case study subjects,
cC::;c:éE interviews and collected written drafts. Although my

sarple was Small, forty~two to be exact, the results to date are

wnat I discovered were several apparent anomalies. First, the -
=1 oI apprehension as determined bv the W.A.T. scores did not ne-

cessarily correspond with the students' success in freshman composition.
Trerz were; in fact; the same number of A's among the one-third with
—ne miznest W.A:T. scores as there were among the one-third with the
cwest w.A.T. scores. Of the tweilve scoring above seventy-five,; a score

-onsidersd a procabie indication of high apprehension;? seven earned

- 2 =r 3, while the other five received D's; F's; or withdrew From the

* secord anomaly was that although teachers reported widespread

—nizizl anxiety, and interview data and attendance at the workshop

indicz*ed such; neither the initial W.:A.T. group mean nor the group's
zctuaz performence in freshman composition indicated high or dysfunc-=
-icha: anxietyv. The overall W.A.T. mean among returning adults taking

o

.
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AGE
t.-cezs rat te in freshman composition--thirty-two A's and B's out of
fcrIv==wo students: A third surprise was that though some moderate

-2 lcw apprerensives had higher W:&:.T7. scores at the end of the term,
“:s ces=med o have had no bearing on grades--of the eight whose W.A.T.
z-orez ncreased bv ten or more p01nts, six received an A or B.

Cizzarlv; most of the returning adults in my sample were or quickly

%:-4hi-- zpprenensive about the return to school and who seriously question

,e— ==

-+=ir creparednéss tend to begin at area community colleges; often
:ré:‘fé;ring later to U.I.C.. But why; then; did so many of these com-

rezern:z writers perceive themselves as highly anxious; and why did some of

T **~*1al We A.;. sScores predlct dysfunctional i1eveils of apprehenslon'>

...... —— -

T%D explanations seem reasonable: 1) the initial anxiety expressed
T=- mant O0F the returning students in my sample was Situational, not =

iisposizional anxiety; and 2) the hHigh motivation reported by their teach-
ors connterbaianced this situational anxiety.
I~ Dalv and Eailey's 1980 NCTE talk recently published in New

= :rsctions in Composition Research, "Putting the Situation intoc Writing

=searcn: Situational Parameters of Writing Apprehension;" they make

U

.se w11 diszinction between dlsp051t¢onal and situational anxiety; de-

U

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

crikirg

l(l

un

4
zc-eris=-ics of the writing SItuatIOH- Although some in my sample were
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dispositionally anxious, scoring high on the W.A.T. and performing

cccrly or dr 'pping cut of their composition classes, most were anxious

re—ause ~»F the situution. Situational anxiety acted as a wild card

i =+ 37211 s=udy, inflating the W.A.T. scores of some but

-~c- all  who considered themselves anxious. Since familiarity

~e situation lessened or eliminated the initial ahXiéty; there

(=

was litc2e cormection between W.A.T. scores and c¢ourse performance.

cfers  an expianation of those results. All of the situational

Z25%6rs ~amed bv Daly and Hdiley as increasing anxiety exist in the situ-
Zi<% rez=rninz adults face: 1) novel writing tasks; 2) possible con-
sficuUouzress in classes made up of mainly younger Studernts; 3) unceértain-

--- abou- reguirements; expectations, and grading standards; 4) memories

" of paszt difficulties or rigid prescriptions about good writing; and 5)

To those situational factors just mentioned; I would add two more’

===+ comiritute to the anxiety level of fétufhihg adult writers. For one
trhing, -here is increased situational anxiety because more is at stake
Zcr retirninc adults. In oné returning adult's words, "It is my second
crznce; and I must make it--not only to prove to myself that I can do it,
1= also because by whole future depends on it:"? Another factor which

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

trs aut-ority that comes with adult identity and experience and the




AGS

—serierce they perceive as expected in the student role.’ Naoni,
e mzsT arle of mv case studyv subjects, struggled with this 1atter issue

~rreuzrost the quarters She insisted on an original approach and

P

~3: investment in each assignment. "I don't produce something

25T zZ=Czuse 1it's reguired' was her terse way of putting it. After
rzTelvinz an A on her first paper; she received a failing grade on her

s-onZ, an essay on capital punishment: Rather than an analysis of the

i

s-znds —aken DY two essay writers; she had written a strong personal

—azeren: explaining her own stand. Naturally, she feit she was being

c.niin84 Zor ner independent approach to the topic. A}though this

-~ e DL T

Tcméntzrily srook ner confidence, her dogged determination; numerous

:rer with which both she and her teacher were satisfied. Along the

vas tempted to produce a perfunctory but satisfactory version

T =7 zet zhe assignment done; but Naomi's sense of authorial integrity
w:iz N6 0 Be comprorised.
Tnis anecdote leads naturally to my second explanation for why

~iters perforred well in spite of the anxiety they brought to the

fr=ztmzn composition classroom. White having more at stake Dbreeds
zr=iezy, it also breeds high motivation. The willingness to work hard
iz wrizing and to persevere as Naomi did even when the task is tedious

2 tire-consuming accounts for thé impressive growth seen in many
rezurning adult writers. Nearly all the composition teacheps responding
zc mr guestionnaire commented on the seriousness of their returrning adult

wTlters, Patricia Connors calls it "earnestness" in the Victorian sernse
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oI <he word and reports that according to her survey results, return=

spend an average of one hour lcnger preparing for each class

[PA]

~= adulz:
: O
tnzn do thelr vounger classmates.,

Voreover, returning adult writers are motivated because they
rezlize that writing skills are important in a variety of real-life
conzexts: Not a single returning adult agreed with the item on the W.A.T.
wnich reads, "Expressing ideas through writing seems to be a waste of time,"

11 Zut two said they expected their futiure professions to inveoive

and e
%7iting: “Students with high motivation;" says Barry Kroll "and expecta-

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

aven deeper learning

ready existing dispositional anxiety or the

'

f11
[u—y

Zezzcies and Literacy in the 1980s."” Though'few; those in my sample

i

#nz had difficulty in freshman composition alsoc hHad high W.A:T: scores;

suzzesting that their apprehension was dispositional. A long-standing

nas been running around for ten years thinking she can't write:"1° But

~ere, too, students' determination coupled with patient classroom

=ezZchers can result in gradual changes in attitude and writing growth.
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<7Z2OK w2 he spokes Unable to read when he dropped out of school in
=n= eizhzh grade; he later taught himself to read by plodding through

rczilar rovels like those of Stephen King,; stopping to lock up every
scutin or fifth word in the dictionarys His recent success at passing
e Z.E.D. on the first attempt boosted his self-esteem enough so that
~s decided to give coilege a Efy; But Michael is still tentative about
icnzol and seems poi=ed to leave if things begin to threaten his hard-won

idérc@. On a number of occasions; he has teid me; "I know I'm

0O
1
I

0

rit; I'm juSt rniot Suré if I am academic.” Although he is able

int=21liqge
-c croduce only short pieces of disjointed, error-fiiled prose, he
drezms oF becoming a professional writer, of seeing his name in prain*

Wnile thils seems a quixotic dream, it fuels his efforts and keeps him

wCrxing. Encouragerent laced with some realistic assessments of the

4
nd 7& seems eager to continue his tutorial work with me in the Writing

Cerzer.,

PEdu:cing the situaticnai stress will oniy solve part of the
prczles Zor students like Michael who need extensive practice and
lonz-*er= support and instruction. But for those whésé'aﬁ?i'Ey is

-

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

si-zational factors which initially concern returning students.

]

-
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Z these ideas will .sound famitiar; and I am particularly indebt=

=2 ¢ lwvnn Bloom and Merle Thompson, who have described their strategies

r raiucing writihg anxiety at éérliéf Eedihéetings.ll

t
()

I. Novelty = Atthough the rnovelty factor is realiy oniy reduced

zv Zamiliarizy and practice; we can alleviate initial concerris by
£nzazinz students in no-fault writing practice--freewriting, journal

wIrkzTIps We can encourage what Donald Murray caitis discovery drafts,

IZ1lcwsd by student-teacher conferences, hoiding off evaluation as

=t2dsnT writers adjust to new writing tasks. A second suggestion is to

Tind cut the writing tasks with which students are familiar and nete the

nces between theése tasks=—personail letters,

)

fe

I

di

Q.

mllzrlities an

s and memos =-and schooil writing tasks. Stiiil other

o

ZI_.Z1n835 let:a
£-z72s-lons are to design writing tasks that draw upon aduit exper ience

© =% rrovide the information necessary for Ehe writing task (i:e: '=a

£-zilstical chart which students are to anatyze in some way). And
Iinallr; we can help reduce the novelty factor by offering clear guide-

- =785 373 ;models of successful student writing.

Z+ Conspicuousness - Thouch returningdadults often fear that they
1 Ze=l conspicuous and out-of-place in a classroom of mostly younger
s-u:denzs, thev usually become comfortable and quickly earn the respect

oI <¥E cther studerts because of their maturity and dedication: If

ir=hing, the younger students become the ones who are a bit threatened
zx =he high standards set by these oider students.: This adjustment; Hoiy—

€ver, can be facilitated by creating a retaxed classrooii atmosphere which

includes maximum student participation and interaction.

- ~

’ 10
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3. Arbisuity - Probably one of the most unsettling factors for

~i- % adults is the ambiguity involved in this niew vernture, In the

srcr, 1 addressed this concern by distributing course descriptions

'

©: -we trree Treshman composition courses at U.I.C., by explaining
cr-icrni “or taking proficiericv tests, and by acquainting them with
"zricus support services like the Writing Center., In the classroom,
—portart to provide. a complete syllakus and clear explanations

c7 zssizmments and grading standards. Returning students need to be able

- DO

or:=ide cuidance: Since returning adults are investing money and
—i—e wrhich is even more precious; *hey expect courses to be carerfully
Tiznned.,

-+~ about the writing process and what constiiutes good
~ri-=inz. One case study subject had been taught in her parochial high
c-001 -0 perZect each sentence before composing- the héit;> My approach
—c disielling tfbsig mythsat the workshop was to share vé few guotations |
frox rrcfessional writers and elicit brief writing histories. Both

stratezies can have dramatic results in relieving tension and activating
s-_-dent potential. The student just mentioned became, as the quarter

reszed; a competent and even enthusiastic writer as she began to

~
-

=r=zirstzrm; draft and redraft before she worried about correctness.

li
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=, fAigh evaluation - Understandably returning adults feel

i +ea-e-ed bv évaluation; all writers do; but these students bring
~e—0ri@s oF papers riddled with red ink and fears that previousity

~-ed =kills and knowledge are rusty or tost: As mentioned earlier,

[
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-¢%is; Since,; however, it is usually the teacher who gives the final
~¥2ds; =%e or he must be as clear as possible about grading criteria.

Z., Eigh investment = For the most part, having more at stake: is

= -“ositive concern wnich résults in high motivation; however,; some
--:dentsz hecome SO anxious about performing well that they block; .
c--5rwri-e, or make too big a project out of particular assignments.

wrile tnis is the opposite of the problem we experience with many -

cer students and we do want to encourage maximum- effort; we need to

el p -hose students whose perfectionism hinders their writing progress.

7. Authority,conflict - Allowing as much control as possible over

t¢sic choices ang approaches to assignments helps to reduce the conflict |,

Ee-ween adult identityv and/the student role. And earlijer suggestions

!

revts oo e b s e | oy i oy i e .
cexts offer ways to make; teachers' evaluations seem less authoritar-
izn znd arbitrary. ’
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I~ the €CC article by Lynn Quitman Troyka which inspired my work-
s-op and this talk, she paraphrasss Yeats, saying we must "tread softiy"
i~ teaching composition to returning adults_and other nontraditionat

. - T o7
sZ.iden-s Zor we tread on thuir dreams., These dreams of a second
™

crznce, O sSeeing one's name in print, of escaping from menial jobs

= o nownere are held tentatively because these students fear the
uriversity will evaluate them and find them wanting. For many, success
= freshman composition is a litmus test; an indicator of whether or not
~rev will make it as college students. We who are their writing teachers

i~ zn ideal position to assure them that they will.

15




Notes

* Jern Daly; "Writing Apprehension and Writing Competency," The

Sozrnal of Educational Rééééf&ﬁ, 72 (Sept./0Oct: 1978), 10-14; and Lester

Faigzewr, Zohn A. Daly,; and Stephen P. Witte, #"Ih¢ Role of Writing Apprehen=

sicn in Writing Performance and Competency,” The Journal of Educational Re-~

seazrczh; 5 (Sépt;/BéE; 1981 ),; 16-21, are two articles which make this
sugzestion. As Donna Gorrell writes in "Writing Apprehension: Combating

Fear of Failure," in Remedial Engiish; Dorothy Matthews; ed.;(Urbana: TI11:

zsscciztion of Teachers of English, 1980), ERIC ED 179 973, “Daly does not
refzr <o the apprehensive individual as a basic writer, but his descrip-

zicns imply that the two constructs are characteristically the same"(p. 12)

“ L.T—n Bloom; "The CompOSLng Processes of Anxious and Non-anxious

Wrizers: A Naturalistic Study," paper presented at CCCC, March 1980; Wash-

fro U.C., ERIC ED 185 559, says that "For individuais,; sums of the scores

_n.c -O.A,

1)

& =—hémselves 1nsuf -icient as predictors if théy fall much béiéﬁ 75" (p.4 ).
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