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Word-Phobia: Using Writing Apprehension as a Learning Tool in Agricultural Communications Classrooms

Introduction and Need for Innovation 
Written communication skills are imperative in any field chosen by a college graduate; however, college graduates struggle to complete written communications proficiently (Belkin, 2015; Leef, 2013).  Job candidates are failing to learn basic intellectual skills such as written communication in their current university curriculum (Belkin, 2015; Leef, 2013; Tugend, 2013).  In an effort to help improve students’ writing skills, curriculum must be structured around emphasizing the importance of proper written communication (Lea & Street, 1998).  While instructors might stress these skills, students may show a lack of motivation or confidence to write (Lea & Street, 1998).  Writing Apprehension (WA) is one of the main factors hindering students’ motivation and confidence to write (Lea & Street, 1998).  WA refers to a student’s fear, anxiety, and/or avoidance of writing in academic and professional settings (Daly & Miller, 1975; McCroskey, 1977).  Daly (1978) reported WA as a major factor in how an individual views writing situations both academically and professionally. 

While WA is a barrier, the knowledge of student WA can also be used as a teaching tool.  If an instructor has knowledge of their students’ WA levels, WA can be diminished by increasing the students’ self-efficacy for writing (Martinez, Kock, & Cass, 2011).  An individual’s level of self-efficacy may be influenced by performance accomplishments, verbal persuasion, emotional arousal, and vicarious experience (Bandura, 1977).  Mascle (2013) reported self-reflection helps students believe they have the power and capability to be a writer.  Self-reflection activities provide a deeper interpretation of material, increase critical thinking, and allow students to learn how writing can be used in future careers (Hatcher & Bringle, 1997).  Finding innovative means to improve writing skills in students is imperative to bridge the gap between classrooms and employers (Irlbeck & Akers, 2009).  To help improve the writing instruction provided to students, instructors of a sophomore-level technical writing course at [University] used the writing apprehension test to better understand why students were apprehensive about writing.  Further, self-reflection was used to address how classroom techniques impacted student WA. 

How it works 
In the first week of class, a pre-test consisting of 26 Likert-type questions was administered to students to identify their WA score (Daly, 1978).  Daly and Miller’s (1975) WA test is an established and tested measure that places an individual’s writing score on a continuum between 26 and 135.  The students indicated their level of agreement or disagreement with 26 Likert-type statements (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree) regarding their attitudes, avoidance, and feelings about writing (Daly & Miller, 1975).  Student scores were calculated via SPSS® Statistics version 22.0 and were given to students to review during a lecture discussing the meaning of WA scores.  The higher the WA score, the more apprehension a student has toward writing.  Students were then asked to write a short paragraph about their WA score and what this score meant to them as an introductory assignment for the course. 

Additionally, self-reflection was used throughout the semester to help the students critically think about their writing assignments. Students reflected upon classroom techniques, writing projects, and changes in WA.  After each writing assignment was returned, students were asked to complete a self-reflection regarding their project by identifying three things they had done well and three things that could be improved upon in their next project.  Students were then asked to elaborate on how these aspects could cause people to think negatively and positively about their written communication.  Additionally, students were asked to elaborate on how their written communication skills could be improved in their next assignment.  Self-reflections also asked students to discuss how different classroom strategies such as feedback, writing assignments, class activities, and self-reflection impact the student’s WA 

Results to date/ implications
The self-reflections indicated students require encouragement to be comfortable with writing tasks.  Students indicated feedback helps them understand writing mistakes and where improvement could be made.  One student wrote, “I like constructive feedback because it shows me how I can improve not just where I went wrong.”  Further, self-reflection helped students realize how they could improve their writing in the classroom to benefit their futures: “The suggestions for revision that [instructor] made were thoughtful, and will influence my future writing.  I will put more emphasis on sentence structure as a result of the feedback I received.”  Overall, students described how the course made them more comfortable with writing. Students expressed positive feedback, self-reflection, and multiple assignments contributed to minimizing their WA.  One student explained: 
The assignments in this class have forced me to write, while simply bringing myself to do it seemed like the hardest part.  Now I have more of a desire to write, as well as have others review my work.  Reflection assignments also help me understand how to notice my improvements and stagnations.

Future Plans/advice to others
In the future, a post-test will be administered at the end of the semester to identify any changes in students’ WA scores at the conclusion of the course.  Theses scores will be used in future research to quantitatively analyze how WA changed during the course.  The use of self-reflection will continue to be used to identify how WA changes throughout the semester.  More self-reflection questions should be developed to connect writing in the classroom to real-world applications.  Students must become aware of how future employers will perceive their writing ability.  Additionally, students should reflect upon how the writing skills taught in the classroom will be transferred to writing in a professional setting. 

While self-reflection is beneficial to the student, it can also help the instructor understand the students’ needs.  Instructors should develop questions to help understand how classroom techniques impact student WA and/or understanding of material.  Further questions should be developed to generate information on how to engage the student. An assessment of WA and self-reflection activities should be integrated in all agricultural writing courses. 

Costs/ resources needed
No costs are associated with using WA as a learning tool in a writing course.  The instrument and scoring guide are available for free online. However, instructors must understand self-reflection is a timely process and should allow adequate time when incorporating self-reflection in the classroom. 
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