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Abstractished 

glish 	 Writing is considered important because it is one ofthe four English skills 
that take a significant role in the success of students' language learning. ish. 
However, it is undeniable that writing, especially for EFL college 
students, is still regarded difficult and frustrating (Graham, Harris, & 
Mason, 2005). As a result, students experience writing anxiety which 
affects the quality of their writing. This paper investigated factors that 
influenced students' writing anxiety and how dialogue journal writing :000 
helped students reduce their writing anxiety. This study was based on 

-uran 
qualitative research in which anxiety rubric from Ferris & Hedgcock

f the (1998) and questionnaires were administered to gather the data. Besides, 
unp . samples of journal entries were also used as data collections. The study 

concluded that there were three major factors influencing the students' 
writing anxiety: (1) making grammatical mistakes, (2) having difficulty J ya. 
in finding ideas, and (3) making minimum requirement mistakes. The 

~ \1r. study also revealed 5 specific ways on how dialogue journal helped 
'-Mr. 	 the students reduce their writing anxiety : (1) Learning grammatically 

correct sentences, (2) creating a writ" g habit, (3) providing good 
examples on how to develop ideas, (4) Learning minimum requirement, 

: told and (5) facilitating student-teacher relation . 
. les, 

Keywords: EFL students ' writing anxiety dialogue journal 
writing 

told 

,"ork, 
INTRODUCTION 

oral] 
Writ ing is generally considered important because it is one of the four . (25 

English skills that take a significant role in the success of students ' language 
learning. However, it is undeniable that writing, especially for EFL college 
students, is regarded difficult and frustrating (Graham, Harris, & Mason, 2005). 
The English Language Education Study Program (ELESP) curriculum divides 
the learning of writing into 6 compulsory courses before writing their thesis or 

Direct all correspondence to: 

Yuseva. iswandari@gmail .com 


39 

mailto:iswandari@gmail.com


40 

Ariyani Iswandari, Yuseva 
The InAuence of Dialogue Journal Writing 
in Reducing EFL Students' Writing Anxiety 

final paper. However, students' common belief is that writing is still considered 
difficult. Sawalha et al. states that EFL college students' common difficulty "lies 
not only in gen'erating and organizing ideas but also in translating these ideas 
into readable texts" (2012, p. 6). 

This study is related to Basic Writing Skills Class. This is a writing class 
that must be taken by students of semester one. Based on the Basic Writing 
Skills course outline, it is described that students are able to write good English 
sentences and short paragraphs. Hence, by the end of the semester, students are 
able to construct grammatical and meaningful sentences with good minimum 
requirements. According to Burton & Carroll (2001), this is often viewed 
challenging and frustrating since semester one students are those who have just 
graduated from senior high schools with no basic theory of writing skills and 
lack of writing practice. As a result, students are not really fluent and confident 
in Writing. 

Moreover, many findings identify that writing activity is not far from 
correcting students' paper in terms of grammatical mistakes. Students' writing 
will end up being judged and commented by the teacher more on grammar 
correctness and organization than the content (Wu, 2003). This, of course, 
will create stressful condition for new college students that will decrease their 
motivation and confidence to write. In this study, the researcher focuses on the use 
of dialogue journal writing to scaffold students' writing confidence. Therefore, 
this study aims to (1) find out factors that influence students' writing anxiety and 
(2) find out how dialogue journal writing reduces students' writing anxiety. 

Hasan (2001) defines writing anxiety as "a general avoidance of writing 
behavior and of si tuations thought to potentially require some amount of writing 
accompanied by the potentia l for evaluation of that wriHng" (pA). Normally 
students who experience difficu lties in their prior writing activities/classes will 
continuously face writing anxiety (Sawalha, Salem, & Foo, 2012) although each 
of them will have different levels of anxiety compared to others (Casanave, 
2004). This is also supported by Cheng (2002) who claims that there might be 
different reasons of anxiety, but some common causes range from not having self 
confidence to having problems with classroom activities and teaching methods. 

One considerable factor that highly contributes to the students' writing 
anxiety is students' cultural background and their prior experience about 
writing. Levine (2003, p. 10) report~, that "students who are from monolingual 
backgrounds tend to feel more anxious than those who come from bi- or 
multilingual ones". Besides, students who are not accustomed to write in their 
fi rst language face stronger anxiety in English writing class because they are 
lack of practice. Furthermore, students' prior experience on English writing 
class is also negative, in that teachers emphasize more on correcting students' 
grammatical and mechanical errors (Wu, 2003). 
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Many studies have been conducted to dig into factors that cause students ' 
writing anxiety in EFL writing classroom setting. Hassan (2001), throughout 
his studies, highlights some major factors of writing anxiety from "linguistic 
and cognitive perspective, such as poor skill development, inadequate role 
models, lack of understanding of the comp sing process, authoritative, teacher
centered, and product-based model of teaching" (p.4). In relation with this, it is 
also noticed that the insufficient grasp of vocabulary and grammar contribute to 
students' writing anxiety (Hyland, 2003). T ese are very evident in their writing 
product, in that many of them still use inappropriate word choices and parts of 
speech which might cause misunderstanding ofmeanmg. Furthermore, different 
basic concept of sentence structure such as sentence fragments , subject-verb 
agreement, parallelism, etc between L 1 and English is also claimed to be the 
main source of frustration (Sawalha et a1., 20 12). 

According to Daud & Kasim (2005), writing anxiety will affect directly 
to students' writing performance, which will lead to the quality of the writing. 
Further effect will result on students ' tendency to avoid writing activity and to 
perform with less motivation (Kara, 2013). Finally, several research studies 
(e.g. Book, 1976; Bloom, 1985 ' Cheng, 2002, and Daud & Kasim, 2005) have 
been conducted addressing the effects of writing anxiety on students ' writing 
performance. The findings obviously discover that students wi.th low anxiety 
write more words and paragraphs than stud nts with high anxiety. Besides, low
anxiety students' writing will contain more information and explanation. Hence, 
it can be concluded that reducing writing anxiety will result on students' qualified 
writing product and more positive attitudes . 

As it has been stated before , many EFL college students often experience 
more negative and anxious feelings toward writing than native language writers 
(Matthews, 2006). Therefore, teachers should conduct a non-threatening writing 
activity in class where teachers do not only focus on grading the accuracy. When 
students have positive feeling about writing, they will be able to perform in any 
types of writing better. Many studies have found the use of dialogue journals to 
be beneficial in reducing students' writing anxiety. Peyton (1997) as cited by 
Regan (2003, p. 37) state : 

[The dialogue journal IS] a written con ersation in which a student and 
a teacher communicate regularly over a mester, school year, or course. 
Students write as much as they choose and the teacher writes back regularly, 
responding to students' questions and comments, introducing new topics, 
or asking questions. The teacher is a participant in an ongoing, written 
conversation with the student, rather than the evaluator who corrects or 
comments on the student's writing. 

This means that the learning context wi ll be less stressfu l for students 
since the teacher does not evaluate and correct their errors on the grammar, 
content, and organization. 
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Studies have been conducted to examme the effectiveness of dialogue 
journal writing on ESLIEFL students' learning and have found many benefits 
of it. One of the benefits is the improvement of students' expression of personal 
views and writing purpose (Carroll & Mchawala, 200 I). Besides, it is beneficial 
to the development of writing fluency. Peyton & Reed's study (as cited by 
Holmes & Moulton) states that "students' use oflanguage in terms of the number 
of words and rhetorical complexity is improved" (1995, p.225). However, 
numerous researchers have validated that the anxiety reduction becomes the most 
important benefit ofdialogue journal writing (Holmes & Moulton, 1995; Peyton, 
Staton, Richardson, & Wolfram , 1990). In addition, Hsu's 16-week study with a 
group of students in Taiwan discovered sim ilar fi ndings in that dialogue journal 
enhanced students ' writing development and fostered their writing confidence 
(2006). It was stated that their perceptions of themselves as writers improved 
and, therefore, they were more motivated to write. 

METHODS 

Participants 

The main purpose of this study was to explore how dialogue journal 
writing can reduce students' writing anxiety. This research was conducted in 
Basic Writing Skills class of English Language Education Study Program of 
Sanata Dharma University. Basic Writing Skills is one of the compulsory writing 
subjects that must be taken by semester one students. The class is normally 
divided into 6 parallel classes. Each class consists of around 30 students. The 
participants of this study were 29 students from class D. 

The Data Instruments 

This research was a qualitative research. The researcher used anxiety 
rubric, questionnaires, students' reflection, and samples of students' dialogue 
journals to gather data in order to answer the formulated problems. In order to 
find out whether students experience writing anxiety or not and what are factors 
that influence students' writing anxiety, the researcher 
distributed anxiety rubric. The rubric is adapted from Ferris & Hedgcock (1998, 
pp. 239-240). The rubric is as follows: 
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TABLE 1 

Anxiety Rubric (Ferris & Hedgcock, 1998, pp. 239-240) 

Directions: Below are a series of statements about writing. There is no right or wrong answers to 
these statements. Please indicate the degree to which each statement applies to you by checking 
whether you (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neutral, (4) Agree, or (S) Strongly agree with 
the statement. 
+/ No Statements (1 ) (2) (31 (4) (S) 
+ 1. I avoid writing. 
- 2. I have no fear of my writing being 

evaluated. 
- 3. I look forward to writing down my ideas. 
+ 4. I am afraid of writing essays when I 

know they will be evaluated. 
+ S. Taking a composition course is a very 

frightening experience. 
- 6. Handing in acomposition makes me feel 

good. 
+ 7. My mind seems to go blank when I start 

to work on a composition. 
+ 8. Expressing ideas through writing seems 

to be a waste of time. 
- 9. I would enjoy submitting my writing 

to magazines for evaluation and 
publication. 

- 10. I like to write my ideas down. 
- 11. I feel confident in my ability to express 

clearly my ideas in writing . 
- 12. I like to have my friends read what I have 

written. 
+ 13. I am nervous about writing. 
- 14. People seem to enjoy what I write. 

- 1S. I enjoy writing. 
+ 16. I never seem to be able to write down 

my ideas clearly. 
- 17. Writing is a lot of fun . 
+ 18. I expect to do poorly in composition 

classes even before I enter. 
- 19. I like seeing my thoughts on paper. 
- 20. Discussing my writing with others is an 

enjoyable experience. 
+ 21. I have a terrible time organizing ideas in 

a composition course. 
+ 22. When I hand in a composition, I know I 

am going to do poorly. 
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- 23. 

+ 24. 

+ 25, 

+ 26, 

~~~0~~e~y

It's easy for me 
compositions, 

to write good 

I don't think I write as well as most other 
people , 
I don't like my compositions to be 
evaluated. 
I am not good at writing . 

_score. . __ . __ __ . ___ . __ . ___ ___ _____ 

The writing anxiety score was measured from the calculation. The lowest 
possible score was 26 and indicated an absence of writing anxiety. Meanwhile the 
highest possible score was 130 and indicated extremely high anxiety. Besides, 
this rubric helped the researcher to identify factors that influence students' 
writing anxiety. 

The researcher also distributed questionnaires. The questionnaires 
contained two types of questions: (1) close-eaded questions and (2) open-ended 
questions. The questions in the questionnaire are as follows : 

TABLE 2 
Questions for the questionnaire 

No 
1, 

Questions 
Do you like writing? 

2, Before taking Basic Writing Skills class, did you feel anxious when the lecturer asked you 
to write a paragraph about your personal information? Why/ Wh~ not? 

3, What factors influenced your writing anxiety? ( you may choose more than one following 
options) 
a, Having difficulty in finding ideas 
b. Having lack of vocabulary 
c. Having difficulty in producing correct sentences 
d. Making grammatical mistakes 
e, Making minimum requirement mistakes 
f. Being evaluated 

4, 

5, 

After using dialogue journal writing for 1 semester, how does the dialogue journal writing 
help you reduce your writing anxiety? 
Did the lecturer provide responses towards ~our writing in the dialogue journal? 
Did you find that her responses help you reduce your writing anxiety? Please elaborate 
your answer. 

6. 

7, Did you find that her responses help you improve your writing ability? Please elaborate • 
, 

your answer. 
8. According to you , what is/are the benefit(s) of the dialogue journal writing? , 

9, What is/are your suggestion(s) to improve the use of dialogue journal writing in your, 
writing class? 

- - - -
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The close-ended questions were aimed to find out factors that influence 
students' writing anxiety. The open-ended questions were aimed to find out how 
dialogue journals helped students reduce their writing anxiety and investigate 
which particular partes) of dialogue journal writing had the biggest contribution 
in reducing the anxiety. Finally, the students' dialogue journals are also analyzed 
in order to observe their thoughts, feelings, and writing experiences. 

Research Procedures 

The research was conducted for 14 weeks. In the beginning of the 
semester, the researcher assigned the students to write on a free topic for 10 
minutes. The purpose was to introduce the concept of dialogue journal writing. 
The students, then, were asked to take a writing anxiety test by responding to 
the anxiety rubric. The next step, the researcher explained the general purpose 
of the research and the guidelines about what needed to be accomplished for 
the following 13 weeks. The students participated in the dialogue journal 
writing project for 13 weeks. The students wrote dialogue journals once a week. 
The journals were collected to be anal zed. The researcher also distribut d 
questionnaires in the last meeting. Finally, the researcher analyzed the data. 
The anxiety rubric was interpreted, the questionnaires were also interpreted to 
illustrate the results, and samples of the students' dial gue journal writings were 
selected and discussed. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 

Preliminary Study 

On the first meeting, the anxiety rubric which is adapted from Ferris & 
Hedgcock (1998, pp. 239-240) was distributed to 29 students in Basic Writing 
Skills class. There were 26 statements in the rubric with 5 degrees to indicate how 
far the students agreed with the statements: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, 
(3) neutral, (4) agree, (5) strongly agree (see appendix 1). The rubric was aim d 
to find out whether students experienced writing anxiety or not. The writing 
anxiety score was mea ured from the calculation. Figure 1 shows the result of 
the anxiety rubric. 
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Figure 1. The result of the anxiety rubric 

From the preliminary anxiety rubric figure above, it was found that out 
of 29 students, 72, 4% faced writing anxiety and the level was categorized high 
shown by the score from 79 to 10l. Meanwhile, 27, 6% stated that they did 
not face any writing anxiety. However, their scores were far above the possible 
score of anxiety absence which is 26. Their scores were ranged from 48 - 67. 
The researcher concluded that they, to some extent, still experienced very small 
amount of anxiety. Starting from this point, the researcher was interested in 
knowing the specific factors that influenced their writing anxiety. Besides, the 
researcher also used dialogue journal for one semester to find out how it could 
help students reduce their writing anxiety. 

Factors that influence students' writing anxiety 

Factors that influence students' writing anxiety are related to the 
first formulated problem to be answered in this study. The researcher used 
questionnaire and analyzed the students' first reflection to find out the factors 
of writing anx iety. The researcher wrote six major factors of writing anxiety 
from Hyland (2003) and Sawalha et al. (2012) in the questionnaire and asked 
the students to choose which factors really influenced their writing anxiety. The 
six major factors were: (1) Having difficulty in finding ideas, (2) Having lack 
of vocabulary, (3) Having difficulty in producing correct sentences, (4) Making 
grammatical mistakes, (5) Making minimum requirement mistakes, and (6) 
Being evaluated. The following figure shows the visual representation of the 
students ' answers. 
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Figure 2. Factors that influenced students' writing anxiety 

The data in Figure 2 reveals 3 major factors that really influenced students' 
anxious feeling towards writing. 
1. Making grammatical mistakes 

Based on the questionnaire, 72, 4% agreed that they felt anxious 
when writing because they were afraid of making mistakes related to grammar, 
especially tenses. The phenomena can also be analyzed further from the students' 
journal reflection and writi ng. One student illustrated her anxious feeling in one 
of her reflections in the dialogue journal: 

... I found many difficulties in EngJi h wntIng, especially sentences 
and grammar. Tenses such as past tenses and perfect tenses are difficult 
to understand . I am afraid if I make grammar mistakes in my writing. 
Because of that, I always feel not confident. 

Similar to the above reflection, another student mentioned that making 
grammatical mistakes was her biggest fear in writing. Moreover, she often 
brought up the discussion about grammar in her dialogue journal and asked for 
my explanation. One of the examples is as fo llows: 

Miss, I am very afraid of grammar. If I try to study by myself, I can't 
understand . I want Lo a k you. When do we use who, which, and that? And 
I think I have too much " the" in my sentences. I also feel confused about 
tenses, what and when I can use the correct tenses. Every day, I always 
wait for the day that I share this problem with you. 

2. 	 Having difficulty in finding ideas 
Among 29 students participated in this research, 58, 6% stated that they 
experienced writing anxiety because they had difficulty in finding ideas 
to write. As written by students in their dialogue journals: 
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I am worried ifI cannot follow your writing class because I have difficulty 
in finding and expressing ideas in writing . 

. . . I only write without knowing it's correct or not. It's always difficult to 
find topic, ideas ... I don ' t know ... 

Not being accustomed to write in English in senior high school and not having 
good English vocabulary were claimed as the main causes of this difficulty. 

3. Making minimum requirement mistakes 
55, 2% pointed at minimum requirements as the main cause of their 

writing anxiety. Minimum requirements mentioned here were related to spelling, 
agreement/concord, verb group, and punctuation. Many of them stated that they 
never learned minimum requirements in senior high schoo!' 

Dialogue Journal Writing and Anxiety Reduction 

This section deals with how dialogue journal writing helps students 
reduce their writing anxiety. The general result gathered from the questionnaire 
was indeed similar to Hsu's (2006) finding which showed that dialogue journal 
helped students enhance their wri ting development and writing confidence. It 
was found that students' perceptions of themselves as writers improved and, 
therefore, they were motivated to write. All of the respondents claimed that they 
became more confident to write after using dialogue journal writing. As two 
students, S8 and S28, stated: 

It helps me so much to improve my confidence. At first, I felt anxious when 
writing down something. The lecturer's responses really help, especially 
her motivation (S8). 

It helps me improve my writing skins and confidence. I also feel happier 
to write. Usually I write in the dialogue journal. My lecturer reads it. 
When she identifies any mistakes she will rewm e similar sentences in her 
responses. So she actually gives the correct ones but not correcting my 
writing directly. That's why I feel ok, relax (S28). 

Further, the result of the questionnaire revealed 5 specific ways on how 
dialogue journal helped students reduce their writing anxiety. The detailed 
explanation is as follows: 
1. 	 Dialogue journal helps the students to learn grammatically correct sentences 

From the questionnaire, it was found that 51, 7% stated that dialogue journal 
helped them learn grammatically correct sentences. They mostly learned 
from the lecturer's responses as shared by S7 and S15: 
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Using dialogue journal I think I feel more confident in writing because I can 
learn grammatically correct sentences from the lecturer's responses (S7). 

It helps me learn how to make sentences correctly. The lecturer uses correct 
sentences in her responses, so I can learn from them (S 15). 

Learning grammatically correct sentences here refers to learning of 
correct tenses and the use of verb and to be forms, as stated by S21 : 

It helps me learn to write correctly in simple present tenses and some other 
tenses, so I become more confident (S21). 

2. 	 Dialogue journal helps students create a writing habit 44, 8% agreed that 
dialogue journal helped them get used to writing. They nonnally wrote 
once a week in their dialogue journal with any topics they wanted to share. 
However, they could also write more whenever they had something to 
share to the lecturer. In other words, it was believed that dialogue journal 
opened more opportunity for them to write and, therefore, brought 
positive effects for them. It was expressed by S 16 that: 

Dialogue journal helps me increase my confidence in writing and my willingness 
to write in English because J get used to wri ting regularly (S 16). 

3. 	 Dialogue journal provides good examples on how to find and develop 
ideas 41,4% claimed that they did not feel anxious because the dialogue 
journal really helped them find and d velop idea for writing. They 
mentioned that they leamed good examples from the lecturer 's responses. 

TABLE 1 
Students' Questionnaire on finding and 

developing ideas through dialogue journal 

Students Comments 
S18 It helps me to be accustomed to find ideas more easily because she 

alwa sives me new ideas in her res onse. 
S27 It helps me improve my writing skills. ! learn how to develop ideas well from 

her responses. 

1. 	 Dialogue journal helps the student learn minimum requirement 
Although minimum requirement was emphasized in .Basic Writing Skills 

course objective, the result of the questionnaire showed that there were only 
20, 6% who admitted that their understanding of minim um requirement was 
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improved because they coutd learn from the lecturer's responses in the dialogue 
journal. They were actually aware that it became the focus ofthe course; however, 
they were still afraid of grammar more than it. The minimum requirement in this 
discussion refers to Agreement (S-V agreement, NounlPronoun agreement), verb 
group, punctuation, articles, and spelling. S26 mentioned in the questionnaire 
that: 

It motivates me to write confidently. I don't need to be anxious because my 
writing is not evaluated. I also learn grammar, sucb as the use of verb and when 
I have to use to be forms, etc, and minimum requirements especially the correct 
forms of punctuation from her responses (S26). 

2. 	 Dialogue journal helps the students build strong positive connection with 
the teacher Finally, 31, 0% of the students fel t that they were helped to 
have close connection with the lecturer. As a result, they could express 
their feel ing and stories freely. S12 expressed this part in the questionnaire: 

. .. I can tell and express my feeling and ideas to the lecturer and she always 
responds. Her responses make me more confident to write my idea. We talk just 
like friends (S12) . 

An agreement also came from S23 who wrote: 
It helps me to be more confident because writing becomes a habit. Besides, I can learn 
from her responses, so 1 know when 1 make mistakes by comparing my writing and her 
response. She always responds nicely, so I feel close and relax. She supported me and 
tells me not to be afraid of making mistakes (S23). 

This close and POSItIve connection shown by the students above make the 
students feel comfortable and relax. As a resu lt, they became more confident in 
writing and, therefore, reduced their writing anxiety. 

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS 

In conclusion, it was found that an of the students faced writing anxiety 
in the beginning of the class although the levels were different. Yet the result 
of the study proved that dialogue journai writing helped students reduced their 
writing anxiety. It was mostly because dialogue journal helped them improve 
their writing through the teacher 's responses. However, although the main idea 
of dialogue journal writing is to be free from teacher's revision and grading, 
some students suggested that the lecturer corrected their grammatical mistakes . 
Tllerefore, teachers who want to implement dialogue journal in their writing class 
can also consider giving some comments on repeated mistakes while responding 



51 
Indonesian Journal of Engli h Language Teaching 
Volume 9/ Number 1 • Mar 2 . I 3 

to their writing. How v r teachers need to be aware that too many comments on 
grammar can make stud nts feel anxious. 
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