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ABSTRACT

For second-language freshmen enrolled in a topical course of the general education curriculum, writing anxiety can be
an obstacle to desirable performance. A key component of writing anxiety is worrying, which depletes students’ working
memory of the necessary resources to carry out writing. This study first examined the extent to which, before the final exam,
students experienced second-language writing anxiety and particular worries. Then, it assessed whether these epiphenomena
were related to one another and could account for poor performance. Participants belonged to an understudied population
of female undergraduate students whose access to gender-equitable education is of recent making. Purposeful sampling
yielded 203 English-Arabic bilingual speakers. Since most of the evidence about second-language writing anxiety had
been collected from courses specifically devoted to writing, students were selected from a writing-intensive topical course
of the general education curriculum taught in English. Before the final exam, students’ writing anxiety and worries were
measured. Final exam performance was then collected. Female students were mainly worried about time and academic
performance, and reported the most writing anxiety arising from appraisal concerns. At moderate levels, this type of writing
anxiety and worrying predicted desirable final exam performance. In conclusion, appraisal concerns specific to writing or
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academic performance can propel effort in courses where the acquisition of topical knowledge is demonstrated through

writing. Yet, the degree to which these epiphenomena are experienced may determine whether they operate as promoters or

impediments. Thus, interventions intended to regulate students’ emotive reactions can optimize learning in such courses.

Highlights

*  For second-language freshmen enrolled in a topical course of the general education curriculum, writing anxiety can be

an obstacle to desirable performance.

*  Participants belonged to an understudied population of female undergraduate students from a society shedding its

patriarchal past.

*  Female students were mainly worried about time and academic performance, and reported the most writing anxiety

arising from appraisal concerns.

e At moderate levels, this type of writing anxiety and worrying predicted desirable final exam performance.

Keywords: Second-Language Writing Anxiety; Second Language; Worrying; Freshmen

1. Introduction

In a society distancing itself from a patriarchal order
to develop a sustainable, internationally viable economy,
women of college age are expected to become leading con-
tributors. For female students, the pressure to succeed is
intense and unavoidable. In Saudi Arabia, one of such soci-
eties, women have ceased to be a neglected, low-expectation
subgroup of the workforce. They are now a key engine of
an economy envisioned to become gender-equitable, sustain-
able, and part of the international marketplace!'). Thus, of
growing interest is the extent to which particular dispositions
of female college students are related to academic perfor-
mance. In the present study, we examined second-language
writing anxiety (SLWA) in a writing-intensive course. The
reason is simple. In a globalized world, English writing plays
a pivotal role in learners’ academic and professional suc-
cessi?l. SLWA (i.e., a trait-like individual difference) has the
potential to impair written English communication[®!, Thus,
in a country aspiring to become a global economic player
while emerging from patriarchy, curtailing occurrences of
SLWA is key to female students’ academic and professional
success.

Anxiety can be described as a state of apprehen-
sion characterized by elevated arousal* and task-irrelevant
thoughts (e.g., worries) that reduce the attentional resources
devoted to task-relevant information ™). It can impair writing
by interfering with the functioning of working memory, the

device through which input from the external environment

and long-term memory records are processed. Specifically,
it can disrupt the quality and quantity of the writer’s out-
putl®l. However, evidence regarding Arabic-English speak-
ers’ SLWA and its relationship to performance is not only
scarce but also mixed!”). For instance, Al-Ahdal and Ab-
duh® and Waked et al.®! reported a negative relationship,
whereas Alfarwan!'% reported a positive one.

SLWA is a multifaceted phenomenon, which includes
somatic anxiety (e.g., physical symptoms of nervousness),
behavioral avoidance (e.g., procrastination), and cognitive
manifestations, such as writers’ worries pertaining to ap-
praisal or state of mind concerns (e.g., muddled thoughts
and difficulty in sustained attention). Namely, the negative
affective state of this type of anxiety is punctuated by the
resource-demanding cognitive activity of worrying about
the undesirable consequences of writing. Worrying, how-
ever, may not be confined to writing. Thus, in our study, we
also asked whether SLWA exists in an ecosystem of broader
worries about particular aspects of students’ lives, such as
academic performance, peer relations, health, career, social
acceptance, and time constraints. Davey et al.['!] reported
that students worry about their academic work and related
deadlines the most, followed by relationships and social ac-
ceptance. Mclntyre et al.['? underscored students’ social
acceptance concerns. Worrying has also been linked to di-
minished academic performance, but not unequivocally. For
instance, Owens et al.!'3] found that worries about tests pre-
dicted poor performance. Hamid!'¥l reported that social

and health worries were related to higher academic perfor-
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mance. Yet, evidence from the extant literature is unclear as
to whether SLWA exists in an ecosystem of broader worries
not specifically stemming from the activity of writing.

As members of a collectivistic society!'’! emerging
from patriarchy, Saudi Arabian female students are expected
to demonstrate proficiency in a world once dominated by
men!'%l. Undeniably, women have flocked to higher educa-
tion immediately after it ceased to be a privilege afforded
only to men. Young women may view education programs
as acceptable paths to financial independence!'”). Yet, in
this sea of legal and social changes, it is unclear whether, al-
most a decade after the opening of higher education to both
women and men, archaic gender stereotypes have remained
unscathed'8-201 Such archaic gender stereotypes portray
professional endeavors as largely unsuitable to women 21,
Notwithstanding the likely persistence of the remnants of
archaic gender stereotypes, the expectation of women’s
contribution to the workforce is unyielding. Thus, the pres-
sure to succeed may be of recent origin, but intense and
unavoidable. Based on the extant literature and features
of the selected population, the following hypotheses were
formulated:

H1. Worries about academic attainment and career may
be prevalent along with concerns about social acceptance,
as women’s gender roles have changed from being predom-
inantly homemakers to being members of the labor force
(H1a). Furthermore, as second-language learners enrolled
in a writing-intensive course, Saudi Arabian female students
may also experience writing anxiety. If they do, the dominant
type will reflect appraisal concerns (H1b).

H2. If worrying is a cognitive activity linked to neg-
ative affect, whereas writing anxiety is a trait-like, task-
specific negative affective state, their relationships will be
content-specific. For instance, worries about particular facets
of students’ lives, such as academic performance, will be
related to writing anxiety that reflects appraisal.

H3. In a writing-intensive, general education course,
the cognitive dimensions of writing anxiety (i.e., concerns
about appraisal and difficulties in sustained attention and
information processing) will predict poor performance in
open-ended questions of the final test. Worries about partic-
ular facets of students’ lives may do so only if such worries
refer to academic matters (i.e., concerns about one’s aca-

demic performance).

2. Methods

2.1. Participant Sample

Purposeful sampling yielded 203 female undergradu-
ate students who were enrolled in a writing-intensive course
of the general education curriculum (6 sections of Introduc-
tory Psychology). They were in their first year of university
studies pursuing either a STEM degree (computer science,
engineering, and architecture; 46%) or a non-STEM degree
(business, law, interior design, and graphic design; 54%). Be-
fore university enrollment, students had been deemed either
moderate or competent English speakers according to the cri-
teria of the International English Language Testing System
(IELTS). At the selected university, the curriculum is of US
import and accredited by the Texas International Education
Consortium (TIEC). Courses are taught in English.

2.2. Procedure and Materials

At the end of the semester, students completed the Sec-
ond Language Writing Anxiety Inventory (SLWAIr[72?!) and
the Worries Survey (WS (23, The SLWAI-r contained 4 sub-
scales intended to assess one of four manifestations of anxi-
ety: somatic anxiety (SA, e.g., physiological symptoms of
increased sympathetic arousal), cognitive anxiety related to
either appraisal concerns (CA, e.g., fears of negative eval-
uations) or state of mind concerns (CS, e.g., difficulties in
sustained attention and information processing, including
jumbled thoughts or a blank mind), and avoidance behavior
(AB, e.g., procrastination and withdrawal). Students reported
the degree to which each of the 22 items of SLWAI-r applied
to them on a scale from ‘strongly disagree’ (0) to ‘strongly
agree’ (4). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.91.

The WS contained 30 items organized into 6 subscales
of 5 statements. Each subscale was about a particular domain
of the activity of worrying: academic performance, peer re-
lationships, health and appearance, career, social acceptance,
and time. The subscale devoted to money was discarded as it
was judged culturally inappropriate. Each statement was to
be evaluated on two dimensions, including (a) the frequency
with which it was experienced on a scale from ‘never’ (0) to
‘always’ (4), and (b) its intensity on a scale from ‘never’ (0)
to ‘a great deal’ (4). For each statement, the frequency score

multiplied by its intensity score yielded a discomfort score.
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Cronbach’s alpha was 0.92.

Before administration, the face validity of each ques-
tionnaire was tested?*). The assessment of face validity
focused on the extent to which items were thought to be rele-
vant to the construct of each questionnaire and were viewed
as unambiguous?*]. A definition of each construct was pro-
vided to 10 students who had taken the course approximately
a year before. They were asked to rate items on a 5-point
scale from ‘very clear’ (+2) to ‘very unclear’ (—2), and then
on a 5-point scale from ‘relevant’ (+2) to ‘irrelevant’ (—2)
to the construct intended to be tested. All items received a
score above the neutral cut-point of 0.

The course in which students were enrolled required
S5 written assignments distributed across the semester, as
well as a midterm exam and final exam (summative assess-
ment) with short-answer questions. Final exam questions
demanded processing at the application, evaluation, and anal-
ysis levels of the Bloom taxonomy %], Final exam perfor-
mance was scored as a percentage. A randomly selected
sample of the final exams (10%) was scored by two edu-
cators independently, yielding an inter-rater agreement of
97%. For the present study, academic performance was op-
erationally defined as performance on the final exam (i.e.,
the summative assessment measure of the course). The rea-
son behind this choice was that both anxiety and worries
were thought to be epiphenomena most likely to transpire
when final exams are completed. Attendance rates were also
collected to determine whether they could account for perfor-
mance above and beyond students’ dispositional variables.
Both excused and unexcused absences were deducted from
the number of class meetings offered during the semester.

For each student, the percentage of attended meetings was

then computed. Debriefing sessions were conducted during
the last week of classes. Students’ comments during such
sessions were anonymized.

The data-collection process was approved by the Dean-
ship of Research of the hosting institution as complying with
the guidelines of the Office for Human Research Protections
of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The
informed consent form, which was obtained from the partici-
pants, was deemed to conform to the APA ethical guidelines
for the treatment of human participants.

3. Results

All results of inferential statistics were considered sig-
nificant at the 0.05 level. Table 1 displays the descriptive
statistics of the key variables (writing anxiety, worries, and
academic performance) hierarchically organized by the mean
values within each dimension assessed. In the sections be-
low, the results of quantitative analyses are accompanied by
commentaries from debriefing sessions to clarify the patterns
obtained.

Qualitative responses gathered during debriefing ses-
sions were arranged into themes (i.e., topics) by two eval-
uators who independently used an inductive (data-driven)
approach to develop a code book "), Specifically, evalua-
tors adopted the coding reliability approach to qualitative
data suggested by Braun and Clarke?®). Their codebook in-
cluded three themes: cognitions, evaluative judgments, and
self-reported behavioral responses. A theme comprised re-
sponses that were mentioned by at least 40% of the students.
Reported below are comments upon which at least 40% of

the students agreed by a show of hands.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the key variables, including writing anxiety, worries, performance, and attendance.

Writing Anxiety (0—4) Mean SD
CA 2.23 1.01
CS 1.78 0.77
SA 1.21 0.98
AB 0.95 0.76
Domain-Specific Worries (0-16)

Time 7.28 3.44
Academic performance 6.65 3.34
Career 6.05 3.62
Health and Appearance 5.42 3.13
Relationships 4.03 3.53
Social Acceptance 3.78 2.96
Academic Performance (0-100) 74.32 24.62
Attendance (0—100) 79.25 15.45
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3.1. Writing Anxiety and Domain—Specific
Worries

To determine whether differences existed in the types of
writing anxiety and particular worries, a repeated-measures
ANOVA was conducted on the responses to each question-
naire. To control for alpha inflation, a Bonferroni correction
was applied to pairwise comparisons.

Not all types of worries were equally endorsed [F'(5,
1010) = 64.92, MSE = 6.200, p < 0.001, partial 5° = 0.243].
Pairwise comparisons uncovered a hierarchical order for en-
dorsements [#s(202) > 5.54]. Concerns about time, academic
performance, career, and health prevailed over all others.
Concerns about relationships and social acceptance were at
the bottom and did not differ from each other in magnitude
[#(202) =1.29, ns]. Similarly, not all types of anxiety were
equally endorsed [F(3, 606) = 123.70, MSE = 0.544, p <
0.001, partial »° = 0.380]. Anxiety types could be hierar-
chically organized, starting with CA, which was the most
experienced, followed by CS. SA was less endorsed than CA
or CS. AB was the least endorsed [#s(202) > 3.99].

In support of Hla, worrying about matters of time, aca-
demic performance, and career was prevalent. Not covered

by Hla was worrying about health. In debriefing sessions,
students reported that thoughts about health embodied the idea
that sickness would prevent goal attainment, thereby linking
academic performance and career to physical health. In con-
trast to Hla predictions, concerns about relationships and so-
cial acceptance were negligible, thereby yielding a pattern that
only partially supported Hla. In debriefing sessions, students
reported that they relied on a robust and unyielding support
system of family members and friends to deal with the hiccups
of daily life. Although students did not express much appre-
hension about social acceptance or relationships, uncertainty
transpired outside this system, especially concerning the gender
roles of women in the workforce. In support of H1b, writing
anxiety that expressed appraisal concerns was dominant.

3.2. Writing Anxiety, Domain-Specific Worries,
and Academic Performance

Spearman correlation analyses were conducted to de-
termine whether cognitive manifestations of writing anxi-
ety were related to particular worries in students’ lives and
whether writing anxiety or such worries were related to per-

formance (see Tables 2 and 3).

Table 2. Spearman correlation coefficients between dimensions of writing anxiety and domain-specific worries.

Writing Anxiety CA CS SA AB

Worrying about Time +0.13 +0.01 -0.05 —0.05
Worrying about Academic Performance +0.32 +0.06 +0.04 —0.05
Worrying about Career +0.06 -0.17 -0.15 -0.14
Worrying about Health and Appearance —0.05 -0.10 —0.08 -0.14
Worrying about Relationships +0.01 +0.07 +0.16 +0.09
Worrying about Social Acceptance +0.03 —0.07 +0.13 -0.10

Note: Significant relationships are marked in bold.

Table 3. Spearman correlation coefficients between dimensions of writing anxiety or domain-specific worries and final test performance

or attendance.

Writing Anxiety Final Test Attendance
CA +0.48 +0.41
CS +0.01 -0.12
SA +0.05 -0.10
AB —-0.13 -0.18
Domain-Specific Worries

Time +0.12 +0.05
Academic Performance +0.19 +0.18
Career +0.13 +0.09
Health and Appearance +0.08 +0.05
Relationships -0.19 -0.12
Social Acceptance —0.01 +0.01

Note: Significant relationships are marked in bold.
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H2 predicted that worries about particular facets of
students’ lives, such as academic performance, would be
related to writing anxiety arising from appraisal concerns.
Interestingly, there were no significant relationships between
writing anxiety and different types of worries, with a few
noticeable exceptions. As predicted by H2, the more stu-
dents worried about their academic performance, the more
they experienced symptoms of CA. Similarly, the more they
were concerned about relationships, the more they experi-
enced SA symptoms. In contrast, the more students worried
about career matters, the less they reported experiencing
both CS and SA. In debriefing sessions, students indicated
that thoughts about a future career that was within reach
made them less anxious about the present, although they
were unable to indicate the specific symptoms of anxiety that
these thoughts would temper. Students also spontaneously
reported that undesirable events, such as challenging courses
or grades lowering their GPA, triggered uncertainty. The
more uncertain they were about their academic performance,
the greater their apprehension about negative evaluations.
They admitted that developing and preserving relationships
while in college was not a major concern. They relied on
rich social networks of family members and friends sustained
by electronic tools (cell phones, chatrooms, etc.). When re-
lationship concerns existed, they tended to pertain to new
classmates and instructors. When probed further, students
mentioned physiological symptoms of hyperactivity of the
sympathetic nervous system linked to thoughts of rejection.
Yet, even when significant, the links between types of wor-
ries and writing anxiety were rather modest. That is, writing
anxiety did not account for more than 10% of the variance
in worries.

As predicted by H3, relationships between worries and
writing anxiety were specific. Indeed, the more students ex-
perienced CA and worried about their academic performance,
the higher their exam performance. Thus, in the setting of
a final exam, writing anxiety that expressed appraisal con-
cerns and worries focused on academic matters could be de-
scribed as beneficial to performance. Instead, worries about
relationships exhibited a detrimental link to performance.
Namely, students who worried less about relationships ex-
hibited higher performance. In debriefing sessions, this type
of worrying was restricted to new instructors and classmates.
It could be described as concerning individuals who are not

part of familiar social circles.

In our study, performance increased with attendance
[»+0.52, n =203, p <0.001]. Not surprisingly, course at-
tendance could also be viewed as benefiting from CA and
worries about academic performance. Indeed, the more stu-
dents experienced either epiphenomenon, the more likely
they were to attend class meetings. In contrast, attendance in-
creased with declining AB. Because AB underlies avoidance
behaviors, such as procrastination and withdrawal, this pat-
tern suggests a potentially beneficial link between a specific
type of anxiety and desirable behavioral choices. Of course,
our study is correlational in nature. As such, links can be
bidirectional. For instance, higher AB may lead students
to avoid class meetings. Absences may further foster AB,
leading to students avoiding class with frivolous excuses.
Furthermore, as noted earlier, the percentage of variance in
behavioral outcomes (performance or attendance) accounted
for by dispositional variables (type of writing anxiety or wor-
rying) ranged from 23% to 3%. These modest values suggest
that other factors may contribute to academic outcomes (e.g.,
preparation for the final exam) and behavioral choices (e.g.,
attendance may be lowered by family obligations). One ro-
bust contributor to academic performance is undoubtedly

attendance, accounting for 27% of its variance.

4. Discussion

The findings of the current study can be summarized
into three points, encompassing the type and intensity level
of worrying and anxiety, as well as their relationship with
academic performance. First, in our study, Saudi Arabian
female students were found to worry about performance mat-
ters and available time, confirming the generality of such
worries in students around the world, e.g., Davey et al.[!!]. In
contrast to the findings of Hamid!'¥, who reported elevated
health and social worrying in students from the United Arab
Emirates, our Saudi Arabian students did not report worry-
ing much about social acceptance. Local cultural differences
may be responsible for discrepancies among students from
countries of the Arabian Gulf region. In Saudi Arabia, social
changes offering equal education and employment opportu-
nities to women and men are recent>!1. The neoliberal
framework of the economy that supports educational changes
is also recent3. As a result, the traditional collectivistic so-
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cial framework, which creates a robust support system, may
be stronger against individualistic motives, thereby making
Saudi Arabian female students less likely to worry about so-
cial acceptance and relationships. An alternative explanation
is that Saudi Arabian female students are less likely to report
this type of worrying, as it signifies an undesirable disruption
of the social bonds necessary to survive in a collectivistic
ecosystem.

Second, above and beyond the relative intensity level
at which each type of worrying is experienced, its particular
type is a key factor in its relationship to academic attain-
ment. Indeed, higher intensity is not always accompanied by
a negative association with performance. A case in point is
made by worrying about relationships, which, notwithstand-
ing its moderate level, was linked to performance declines.
Instead, worrying about academic performance, whose level
was higher, was linked to performance increases. Thus, it
is reasonable to assume that being concerned about perfor-
mance can be a motivation for action in academic settings,
whereas, in the same settings, being concerned about rela-
tionships can be distracting.

As noted earlier, if the level at which social relation-
ship concerns are reported by female students is considered
in isolation, two interpretations appear feasible but difficult
to pull apart. Namely, a reasonable assumption is that the
traditional collectivistic social framework of Saudi Arabia
may lead female students to be less likely to worry about
social acceptance and relationships. Alternatively, it may in-
dicate that students are less likely to report this type of worry
(i.e., a response bias). However, if the link between con-
cerns about social relationships and academic performance
is considered, a very different interpretation emerges. In this
broader context of examination, the fact that such concerns
are the least likely to be reported suggests that students may
be engaged in minimizing or even repressing thoughts of
apprehension about social acceptance or relationships. Mini-
mization or repression may demand cognitive resources that
are to be devoted to the task at hand (e.g., preparing for and
completing a final exam), thereby being cognitively costly.
Minimization or repression may also have the unintended
consequence of highlighting these thoughts, bringing them
to the forefront, and thus making them even more distracting.
These cognitive operations may be triggered by the larger

and more complex dynamics of the economic, cultural, and

social ecosystem in which students exist. In this ecosystem,
the neoliberal framework of the economy of Saudi Arabia,
which fosters individualistic motives in its citizens, may have
the unintended effect of highlighting the waning benefits of
the traditional collectivistic social framework. However, by
fostering individualistic motives, it may discourage tradi-
tional coping strategies, such as those typical of the Islamic
tradition (e.g., Tawakkul, Sabr, and Du’a). In agreement
with this interpretation of the larger sociocultural-economic
context in which these young women exist, no female stu-
dent mentioned any traditional coping strategy in debriefing
sessions.

Third, SLWA was not related to poor final exam perfor-
mance as reported by Owens ('3, On the contrary, a cognitive
dimension of SLWA, apprehension about writing, was linked
to desirable performance. The same pattern was observed for
self-reported worrying about one’s academic performance.
In agreement with our findings, Hamid!'#! found a positive
link between worrying and grade point average (GPA), a
general measure of performance. However, in his study, the
uncovered link specifically involved social and health wor-
ries. Our findings are also congruent with those of Perkins
and Corr[33!, who reported a positive relationship between
worrying and performance in the workplace. They described
anxiety as an important drive of motivated cognition, adding
that it is essential for functioning effectively in situations
that require caution and self-discipline. Undoubtedly, final

exam settings are instances of these types of situations.

5. Conclusions

Our results contrast with those of Thompson et al. 341,
Bonaccio et al. 331, and D’ Agostino et al. %], who reported a
negative relationship. In an experiment, Thompson et al.[34]
found that when students who tend to worry are made to
believe that they failed on a given task, they subsequently
exhibit poor performance. These students also tend to ex-
perience elevated anxiety (as measured by the State-Trait
Anxiety Inventory of Spielberger et al.*7l). Thompson et
al. argued that a greater level of cognitive interference may
differentiate these students from those who do not worry.
Instead, in a field study, Bonaccio et al.[*] specifically ex-
plored the relationship between test anxiety and final exam
performance (see also DordiNejad et al.[3%)). They found
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that final exam performance in an introductory psychology
course decreased as worrying (i.e., the cognitive dimension
of anxiety) and self-reported somatic anxiety symptoms in-
creased. On a much broader scale, D’Agostino et al.[3¢]
also found a negative relationship between test anxiety and
school performance, as measured by the Programme for In-
ternational Student Assessment (PISA).

The sources of the discrepancies between our results

331 and

and those of Thompson et al.*#l, Bonaccio et al.
D’Agostino et al. [3] are difficult to pinpoint, as their studies
were conducted in the Global North. Along with cultural
variables linked to collectivism and individualism, the inten-
sity of anxiety and worries experienced by students might
shape the relationship between these variables and academic
performance. In our study, both anxiety and worries were
modest in intensity and selective in their content (e.g., ap-
praisal fears specific to writing and concerns about academic
performance). Thus, moderate levels of anxiety may moti-
vate students to put more effort into their work. High levels
may create intrusive thoughts that do not allow students to
concentrate during exams3?]. Cases of high levels of SLWA
may be linked to low competency %, If selective interven-
tions [*%] are needed, both emotional regulation training and

practice with writing may be advisable.

5.1. Implications and Applications

The findings of the present study have implications for
teaching and learning. In our study, for instance, not all wor-
ries were equally consequential. The more students worried
about their academic performance and were concerned about
the appraisal of their writing, the better they performed on the
final exam. Furthermore, increased worries about academic
performance were accompanied by increased attendance dur-
ing the entire semester. In contrast, other worries were unre-
lated to performance. Thus, one cannot assume that worrying
uniformly interferes with working memory performance. In
agreement with Hamid['*l, our findings instead suggest that
specific types of worrying can be motivating. Taken together,
these findings falsify the commonly held assumption that the
cognitive activity of worrying, irrespective of the domain,
uniformly interferes with working memory functioning and
thus academic performance*!). They also suggest the need
for targeted rather than generic interventions.

The idea that worrying can be beneficial to performance

fits the notion that worrying, at moderate levels, can be a
drive to action. It is a notion supported by other research,
such as that of Sweeny and Dooley 2, who acknowledged
that worrying is an unpleasant emotional experience, filled
with difficult-to-control negative thoughts about the future.
Notwithstanding its negative connotation, Sweeny and Doo-
ley found that, at moderate levels, it drives people to action
in an attempt to avoid the undesirable outcomes that are ex-
pected to follow. At the same time, it keeps the problematic
situation (e.g., the source of the worry) in people’s working
memory, thereby ensuring that obstacles for actions capable
of reversing expected undesirable outcomes are acknowl-
edged and that such actions are taken. Sweeny and Dooley
also found another benefit to worrying as a motivational fac-
tor. It serves as an emotional buffer, which contradicts the
notion that worrying makes the problematic situation faced
by an individual always seem worse than it is in reality. Ac-
cording to the affective contrast theory*?!, the pleasure of a
positive experience is enhanced if an unpleasant experience
precedes it. For instance, people’s worrying over a future
outcome may make the outcome they ultimately experience
seem less catastrophic in comparison to the forecasted out-
come. Sweeny and Shepperd*’!, for instance, found that
learners’ emotive responses to receiving an undesirable grade
on an exam depended on the nature of the expectation. If
they had feared the worst rather than expecting the best, they
would feel relieved and overall have more positive emotions
about the outcome. Not surprisingly, people recognize the
benefits of worrying as well as its costs. When Davey et
al.!1*4 asked participants to indicate the many ways in which
worrying would affect their lives, positive aspects of wor-
rying included its ability to motivate action and to foster
analytic thinking and planning. In other studies, people were
reported to value worrying for its ability to enhance motiva-
tion, promote problem-solving through a critical examination
of the available options for goal-directed responses, buffer
against other negative emotions, and, most importantly, illus-
trate to others one’s desirable personality dispositions, such
as conscientiousness and diligence [+>46].

For students who are adjusting to university life and
its demands, training can be helpful if it lessens the level
of worrying experienced and offers tools to translate its po-
tentially negative effects into positive ones. Yet, training
may be more effective if it is specific to a particular student
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population. For instance, in the case of the female students
of our study, training may target worrying about social re-
lationships, due to the link between this type of worrying
and performance declines. Of course, one’s knowledge that
something unpleasant is about to happen differs from the
knowledge of how to stop the event and its related dreaded
outcome. Efforts to control or reduce the intrusive thoughts
that define worrying may further clutter students’ working
memory, be ineffective, and even impair their ability to cope
with the problematic situation they are facing[*). Further-
more, the suppression of unavoidable negative thoughts may
have a limited temporal effectiveness, as negative thoughts
are likely to bounce back[*¥l. Thus, any effective training
needs to first focus on how to diminish the potentially nega-
tive impacts of worrying on students’ cognition. Mindfulness
training, which emerges from the view of worrying as ‘af-

(49 is one sensible solution.

fectively motivated cognition’
This type of training entails learning the practice of attending
to one’s thoughts and emotions without allowing them to
overwhelm task-related cognitive operations by becoming
uncontrollable, exceedingly distracting, and able to raise
the levels at which anxiety is experienced 1. This type of
training can highlight the benefits of worrying in students’
minds (e.g., a drive to goal-directed action and a manageable
activation of the sympathetic nervous system). Along with
mindfulness training, overt instruction devoted to illustrating
and practicing coping strategies may be helpful. Research
has shown that strategies may involve direct actions, such
as confronting the problem, looking for social support, and
planning problem-solving actions. Strategies can also cover
more indirect actions, such as reappraising an unpleasant
situation, distancing, and even accepting responsibility for it.
All can be taught through practical examples that can engage
students’ minds and encourage transfer of learning to their
own quotidian lives®!!, For instance, students may review a
manual on behavioral and cognitive coping strategies with
a mental health professional serving as facilitator>?1, Then,
they can be asked to apply the cognitive and behavioral strate-
gies they learned to hypothetical unpleasant situations that
they would be likely to encounter in academic settings.
Surprisingly, the female students of our study, although
they have been known for displaying both a grade orientation
and a learning orientation 33, exhibited neither high levels
of writing anxiety nor the expected relationship between

worrying about academic performance and performance de-
clines. High levels of anxiety in settings where assessment
is performed are often associated with students’ grade orien-
tation, along with poor performance>*!. Besides the several
drawbacks that a grade-oriented approach to education>#
possesses, the most concerning one is that it can undermine
learning and thus be responsible for its diminishing qual-
ity (e.g., surface learning, such as merely memorizing in-
formation for short-term recall). Within this orientation,
courses are viewed as the arenas where students are tested
and graded. Courses become the unavoidable steps students
are expected to take and endure to get a degree that permits
employment, and perhaps the practice of a given profes-
sion. That is, the appearance of attainment overshadows
attainment itself. Grades, rather than the acquisition of rel-
evant knowledge and skills, become the main objective of
academic activities>#. In the present study, if a learning ori-
entation is viewed as a buffer for elevated and uncontrolled
arousal, the coexistence of a grade orientation and a learning
orientation in our participants may account for the moderate
levels of anxiety reported. Although such moderate reports
of anxiety may be an accurate reflection of students’ emotive
states, be the byproduct of a response bias or result from
active suppression, minor worrying about social connections
remains detrimental to students’ performance. Thus, mindful-
ness training, which fosters self-reflection, may be beneficial
to the female students of our study if it helps them divert
their attention away from concerns about social relationships

and directs it to academic tasks.
5.2. Limitations

Our study has limitations to be addressed in future re-
search. For instance, its participants included only female
undergraduate students. Thus, it is unclear whether the same
pattern of results may be observed in males from the same un-
derstudied population. Some evidence exists that, compared
to men, women tend to worry more and experience more
anxiety (including writing anxiety 3°1), especially during the

36,571 Their worries may

first years of their academic journey!
also be focused on different matters. In Saudi Arabia, young
men have largely lost the privileges that they were once af-
forded. Thus, their worries and anxieties may not differ from
those of women. Alternatively, they may experience unique

sets of worries related to their lost privileges. Another limita-
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tion of our study is that it was concerned with writing anxiety.
As such, it differs from the research of Nufiez-Pefia et al.[8],
which assessed test anxiety directly. The link between these
two types of anxiety needs to be explored.

Our study has not directly explored the factors that
underlie worries and anxiety in female college students of
Saudi Arabian descent. Types of worries merely indicate po-
tential areas of insecurity, rather than the particular sources
of such insecurities. Additionally, the tendency to respond in
socially desirable manners to personally relevant statements
may have reduced the level of writing anxiety and worrying
reported by our participants. Acquiescent response biases
have been noted in members of societies with family collec-
tivism and uncertainty avoidance, such as Saudi Arabia[>°].
However, in these contexts, social desirability is not to be
viewed as a methodological artefact, but rather as a way
of bringing to the forefront cultural meaning®®!, Notwith-
standing the unique cultural contexts in which anxiety and
worries are manifested, physiological measures of students’
autonomic nervous system reactivity (e.g., skin conductance,
heart rate, and blood pressure changes) in response to differ-
ent circumstances of everyday lifel®!) may offer a realistic
window into the level at which anxiety and worries define
students’ self-reports. Such physiological measures may also
help identify instances of repression of undesirable worries

62.63] petween

and anxiety by bringing to light discrepancies!
physiological responses and self-reported states (i.e., ele-
vated levels in physiological recordings and moderate levels

in self-reports).
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