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Abstract

This qualitative study aimed at exploring the causes of writing anxiety from an expansive learning per-
spective. Given the centrality of writing for both EFL learners and teachers, writing anxiety was explored
through a longitudinal study spanning two years with 25 EFL learners and teachers who participated by
providing comments, diaries, and documents. The participants were also observed and interviewed fol-
lowing Mwanza's model as a guide. The obtained data in the whole process was constantly thematized by
means of a qualitative software, NVIVO 10. The main themes on writing anxiety were extracted from
teachers and learners by applying contradictions as a principle of expansive learning theory. To help
learners become transformative agents of anxiety, an intervention process was carried out in the form of
an online collaborative writing task. The findings recommend applying contradictions as an initial point
for problem-solving and a driving impellent of activity which may lead to expansive learning. Besides,
the dynamic and developmental process is expected to help learners expand and transform their writing
anxiety. Contradictions may also become an initiation for future studies on language learning.
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INTRODUCTION feelings which disrupt part of the writing process.

Anxiety has always been reported as an obstacle
in learning (Horwitz, 2001; Mohebbi, Azarnoosh,
& Abdolmanafi Rokni, 2016) and writing anxiety
(henceforth, WA) is not an exception. Being hot-
ly debated since 1970 (Haddad, 2018; Horwitz,
2001), WA has been defined as the negative
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Recently, some studies have explored the causes
of WA, several of which have been concerned
with studying the possible association between
this construct and foreign language learning con-
texts (Aljafen, 2013; Cheng, 2004; Haddad,
2018; Mohebbi et al., 2016).

Most studies on activity systems analysis
(ASA) and expansive learning have been on clin-
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ical research (Engestrom, 2017; Sannino &
Engestrom, 2017), or on professional context
(Beighton, 2016). However, few studies have
attempted to trace WA qualitatively applying ex-
pansive learning (henceforth, EL), transfor-
mations, or contradictions (Beighton, 2016;
Engestrom, 2018; Gibbes & Carson, 2014;
Sannino & Engestrom, 2017; Yamagata-Lynch,
2010). To take a qualitative approach to the study
of WA, Engestrom (1999) expansive learning
(henceforth, EL) theory can be employed as a
tool for constant analysis. Researching WA quali-
tatively entails exploring the concept by both de-
scriptive and phenomenological and expansive,
transformative and interventionist means in terms
of contradictions (Engestrom, 2016). In fact,
transformative agency is the participants' potenti-
ality to make purposeful changes in activity
(Engestrom, 2016). In expansive learning, it is
believed that the participants can be the agents to
intervene and change their own learning habits.
Engestrom describes the tensions (i.e. contradic-
tions) as the driving force of change in activity,
and expansive cycles as possible forms of trans-
formation (Engestrom, 2010). He coined the ex-
tended activity theory whereby learners can in-
tervene in their own learning and cause transfor-
mations in their own learning. Hence, contradic-
tions can help learners transform their activity
and expand learning. Contrary to most qualitative
studies, the findings of such qualitative studies
are not just epistemological or descriptive
(Yamagata-Lynch, 2010), but an impetus for
change in learning. The role of the formative in-
terventions in a qualitative study like writing anx-
iety is related to the notion of transformative
agency especially during complex situations
where different causes are studied through vari-
ous angles of the activity theory (henceforth, AT)
(Engestrom, 2018).

Based on the activity systems analysis (hence-
forth, ASA), this study sought to explore the
causes of WA among Iranian EFL learners and
teachers, and subsequently tried to shed light on
those contradictions which may alleviate WA. In
doing so, instead of examining WA from a quan-

titative perspective which is linear, descriptive, or
predictive, the issue was viewed from a construc-
tive, expansive, and transformative vantage point
featuring activity systems analysis and expansive
learning theories (Engestrom, 2018).

The present study applied the extended activi-
ty and its main principle termed expansive learn-
ing theory developed by Engestrom (1999), based
on Vygotsky's cultural historical activity theory.
Moreover, to develop a more thorough insight
into WA, features of activity systems analysis
including contradictions, formative interventions,
and transformations were taken into account with
contradictions being the main tool for interven-
tion and ultimate transformation. The study was
geared towards answering the following research
question:

How can the understanding of contradic-

tions in writing anxiety among Iranian

EFL learners result in EL?

Activity systems analysis in learning deals
with continuous analysis, evaluation and trans-
formation; it takes the whole learner into consid-
eration and welcomes formative interventions
(Engestrom, 2017; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). De-
spite the importance of formative intervention in
EL, Aljafen (2013) implicitly stated that most
studies have not taken the anxious learners seri-
ously into account. In other words, most qualita-
tive studies simply deal with an in-depth descrip-
tion of the phenomenon without any attempt at
solving problems which constitutes the starting
point of expansive learning and ASA
(Engestrom, 2017; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).
Consequently, the formative intervention de-
scribes the learner in activity, expands his under-
standing, and awaits transformations (Sannino &
Engestrom, 2017). In other words, intervention
is a “purposeful action by a human agent to cre-
ate change” (Midgley, 2000, p. 113). Such a def-
inition, Engestrom (2008) argues, displays the
researchers as having no control over interven-
tions suggesting that they should not expect line-
ar results from their efforts. Engestrom (2018)
further states that organized activity systems like
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schools are replete with interventions from all
sorts of external agents including "consultants,
administrators, customers, competitors, partners,
politicians and journalists" (p. 607). Besides, in-
side the activity system, practitioners and manag-
ers continually make their own interventions.

Activity Theory (AT)
As a key figure in moving away from the dual
concept of stimulus-response doctrine prevailing

the Russian behavioral psychology (Yamagata-
Lynch, 2010), Vygotsky developed the activity
system whose focus was on the role of mediation
and the actions during a process. To map Vygot-
sky's mediation theory to the study of learners’
WA, the learner is the subject, alleviating the
WA is the object, and the ecological analysis of
the issue which includes the intervention is the
tool or mediator (see Figure 1).

Mediating Artifacts / Tools

Subject

Object

Figure. 1. Vygotsky's (1987) basic mediation triangle adopted from (Cole, 1998)

Engestrom (1987) expanded (Vygotsky, 1978)
activity system and introduced the extended ac-
tivity system analysis to map the interaction be-
tween individuals or groups of individuals and
the environment, and how they affect one another
(Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). The scheme extends
mediated action as a model of human activity

Tool

Subject

accounting for socio-cultural, socio-political, and
educational settings (Engestrom, 2010). As can
be seen in Figure 2, other elements including
rules, the division of labor, and community were
also considered, which might lead to transfor-
mations in dealing with WA.

Object --> Outcome

Rules Community

Division of Labor

Figure. 2. Engestrom (1987) extended activity systems analysis

In extended activity systems, (Engestrom,
2010, 2018) differentiates between the ecological
activities, and collective-based intervention with
the experimental research. In point of fact, the
extended activity system is a kind of formative
intervention where the contradictions are

welcome. The system is also completely different
from traditional experimental linear research
(Engestrom, 2010, 2018) where a pre-determined
element is predicted to make such effects due to
some other causes. Nelson (2002) believes that
contradictions must be addressed and resolved
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between all layers of education, because this ena-
bles students and teachers to develop and stream-
line the learning process. However, contrary to
the traditional conviction that learning takes
place through changes within a subject when s/he
performs differently than before, in EL the trans-
formation of the object is the desired goal in
learning.

Accordingly, there are controversies with re-
gard to the role and relations of subject/object,
action/activity, as well as individual/community.
Thus, EL is manifested as changes in the object
of a collective activity leading to qualitative
transformation of all the components of an activi-
ty system (Engestrom, 2016; Langemeyer, 2012).

The literature abounds with studies built on
Engestrom’s extended activity system analysis to
investigate students' learning (Engestrom, 2018;
Goodchild & Sriraman, 2012; Scanlon & Issroff,
2005; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). Generally, these
studies have unraveled the unpredictable and
complex features of learning in diverse situations
by applying the elements of AT and using quali-
tative methods. Therefore, applying similar pro-
cedure, the findings of the present study will
hopefully assist learners become transformative
agents in WA.

In a pioneering study on AT conducted in Ira-
nian context, Barabadi and Razmjoo (2015) ana-
lyzed reform in public schools. The study was
prompted by the top-down position taken by Ira-
nian policy-makers regardless of English teach-
ers' beliefs and instructional practices. The re-
searchers, therefore, argued for the plausibility of
contradictions as probable sources of transfor-
mation and improvement in a syllabus.

In a subsequent study using contradictions and
principles of AT on English language reform in
Iranian context, Barabadi and Razmjoo (2016)
argued that "Iranian language teachers confronted
a number of big challenges in implementing
CLT, which was a drastic change compared to
the previous traditional methods" (p. 56).

Similarly, related to anxiety in Iranian EFL
context, Elahi and Taherian (2018) investigated
classroom anxiety and foreign language enjoy-

ment through a mixed method research design. A
number of 367 Iranian university students partic-
ipated in the study and four participants took part
in the qualitative phase. The results showed that
while the participants’ enjoyment (i.e. the sense
of passion and engagement in different classroom
activities) increased, their level of anxiety de-
creased. They further confirmed that "the absence
of enjoyment does not necessarily indicate lack
of anxiety and; similarly, the absence of anxiety
does not indicate lack of enjoyment" (Elahi &
Taherian, 2018 p 15).

Elahi, Rahmani, and Sorayyaee (2016) ana-
lyzed teachers' style in light of AT. The corpus
featured 48 semi-structured interviews, 96 jour-
nals, and 24 observations with 8 participating
teachers. The findings indicated that teachers'
styles are dynamic, context-bound, and depend-
ent on variables of each classroom. In yet anoth-
er research, Kasbi and Elahi (2017) examined
speaking anxiety with an emphasis on the
emerging patterns and dynamic systems in lan-
guage learning. They found that participants
showed similar patterns which necessitate atten-
tion from teachers' side in reducing anxiety and
boosting confidence.

The description and epistemological perspec-
tive in all above cited studies are prominent.
Although they helped deeper understanding of
the problems at hand, they almost lack the cen-
tral principles of EL which underscore the ap-
plication of intervention and transformation
(Engestrom, 2017, 2018). Thus, as the review of
qualitative studies in Iranian educational context
shows almost none involves intervention and
transformation with the aim of helping learners
cope with educational obstacles through contra-
dictions.

To fill the gap, the current study used contra-
dictions as a fundamental tenet of activity sys-
tems theory which is assumed to promote EL and
consequently serve as the transformative agency,
i.e., the potentiality of participants to make pur-
poseful changes in their activity (Engestrom,
2016). Hence, understanding the causes of WA
can help learners develop EL, or their ability to
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change, transform and finally expand their under-
standing provided that formative interventions
are used to enhance agency.

Intervention
Cultural-historical activity theory has been origi-
nally an interventionist approach (Engestrom,
2010, 2018). Formative intervention methods
have specifications in common, which make
them distinct from the design-based research in
the following ways: 1) they are based on design
done by the learners; 2) the collective design ef-
fort is part of the EL including the group work or
participatory analyses; and 3) formative interven-
tions aim at generating solutions and are devel-
oped over a long period of time than being like
transferable or scalable solutions (Sannino &
Engestrom, 2017). Norman Long defines inter-
vention as:
an on-going transformational process
that is constantly re-shaped by internal
organizational and political dynamic
and by the specific conditions it en-
counters or creates, including the re-
sponses and strategies of local and re-
gional groups who may struggle to de-
fine and defend their social spaces
(2001, p. 27).

Such a definition refers to interaction among
participants’  present, past, and future
(Engestrom, 2008, 2016), where subjects delve
into their own past with connection to their pre-
sent and future regarding WA (Engestrom, 2008,
2010). Thus, it may be posited that anxiety and
the emerging tensions are not only hindrance but
also motives for change and transformation. This
way learners discover their problems and find
solutions during interaction in collective un-
predictable  activities  (Engestrom, 2017,
Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).

All elements of activity systems influence
each other dynamically and reciprocally to the
extent that the system is continuously adapting,
adjusting, and transforming between individuals
and sociocultural elements, a process known as

expansive cycle. In this regard, Engestrom (2017)
states that if contradictions expand and numerate,
they may be transformed and result in changes in
the activity system which consequently may lead
to a new activity in case it is a long term, cycli-
cal, and spiral process. The ultimate new activity
is referred to as learning by expanding
(Engestrom, 2017; Nelson, 2002). Nevertheless,
Engestrom  (Ameri-Golestan &  Nezakat-
Alhossaini) believes that the process is not indi-
vidual; rather it is collective with all ASA ele-
ments at play. Consequently, elements like rules,
community, and division of labor are accorded
priority (see Figure 2).

Principles of Activity Systems Analysis
Engestrom (1999) formulated five inseparable
principles of AT, which "connect to various as-
pects of the entire activity" (Bates, 2008, p. 38).
The first principle is activity, which states that the
main unit of analysis in AT is the activity system
(Engestrom, 1999). Activity system as the unit of
study is a guide analysis, "object oriented"
(Engestrom, 1999, p. 19), and culturally-
mediated providing a non-reductionist perspec-
tive. It takes the individuals' actions and goals
within the system(s) of a whole than an isolation
(Engestrom, 2018).

The second principle is multi-voicedness re-
ferring to multiple perspectives, interests, and
traditions in an activity system (Akkerman,
Admiraal, Simons, & Niessen, 2006). The third
principle is Aistoricity: examining the history of
activity systems helps understand their problems
and potential (Engestrom, 2018). Contradictions
as the fourth principle are tensions that can help
understand innovation in activity systems. Con-
tradictions are considered motive forces of de-
velopment and change and provide an analytical
tool to examine transformations (Engestrom,
1999). Studying an activity system involves a
search for contradictions in the system. Mwanza
(2011) notes that contradictions are the result of a
dynamic and transformative context which may
or may not resolve.

The final principle, Expansive Learning, "pro-
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claims the possibility of expansive transfor-
mations in activity systems". EL is premised, as
Engestrom notes, on the idea that "people and
organizations are all the time learning something
that is not stable, not even defined or understood
ahead of time" (Engestrom, 1999, p. 137).

Based on the aforementioned principles, the
study of WA, would entail an ecological analysis
of the causes of WA, while at the same time, tak-
ing the expert teachers as well as the learners into
account. As the next step, their contradictions
should be studied so that learners may expand
their learning and alleviate WA based on a col-
lective activity. Engestrom (1999) elaborates on
the phases of EL (see Figure 3):

Questioning: The first phase is that of

questioning, criticizing, or rejecting some

aspects of the accepted practice and exist-
ing wisdom.

Analysis: The second action is related to

analyzing the situation. It evokes '
questions and illustrative principles. They

'why?"

might be "historical-genetic; it seeks to ex-
plain the situation by tracing its origins and
evolution or it may be actual-empirical

which seeks to explain the situation by con-
structing a picture of its inner systemic re-
lations" (Engestrom, 2010).

Modeling: modeling the newly discovered
explanatory connection in some overtly vis-
ible and communicable medium.
Examining: examining the model, run-
ning, operating, and experimenting in order
to wholly grip its dynamics, abilities, and
limitations.

Implementing: by means of real-world
applications, enrichments, and theoretical
extensions.

Reflecting & Evaluating: reflecting on
and evaluating the process and joining its
results into a new steady method of prac-
tice.

The course of EL must be assumed as the
construction of sequentially evolving contradic-
tions (Langemeyer, 2012). The whole ideal-
typical EL cycle is diagrammatically shown in
Figure 3. The thicker arrows specify expanded
space of and participation in the learning actions
(Engestrom, 2010, 2018; Langemeyer, 2012).

7. CONSOLIDATING AND

GENERALIZING T%

NEW PRACTICE

STABILIZATION

6. REFLECTING ON THE

PROCESS

RESISTANCE

5. IMPLEMENTING

THE NEW MODEL

ADJUSTMENT,
ENRICHMENT

1. QUESTIONING

\NEEI) STATE

2. ANALYSIS

' DOUBLE BIND

3. MODELING THE

NEW SOLUTION
BREAKTHROUGH

4. EXAMINING
AND TESTING THE NEW MODEL

Figure. 3. Steps in Expansive Learning (Engestrom, 2018)

Most studies deal with the descriptive aspect
or causal relations (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010)
missing an expansive and interventionist aspect.
To address this limitation, the current study fol

lows an ASA method to observe how interven-
tion and transformation can occur through the
realization of contradictions in WA.
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METHOD

Participants

The target sample consisted of 12 prospective English
teacher sophomore students from different provinces
of Iran including Khorasan (North, South and Razavi),
Sisatn, Mazendaran, and Yazd, all of whom were
studying TEFL at Farhangian University in Bojnourd,
North Khorasan. Besides, 12 expert teachers from
different provinces of Iran took part in the study. Satu-
ration was the principal selection criteria but it did not
dictate the whole process (Mason, 2010). Other factors
were also taken into account including the heteroge-
neity of the population, the number of selection crite-
ria, groups of special interest, multiple samples; types
of data collection and available budget and resources
(Ritchie, Lewis, & Elam, 2013). Nevertheless, for all
qualitative researches fifteen is the minimum number
(Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).

The study took place during the academic year of
2015-2017. The participants were aged 21 to 24 and
their English language proficiency was intermediate to
upper-intermediate (based on their English test scores
during the three semesters and a sample IELTS exam).

The unit of analysis in activity systems analysis is
the object-oriented activity itself (Engestrom). There-
fore, examining individual behavior was the entryway
for participants’ activities (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).
Through this experience, activities critical to answer-
ing research questions can be identified.

The sampling started with the convenient form re-
garding the 25 learners and ended in “availability

Table 1.
AODM’s eight-step-model (Mwanza, 2011)

sampling” (Leavy, 2014). In other words, the study
began with the available participants (25 EFL learn-
ers) and then based on the aim of the study, the partic-
ipants' willingness to cooperate, variation, diversity
and saturation (Patton, 2001), certain individuals (12
EFL learners, 12 EFL teachers) who were more will-
ing, more trustworthy, more reliable and better in-
formants were selected. This selection process is re-
ferred to as negative case sampling (Creswell, 2009).
To observe ethicality (Patton, 2001; Tracy, 2013),
participants were asked to complete consent forms for
voluntary participation.

The second group of volunteers was EFL teachers
with a minimum of 20 years of teaching experience who
held MA or PhD in TEFL. The teachers were inter-
viewed based on Mwanza's (2011) model which is an
Activity Oriented Design Method and presents a method
for applying fundamental principles of activity theory to
the phenomenon being investigated (Figure 2).

Instruments

The data were collected using EL framework
(Engestrom, 2017) and (Mwanza, 2002, 2011) model
of Activity Oriented Design Method (henceforth,
AODM) which presents tools to identify the essential
elements of the activity and provides guidelines to
help identify contradictions that exist in the activity
being investigated. The methodological tools incorpo-
rated in AODM include the Eight-Step-Model (see
Table 1).

Identify the...

Question to ask

Step 1 Activity What sort of activity am I interested in?

Step 2 Objective Why is this activity taking place?

Step 3 Subjects Who is involved in carrying out this activity?

Step 4 Tools By what means are subjects carrying out activities?

Step 5 Rules and regulations Are there any cultural norms, rules, and regulating governing
the performance of the activity?

Step 6 Division of labor Who is responsible for What when carrying out this activity and
how are the roles organized?

Step7 Community What is the environment in which the activity is carried out?

Step 8 Outcome What is the desired outcome from this activity?

It also provides the technique of generating
general research questions (see Table 2).

To triangulate the data and methods, question-
naires adopted from Cheng (2004) and Mwanza

(2011), structured interviews, reports, observations,
email corresponding, google docs, and document
analysis were applied in different phases of the
study.
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Table 2.

AODM'’s technique of generating general research questions (Mwanza, 2011)

Techniques of generating general research questions

What tools do the subject use to achieve their objective and how?
What rules affect the way the subjects achieve their objective and how?
How does the division of labor influence the way the subjects satisfy their objective?

What rules affect the way the community satisfies their objective and how?

1
2
3
4. How does the tool in use affect the way the community achieves the objective?
5
6

How does the division of labor affect the way the community achieves the objective?

Data Collection Procedure

Following Lincoln and Guba (1985) naturalistic
inquiry method, data were collected in three stag-
es: first, to discover if EFL learners initially faced
any WA, they were given a second language
writing anxiety inventory (SLWAI) (Cheng,
2004). Based on learners’ responses to the 20
statements in the inventory, they were found to
be moderately to highly anxious. They were also
interviewed according to Mwanza (2011) model.
Additionally, their writing sessions were ob-
served through observation as a focused partici-
pant observer (Angrosino, 2007). The document
analysis of writing tasks was also done to probe
into the causes of WA and a group chat in a mes-
saging application was created for participants’
collaboration and keeping memos.

As the second step, a group of 12 expert
teachers were asked to comment on the causes of
WA following a similar procedure of observa-
tion, keeping memos, comments as for EFL
learners. The teachers were the certified British
Council trainers who passed the ToT (Trainers of
Teacher's courses). They were also the English
teachers' coordinators in different provinces. In
the final stage, a collaborative docs.google.com
document was created for teachers to post their
comments on WA.

To account for the changes in WA among the
participants, the phases of EL were applied in-
cluding questioning, analysis, modeling, examin-
ing, implementing, reflecting, and evaluation
(Figure 3).

In the examination phase, the tensions and
contradictions between the teachers' and learners'
comments were studied. The shared outcome

exerted from the teachers' and learners' comments
was the implementation of a collaborative writing
task. This phase also served as an evaluation on
deciding the best options to alleviate WA. This
process is referred to as formative intervention
(Engestrom, 2010, 2018).

Data Analysis

The data including interviews, observations, doc-
ument analyses, reports (memos), and communi-
cation in the social networks were collected and
analyzed qualitatively through careful coding and
recoding by Nvivo computer software package
version 10. From the first stage of questioning to
the last stage of evaluation, all the data related to
documents, recordings, observations and inter-
views were fed into the constant analysis in Nvi-
vo with the main extracted themes being reported
in each stage.

RESULTS
Stage one: Questioning
The first phase started with raising the WA issue
among EFL learners during a writing course on
different themes, topics, and genre in Farhangian
University. Out of 25 EFL learners, 12 learners
were eager to know more about WA. However,
in discussion meetings, they had vague ideas of
the concept. Even when they were asked why
they experienced writing anxiety, they simply
related the issue to vocabulary, friends' reaction
or lack of knowledge, for example:
"Due to my rather perpetual inclination
towards learning vocabularies and read-
ing books .... a student is .... incapable
of continuing to write merely because he
has troubles with his restricting small
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vocabulary knowledge" (Learner 1,
Journal, 15 March, 2016).

Thus, they were questioned on WA, and
subsequently encouraged to search to
find more about WA, apprehension,
block etc., which could help them shape
the second phase of EL. The participants
liked to cooperate as they shared and
analyzed their own WA issues.

Stage Two: Analysis

In the second stage of EL, the learners delved
into analyzing WA and slowly answered the why
questions related to WA realizing that the prob-
lem might be historical-genetic, or actual-
empirical. For instance, one participant com-
mented, "...the students avoid writing as they are
afraid of the peer pressure and the probable mis-
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behavior by others" (Learner2, learners' inter-
view, April 25, 2016). Some participants believed
that anxiety is culture-bound: for instance one
stated that he becomes anxious" ...even by my
closest friends, you know it is a part of our cul-
ture! They always look for a weak point in the
person instead of help[ing] that him/her" (Learner
2, journals, July 12, 2016).

Stage Three: Modeling

After collecting data and coding reports and giv-
ing them further confirmation by the learners, the
following model was reached (see Figure 4). It
shows the complexity of WA, emphasizing on
nonlinear relation of elements in a qualitative
study. The participants are listed on the right and
the extracted themes are presented on the left.

learner 1

participats

learner 3

Figure. 4. Extracted Themes on Learners' WA

The diagram depicts the complexity of learn-
ing environments. Besides the questioning and
analysis of WA among learners, 12 expert EFL
teachers were selected, interviewed, and observed
based on Mwanza (2002) model (Tables land 2),
and asked to keep journals and report on WA.

Teachers reported more causes of WA than
learners and extracted themes on WA included:
Affective and cognitive issues, friends' reactions,
lack of self-confidence, conceptual blockage, role
of community, division of labor, aim of writing,
error correction, rules and tools and activities.
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For example, an expert teacher explained the
power of correction and the role of teachers in
conducting error correction in writing:
Correction requires its own teaching
and needs its proper language. A teach-
er should not use language as a ‘power
tool” but a ‘thinking-tool’, which needs
teaching at schools (Teacher 1, teachers'
interview, July 24, 2016).

Stage Four: Examining

The next step was finding contradictions based
on participants' comments on different aspects of
ASA which were carefully coded using ASA
model (Figure 4, 5). Figure 5 summarizes the
joint activity systems of teachers and learners
together with the shared object emerging out of
their collective activities.

1-Daseribe
the causes

Tool

2-Exand
teaching

Alleviate
writing
anxisty

Tool

Subject,

Rule Community Division of Labor

Teachers' Anxiety Activity System

Object 1[:] Object 2

Shared Object

Subject,

=

Rule Community

Division of Labor

Learner Anxiety Activity System

Figure 5. Joint writing anxiety activities (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010)

After pinpointing the contradictions, five
types of tensions were sorted out. Some contra-
dictions needed basic, cultural amendment and
interventions at macro-systems while other con-
tradictions could be categorized through peda-
gogical intervention (see Figure 6). For example,
tension A was in disagreements on cognitive,
social or affective issues of WA; such a tension
necessitates awareness-raising both at teachers'
and learners' side. Tension B was specifically
dealt with in this study (see Figure 5) as it
showed the contradictory comments between the

Tool
teaching
teachers
classroom
situatio:

Subject
EFL

Object =

1- Realize the
causes of anxiety

-

2- Collab:

ST

learners and the teachers on WA. One of the
shared outcomes suggested by teachers and
learners was doing collaborative writing tasks. To
do so, learners were invited to do an online task
on writing. Tension C related to teacher or peer
correction which required more elaboration and
further studies. Tensions D and E were also ad-
dressed in the present study; learners realized
new approaches in writing and therein arrived at
a better understanding of the writing outcome.
This step was reached through the extracted
themes in the examining stage.

=

Future approaches
®

Outcome

1- Solve their wwriting anxiety

2- Alleviate writing anxiety

3- Become conscious of their own
learning process

@™ -
-

orate in

@D 532)

Rules
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or teachers’

e setting

v on peer
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=

Tension E: continuing to adjust new approaches to deal with writing anxiety

Figure 6. Tensions in learners’' WA activity systems analysis (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010)
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After determining contradictions in WA based
on teachers' and EFL learners' comments, it was
time to intervene and resolve some of the ten-
sions. Therefore, in stage five, the EFL learners
were provided with some opportunities to find
solutions to the contradictions and solve the WA.

Stage Five: Implementing
To resolve the tensions between learners' and
teachers' activity systems, EFL learners partici-
pated in a real writing task discussing WA. To do
so, some basic information on WA as well as
teachers' comments was provided.

To this aim, a docs.google.com document was
created and learners were invited to read and

«iety from teac X ‘

comment on teachers' views and discuss each
other's comments. They were asked to negotiate
on a) factors relevant to their own WA, b) factors
irrelevant to their WA, c¢) factors which were
challenging and, d) how knowing such elements
would help them reduce WA (Can awareness-
raising on WA help them alleviate their anxie-
ty?).

Figure 7 shows a sample of a students' collab-
orative writing task on which learners worked
collaboratively for two months; they discussed,
browsed different sources, and negotiated on the
raised questions. Thereby, learners practically
discussed various aspects of WA which were ex-
pressed by teachers and their peers.

sogle.com/document/d/1JQwBX_sMfb516Q8k2ZFFG

100% Nermal text Times New... H B Z U A =)

These are the teachers' camments on learners' anxiety
Please read the comments and put more comment on them.

1- Which factor: apply toyour own case? Explain. (200 words at least)

2- Which factors do you think are irrelevant? (200 words at lexst)

3- Note with which ones you disagree, the most? Why. (200 werds at Least)

Mohammad Sayad

d of whst you share

n my earlier comments that | posted
here | talked abo.t kind of writing thst

4= To what extent, do you think knowing such elements can help you as a learner to cope with

your writing problams? (200 words at laast)

4.1. Causes of writing anxiety based on teachers' comments
42.1. Affective issues

Al ¢ middle aged teacher fom Zaujun ststed Gl oue of the mais tessons

to error correcticn, the fear of being judged by others. He believed that b
the leamers anxious. Hassan said that if teachers do not o

casting and other comrective strateg

Just ef

solve the

Narges also said that *___to criticize the writings by

siling anxiely is elaled
ared to others make
idence issue and do not
come anxious. Mary belizved
ptable to compare leamer: and make them anxious. Ali commrented that the leamers Homayoon Ka
igness 1o communicate throigh the writing medium, the issues are mostly cognitive than £ 37 FM Jun

.he elf conf

social. In a sense the cognitive deficicncy tums into affective problem in leamers”. To
.c%lem Hasan commented thal writing is a demanding activity, therefore, a student at
intermediate level needs o be tramed on how to write. Sometimes she doe:
other leamners is anxety ra
criticized and do not like anybody to remind their mistakes™ Skeikh believed that anxi

ladies than men. They don't like to be compared, judged or even evaluated. Ile comments ted that leamers at

t know how to start.
The youth hate to be

+ is more among

Figure 7. Sample online collaborative task

Stage Six: Reflecting and Evaluating

The final stage involved reflection and evaluation
of collaborative writing assignment with special
focus on WA. Therefore, as an outcome for EL,
learners' comments were coded and categorized.
Initially, learners agreed that some extent of WA
is helpful, but the excessive amount can become
a hindrance. They referred to the following

factors as the main causes of WA:
* Lack of adequate specific/general info
» Comparing learners
* Teachers' negative attitudes
* Teachers' high expectations
* Accuracy-based instruction
* Unpreparedness
* Topic unfamiliarity
* Affective factors
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* Negative feedback

e Grammar

* Conceptual blockage
* Peer correction

Moreover, one of the anxious learners be-
lieved that the writing courses do not take the
learners' preparation into consideration which can
cause WA. Another EFL learner drew WA dia-
gram (see Figure 8) and explained that topic,
format, and judgment were the three most im-
portant anxiety-raising elements.

Judgement

Format Topic

Figure 8. Causes of writing anxiety based on
learners' themes

Conceptual blockage was another issue caus-
ing WA on which many learners agreed.

Negotiation was initiated in written form
through online collaborative activity, based on iden-
tified tensions. It was realized that individual ac-
tions, contrasts, and contradictions are important
collective activities (Engestrom, 2016). It should be
noted that contrasts and actions are individual,
whereas contradictions and activities are collective
(Engestrom, 2018). It was not expected that highly
anxious EFL learners would reflect and evaluate
their own writing process unless they were encour-
aged within a collaborative online task where their
authority was not threatened.

Furthermore, learners expanded their WA
awareness by reflecting on writing correction.
They agreed that writings must be corrected "...if
not, they won't learn how to write again" (Learn-
er 4, July, 2017). They also felt that no text cor-

rection and grading are meaningless.

The other learner confirmed teachers' company in
every writing process. They commented that cor-
rection alone doesn't make the person anxious
and focused on process assessment than product-
based evaluation.

Results from the collaborative task on WA re-
vealed that learners are the best judges of their
writing problems. Compared to their initial com-
ments before commencing the collaborative writ-
ing task and their final reports, they suggested
solutions, realized their own causes of anxiety,
and expanded their learning. To cite an example,
one learner believed that writing should receive
the same focus as speaking and writing needs to
be instructed similar to oral tasks. Besides, one
focused on the role of instruction:

"I think if we leave students alone with
weaknesses in writing or negative feelings
about their ability to comment on a specific
topic, it may linger in their state of anxiety"
(Learner 6, July, 2017).

Reiterating previous comments, other learners
believed that error correction does not necessarily
result in WA, but teachers' reaction can make a
difference. It was also found that assigning time
to talk about WA can be useful to raise aware-
ness. The writing process needs teachers' rapport;
when learners feel they are not alone receiving
encouragement during actions, they gradually
overcome anxiety.

DISCUSSION
In this study, activity systems analysis and con-
tradiction as its main principle were examined in
an attempt to help Iranian EFL learners expand
their learning on WA and support them become
transformative agents of writing habits. General-
ly, due to the limited number of innovative stud-
ies on ASA and EL in TEFL/TESOL, the find-
ings of the study may help researchers to focus
on collective activities, contradictions and forgot-
ten side-effects in research.

Examining different elements of ASA re-
vealed that although there may be a pattern in
predicting the causes of WA, most often the
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causes are more complicated than expected. In
the stage of implementation, EFL learners per-
formed the collaborative online writing task and
supported each other on alleviating WA. The EL
model on WA allowed for creativity and interac-
tion arising from tensions and contradictions be-
tween and within the ASA. Besides, the activity
systems analysis is ecological in the sense that it
involves all the stakeholders in solving WA. It
moved from isolation to collaboration in the de-
sign and implementation. The EL has emanated
from all the available sources encompassing the
conversations in the google doc environment,
observations and chats on the social network and
by all the subjects participating collaboratively.
Therefore, contradictions played a pivotal role in
the model since it helped learners expand their un-
derstanding and enabled them to implement the
new model. In addition, contradictions made it pos-
sible for the learners to reflect on the process of
WA. It could have not been easily achieved if the
learners had had no access to teachers' comments.
Hence, the whole process induced the learners to
move from an unstable, resistance state to a stabi-
lized, reflective condition and this way become
transformative agents. Finally, based on EL theory,
similar process can be consolidated and general-
ized. The whole process was in line with
Engestrom’s (1987) ASA model and therefore elic-
ited learners’ and teachers’ answers to the research
question posed at the outset of the study regarding
the causes of writing anxiety.

Although this study was on a collaborative writ-
ing task, it aligns with Ameri-Golestan and Neza-
kat-Alhossaini (2017) study, who found that col-
laborative task planning is more effective and
learners become self-agents of transformative learn-
ing through ASA. However, contrary to Lange-
meyer (2012) who stated tensions as obstruction,
Engestrom (2010) rightly pointed out that they can
be the useful starting point for transformations as it
was in the case of WA in the current study.

The outcomes of the present study depicted
collective problem-solving as one of the contra-
dictions at play in WA, an option which turned
out to be seldom practiced in EFL realm. Even

so, it is necessary to monitor participation and
cooperation in WA, and to evaluate tasks and
give support. Finally, the results are consistent
with the findings of earlier studies by Rezaei,
Jafari, and Younas (2014) and Atay and Kurt
(2006), who emphasized on instructional, affec-
tive and cognitive role of teaching to eliminate
writing anxiety.

Finally, it should be noted that agency was
considered as the most important outcome of ex-
pansive learning defined as participants’ capabil-
ity and determination to form their activity sys-
tems. However, one of the major challenges for
the EL in WA is the empirical conceptualization
of new forms of agency involved in expansive
processes (Engestrom, 2018).

CONCLUSION

As a complicated and challenging process, writ-
ing in an L2 involves an array of sub-skills and
methods. Initially, a question was asked on how
ASA may help learners alleviate WA. To do so,
we needed a tool to measure their WA and fur-
ther concepts of AT, extended AT, WA, EL, con-
tradictions, formative intervention, and collabora-
tive online writing were all used to reach some
transformation. The first themes on WA were
extracted from learners' interviews, documents
and observations. Later, it was thought that some
experts may air more improving comments.
Therefore, the expert teachers were invited to
participate. The teachers' comments and extracted
themes were all presented to the students in a
collaborative online activity.

The extracted themes in each phase were test-
ed in the next stage till the final evaluation stage.
All the themes were double coded and validated;
they were also checked against trustfulness and
accuracy by presenting them to the same learners
for double checking. The whole process of ques-
tioning through evaluation was referred to as EL,
which aims at intervening in WA; however, find-
ing a solution equals meeting new contradictions
and the changing process is contradictory itself,
creating endless transformation loops which is
the goal of learning.
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When placing writing anxiety within the theo-
retical frame of EL, it is concluded that the ele-
ments of activity system can support teachers to
design effective writing tasks which can result in
proper teaching development. As an outgrowth of
tension, the collaborative online writing task en-
couraged process writing by promoting collabo-
ration. As we need to explore WA, qualitative
research design is well-fitted with the research
questions based on themes extracted from activi-
ty systems analysis. Grounded on EL theory and
ASA model, the design and the process of this
research can be consolidated and generalized to

other similar contexts. The limitation to the study
was unpredictability of the situation itself when
performing the qualitative study. Sometimes the
participants were not easily available through any
forms of social network or whatsoever. However,
the biggest challenge for future studies in WA and
language related skills comes from the advent of
tenets of EL in a community used to quantitative
and individualized methods of researching in TEFL
and TESOL. It seems that most of the TEFL field
can be subject to different aspects of EL, including
CALL, language skills, training sessions, assess-
ment, and humanization in EFL.



Journal of language and translation, Volume 10, Number 2, 2020

101

References

Akkerman, S., Admiraal, W., Simons, R. J., &
Niessen, T. (2006). Considering diversity:
Multivoicedness in international academic
collaboration.
12(4), 461-485.

Aljafen, B. S. (2013). Writing anxiety among

Culture & Psychology,

EFL Saudi students in science colleges and
departments at a Saudi
Unpublished  MA  thesis.
University of Pennsyvania.
Ameri-Golestan, A., & Nezakat-Alhossaini, M.
(2017). Long-Term Effects of
Collaborative Task Planning vs. Individual

university.
Indiana

Task Planning on Persian-Speaking EFL
Learners’ Writing Performance. Research
in Applied Linguistics, 8(1), 146-164.
doi:10.22055/rals.2017.12617

Angrosino, M. (2007). Qualitative Research kit:
Doing ethnographic and observational
research. London: SAGE Publications Ltd.

Atay, D., & Kurt, G. (2006). Prospective teachers
and L2 writing anxiety. Asian EFL
Journal, 8(4), 100-118.

Barabadi, E., & Razmjoo, S. A. (2015). An
activity theory analysis of ELT reform in
Iranian public schools. franian Journal of
Applied Linguistics, 18(1), 127-166.

Barabadi, E., & Razmjoo, S. A. (2016). The
Emergence of Various Contradictions in
Iranian High School English Education
under the New CLT-Based Curriculum.
Journal of Teaching Language Skills,
35(3), 41-64.

Bates, M. (2008). Work-integrated curricula in
university programs. Higher Education
Research & Development, 27(4), 305-317.

Beighton, C. (2016). Expansive learning in
professional  contexts: A  materialist
perspective: Springer.

Cheng, Y .-S. (2004). A measure of second language
writing anxiety: Scale development and
preliminary validation. Journal of second
language writing, 13(4), 313-335.

Cole, M. (1998). Cultural psychology: A once and
future discipline: Harvard University Press.

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Editorial: Mapping the
field of mixed methods research Journal
of Mixed Methods Research, 3(2), 95-108.
doi:10.1177/1558689808330883

Elahi, S. M., Rahmani, S., & Sorayyaee, L.
(2016). On the exploration of the ecology
of English language teachers’ personal
styles in Iran. Asian-Pacific Journal of
Second and Foreign Language Education,
1(1), 12.

Elahi, S. M., & Taherian, T. (2018). Longitudinal
examination of university students’ foreign
language enjoyment and foreign language
classroom anxiety in the course of general
English: latent growth curve modeling.

Journal  of  Bilingual
Education  and  Bilingualism, 1-19.
doi:10.1080/13670050.2018.1441804

Engestrom, Y. (1987). Learning by expanding:

International

An  activity-theoretical — approach  to
developmental research. Helsinki: Orienta-
Konsultit.

Engestrom, Y. (1999). Innovative learning in
work teams: Analyzing cycles of
knowledge creation in practice.
Perspectives on Activity Theory, 377-404.

Engestrom, Y. (2008). From design experiments
to formative interventions. Paper presented
at the Proceedings of the 8th international
conference on International conference for
the learning sciences-Volume 1.

Engestrom, Y. (2010). Expansive learning at
work: Toward an activity theoretical
reconceptualization. Journal of education
and work, 14(1), 133-156.

Engestrom, Y. (2016). Studies in expansive
learning: Learning what is not yet there.
Cambridge Cambridge University Press.

Engestrom, Y. (2017). Expanding the scope of
science education: an activity-theoretical
perspective. In K. J. Kaisa Hahl, Jarkko
Lampiselkd, Anna Uitto, Jari Lavonen
(Ed.), Cognitive and Affective Aspects in
Science Education Research (pp. 357-
370): Springer.

Engestrom, Y. (2018). Expansive learning:



102 Contradictions in Writing Anxiety: A Qualitative Case Study of Expansive...

Towards an activity-theoretical
reconceptualization. In K. Illeris (Ed.),
Contemporary theories of learning (2 ed.,
pp- 46-65). London: Routledge.

Gibbes, M., & Carson, L. (2014). Project-based
language learning: an activity theory
analysis. Innovation in language learning
and teaching, 8(2), 171-189.

Goodchild, S., & Sriraman, B. (2012). Revisiting
the didactic triangle: from the particular to
the general. Zdm, 44(5), 581-585.

Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How
many interviews are enough? An
experiment with data saturation and
variability. Field methods, 18(1), 59-82.

Haddad, M. T. A. (2018). Writing Anxiety and
the Use of Subordinate Clauses in the
Written Compositions of Jordanian EFL

Undergraduate Students. Theory and
Practice in Language Studies, 8(4), 404-
409.

Horwitz, E. (2001). Language anxiety and
achievement. Annual review of applied
linguistics, 21, 112-126.

Kasbi, S., & Elahi, S. M. (2017). Ecological
understanding of  foreign
speaking anxiety: emerging patterns and

language

dynamic systems. Asian-Pacific Journal of
Second and Foreign Language Education,
2(1), 2.

Langemeyer, 1. (2012). Contradictions in
expansive learning Encyclopedia of the
Sciences of Learning (pp. 807-810):
Springer.

Leavy, P. (2014). The Oxford handbook of
qualitative research. Oxford: Oxford
library of psychology.

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985).
Naturalistic inquiry (Vol. 75). Beverly
Hills, CA: Sage.

Long, N. (2001). Development sociology: Actor
perspectives. London: Routledge.

Mason, M. (2010). Sample size and saturation in
PhD studies using qualitative interviews.
Paper presented at the Forum qualitative

Sozialforschung/Forum: qualitative social

research.
Midgley, G.
Systemic  Intervention  (pp.
Boston: Springer.
Mohebbi, F., Azarnoosh, M., & Abdolmanafi
Rokni, S. J. (2016). The Relationship
between EFL Learners’ Anxiety and

(2000). Systemic intervention
113-133).

Writing Complexity. International Journal
of Foreign Language Teaching and
Research, 4(14), 47-67.

Mwanza, D. (2002). Towards an activity-oriented
design method for HCI research and
practice. Open University.

Mwanza, D. (2011). Activity-Oriented Design
Method (AODM): Towards an Activity-
Oriented Design Method for HCI Research
and Practice: LAP LAMBERT Academic
Publishing GmbH & Co. KG.

Nelson, C. P. (2002). Contradictions in learning
to write in a second language classroom:
Insights  from radical constructivism,
activity theory, and complexity theory.
(PhD), Texas at Austin, Austin.

Patton, M. Q. (2001). Qualitative evaluation and
research methods (3rd ed ed.). Newbury
Park, CA: Sage Publications.

Rezaei, M., Jafari, S., & Younas, M. (2014).
Iranian EFL students’ writing anxiety:
levels, causes and implications. English for
Specific Purposes World, 42(15), 1-10.

Ritchie, J., Lewis, J., & Elam, R. G. (2013).
Selecting samples. Qualitative research
practice: A guide for social science
students and researchers, 111.

Sannino, A., & Engestrom, Y. (2017). Studies of
expansive learning: Foundations, findings
and future challenges Introduction to
Vygotsky (pp. 100-146): Routledge.

Scanlon, E., & Issroff, K. (2005). Activity theory
and higher education: Evaluating learning
technologies.  Journal of Computer
Assisted Learning, 21(6), 430-439.

Tracy, S. J. (2013). Qualitative research methods.
UK: Wiley-Blackwell.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The
development of higher mental process:



Journal of language and translation, Volume 10, Number 2, 2020

103

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

Yamagata-Lynch, L. C. (2010). Activity systems
analysis methods: Understanding complex
learning environments: Springer Science &
Business Media.

Biodata

Mr Mohsen Nazari is a PhD candidate at PNU.
His main interests are qualitative research and
teacher education. He has published a number of
articles and is a certified ToT trainer from British
Council. He has been teaching in different uni-
versities and language institutes in Iran and some
Persian Gulf countries.

Email: mohsen.nazary@gmail.com

Dr Maryam Farnia holds a PhD in Applied
Linguistics. She is an assistant professor at the
Department of English Language and Literature,
Payame Noor University, Iran. Her areas of re-
search include genre analysis, interlanguage
pragmatics, humor, im/politeness and speech
acts.

Email: mfarnia@nj.isfpnu.ac.ir

Dr Behzad Ghonsooly is a professor at Ferdowsi
University of Mashhad. He got his Ph.D. in ap-
plied linguistics from Stirling University. He has
published several books and articles locally and
internationally. He is the editor in chief of Lan-
guage and Translation Studies and a member of
editorial board of different international and na-
tional journals. His main research interests are
language testing, ESP, and translation studies.
Email: ghonsooly@yahoo.com

Dr Manoochehr Jafarigohar is an associate
professor in the TEFL department of Payame
Noor University. He has authored over 20 text-
books and authored or coauthored over 70 pa-
pers. He has also presented numerous papers in
international and national conferences. His areas
of interest include TEFL in distance education,
learner variables, and SLA.

Email: jafarigohar2007@yahoo.com



