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Leena Karlsson

Write the fear – autobiographical  
writing and (language) classroom  

anxiety

setting the scene: shattered dreams

As we all know, in today’s world English is the global lan-
guage for communication and the prevalent academic lin-
gua franca. The majority of Finnish university students 
happily use English in study-related contexts. However, 
some students have overwhelming fears of speaking and 
writing English and of coping in the language classroom 
to the extent that it becomes “the language not of dreams 
come true but of dreams shattered” (Kramsch, 2013, 199). 

I work as an English language counsellor at Helsinki Uni-
versity Language Centre. The Programme of Autonomous 
Learning Modules (ALMS), a variety of English course of-
fered to students from all faculties of Helsinki University 
taking a language course as part of their Bachelor’s degree, 
has been my pedagogical and research landscape for more 
than 20 years. In this capacity I invite my students to write 
autobiographical texts in English, personal and intimate 
stories, as part of their course work. Their language learning 
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histories, or memoirs. In this capacity I invite my students 
to write autobiographical texts in English, their language 
learning histories or memoirs, as part of their course work. 
Kaplan (1994), started an interest in learning histories in 
applied linguistics, but it was quite a bit later that they 
were introduced to foreign language pedagogy. Kaplan had 
suggested that writing autobiographically about one’s lan-
guage learning touched on identity issues and the texts, 
unlike theoretical approaches to language learning, could 
give insights into what learners feel and think about learn-
ing. The lived experiences of language users as they emerge 
from published memoirs by e.g. Eva Hoffman (1989) defi-
nitely influenced my pedagogy: I drew from the experi-
ential learning I went through as a reader of the wonder-
ful Lost in Translation when I introduced language memoir 
writing to my students. The early entries in their learning 
diaries are often full of emotion; they are heart-felt tell-
ings of expectations, worries, anxieties, even fears, doubts 
and uncertainties, but also of hopes and dreams. The texts 
make it clear that the beginning of the language course is 
a deeply autobiographical process by nature. In my expe-
rience, for many students writing these first autobiograph-
ical texts is a tentative reflection on memories of learning 
and teaching, mainly in language classrooms at school, 
in formal education contexts, that have been evoked and 
come back to them in the first meetings of their course. 
The memoir in particular motivates students to revisit their 
past learning experiences, and encourages them to re-create 
past moments in language classrooms: they go back to, for 
some of them, forgotten rhythms of the lessons, remem-
bering achievements, successes and failures, as well as their 
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teachers and peers, for good and bad. There are those, how-
ever, who have not forgotten and who, in the writing pro-
cess, seem to relive troubling events that they have carried 
with them as heavy personal and learning baggage. These 
memoirs echo unfortunate scenes in classrooms, clashes of 
wills, dramatic episodes, even power misused and dreams 
crushed. According to the testimonies of these learners, 
classrooms were not always safe places for them; power 
was used to humiliate or to trivialize them and their expe-
riences and problems. These are students who stand out-
side the English classroom door even as university students 
and hesitate to open it. They feel anxious, their bodies and 
minds freeze when they worry about the teacher, the other 
students, certain classroom routines and their own coping 
in the classroom, the whole unpredictability of what awaits 
them beyond the door. 

oona: It’s so seldom that other students understand. They can-
not feel in their body what fear means. (memoir, unedited)

The student voices in this text come from special peer-
groups in ALMS: they are extracts from students’ portfolio 
texts and my pedagogical/research documents. These stu-
dents have given permission to use their texts in research. 
I have changed some of the names to protect their privacy.

In this article, I explore the power of autobiographical 
writing for anxious English learners and writers at higher 
education level. I hope to illuminate how writing autobi-
ographical texts and sharing them with a language coun-
sellor can help them to reflect on and benefit from the 
writing process as identity work. I suggest that engaging 
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in a pedagogy for autonomy, thinking ecologically about 
language learning, that is, appreciating experiential lifewide 
learning (e.g. Karlsson & Kjisik, 2011), and integrating lan-
guage counselling with autobiographical writing can alle-
viate anxiety and offer meaningful learning experiences, 
even personal growth and fulfilment. I weave my recent 
understandings of therapeutic writing into the loom of my 
existing counselling pedagogy with its threads of narrative 
thinking and learner autonomy. These insights have an im-
portant place in helping anxious learners to find ways of 
telling their own story in English and to appreciate and 
value their own word. 

outside the door: why?

Most Finnish students have studied English as their first 
foreign language and started their studies at a relative early 
age, often already in grade one but at the latest in grade 
three. English-medium subject teaching, immersion pro-
grammes and bilingual education are all part of the Finn-
ish educational landscape, opportunities offered to and 
taken by parents. Learning and mastering the language is 
a very competitive process indeed, and the level of skills 
at the end of upper-secondary education is high. There is 
a lot of external pressure to succeed in formal education, 
both from institutions, parents and peers. But English is 
a very prevalent language in Finnish young people’s lives 
also outside the classroom: since an early age, they have 
watched films and listened to music in English, they have 
had active and meaningful digital lives in English, some 
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have lived and gone to school abroad. They have used, and 
subsequently, learnt English outside the classroom through 
various informal and non-formal encounters with the lan-
guage; in the memoirs some write about these encounters 
as their most meaningful learning experiences. It could be 
said that in Finland, English is not just a foreign language 
to be learnt at school like, say, French or German but a life 
skill, and that it is an integral part of Finnish university 
students’ bilingual or bicultural identities. The memoirs, 
however, are also testimonies of how some learners suffer 
in the competitive classrooms and are left with an identity 
of a failure, who remains silent not only in the classroom 
but outside it.

tuulia: It was, as if, knowledge or skills [in English] would 
have been directly comparable to what I was as a human being: 
I didn’t speak like a native speaker of English like my class-
mates. (memoir, unedited)

Reading hundreds of undergraduate students’ memoirs 
over the years opened my eyes to all the worrying, fears, 
anxiety, shame and panic experienced by university stu-
dents at the face of their obligatory foreign language stud-
ies. Students in higher education have dreams that will 
only come true through English, and many had felt so far 
that there were obstacles on their way to realizing them. 
They felt that ALMS with its pedagogy for autonomy and 
freedom to choose was a good alternative way to do the 
language studies needed for their degree. There were some, 
though, who felt that even more was needed. The power 
gained from the very writing of the memoir was tangible in 
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the students’ texts, and the stories told resonated strongly 
with me as a reader. They gave me the push to set up a spe-
cial group in ALMS for students who have classroom fears, 
language anxiety, learning problems and/or social fears. 
When they apply to the group, students are asked to write 
a short application letter. In these letters, they often men-
tion how merely hearing about the possibility of joining a 
peer-group brought them positive hope of one day getting 
the degree and how it, if not eliminated, at least weakened 
the anxiety-inducing worries. 

johanna: For me classroom situations are absolutely distress-
ing and I have postponed taking a course in English until now. 
Now I need to do it if I want my Bachelor’s degree out. I am so 
grateful that this course is now offered at the university. (appli-
cation letter, my translation from Finnish)

They are also asked about their reasons for wanting a place 
in this group. I have wanted to work with students’ lived 
and felt experiences, not a diagnosis, as the starting point. 
Students often mention and specify the diagnosis if there 
is one but it is not asked for. The reasons mentioned in-
clude: fear of speaking, weak skills in speaking, dyslexia, so-
cial fears or anxiety, panic attacks, fear of peer judgment of 
skills, fear of specific classroom routines such as presenta-
tions or reading out loud, teacher memories, being shy and 
silent, having experienced bullying at school, problems in 
hearing or seeing, Asperger’s, ADHD and/or a trauma or 
a physical long-term illness. These anxiety-inducing factors 
form a multitude of fragments in the students’ kaleidoscope 
of emotions, different for each and every student. It is a true 



scriptum 1/2016

38

complexity of emotions the letters talk about, and the rela-
tionship between the felt emotions and classroom events 
and memories is complicated to say the least. 

outi: I cope with foreign languages relatively well but my ex-
periences from language classrooms have been traumatic ever 
since primary school due to my shyness. When this is combined 
with embarrassing situations, being laughed at and insensitive 
teachers, all this makes me feel physically bad when I think of 
language classes. The presence of others, in particular people I 
know, paralyzes my brain and I cannot get a word out of my 
mouth. I suffer from social phobia time and again and these 
kinds of stress factors make it worse. However, I speak when I 
travel and find it even fun. (application letter, my translation 
from Finnish)

In the letters, students write about their lived and felt expe-
riences in a way that almost always suggests suffering from 
(language) classroom anxiety; they have experienced distress 
in previous classrooms and fear the possibility of having 
to be in one again. They often express the wish to be with 
peers, meaning other students who share their fears.

veera: I have language anxiety and dyslexia, and when I 
started my studies at the university the biggest fear was English 
both on the language course and in my textbooks for psychology. 
I don’t think I could manage on a normal course. I want to be 
on a course with people who feel the same about studying Eng-
lish. Some people have a fear of heights; I have a fear of stud-
ying English. (application letter, my translation from Finnish) 

University language courses are meant to put a final touch 
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to students’ skills in terms of academic and professional 
uses of English and involve having discussions in top-
ics from their fields, reading and reacting to journal arti-
cles and textbooks in their majors or minors, and writing 
study-related essays, summaries and other texts. They are 
expected to work in pairs and small groups, explain and 
present, lead discussions, give each other feedback and, po-
tentially, give a presentation to the whole class of peers and 
the teacher. These are the classrooms that some students 
cannot see themselves entering because they fear having 
to speak English in front of their classmates, which is by 
far the biggest worry before entering the course although 
they occasionally mention (academic) writing in English as 
potentially too demanding. 

ida: When I heard that we need to give a presentation on the 
English course, I got into a panic. It would mean that the anxi-
ety and nightmares induced by the presentation would interfere 
with all of my other studies during the term. (application letter, 
my translation from Finnish)

inkeri: I have been afraid of speaking English and been anx-
ious about the lessons to the extent of feeling nausea before the 
lessons. (application letter, my translation from Finnish]

ella: I started a [normal] English course last spring but had 
to quit after the first lesson because it was overwhelmingly dis-
tressing (application letter, my translation from Finnish)
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an ecological perspective on language 
learning and anxiety

Learners’ lived and felt experiences, the tangible but elu-
sive web of factors and influences behind them, produce a 
challenge when a counsellor wants to appreciate diversity 
yet notice every flesh and blood human being with their 
unique experiences. This challenge has guided me to an 
ecological view of language learning as a dynamic interac-
tion between the learner and her environment (van Lier, 
2004). I conceptualise learning as a subjective experience 
that happens in time and space and is deeply grounded in 
its context, socially, culturally and historically (Kramsch, 
2009). (Language) classroom anxiety then could be seen 
as an expression of the learner’s view of her relationship 
to her environment (see Karlsson, 2015). The reality of life 
in classrooms makes up a complex context, full of inter-
twining details, both personal and environmental, which 
is not always recognised in more traditional classrooms. A 
pedagogy for autonomy strives to recognise and appreciate 
learners’ complex ecological realities (Casanave, 2012), the 
tangled networks of contextual, personal, emotional and 
social factors that surround and interact with learning. In 
the case of anxious learners their ecological reality contains 
any combination of the anxiety-inducing factors men-
tioned in their application letters, say being shy, having 
dyslexia and problems with writing and spelling. A concern 
for learner autonomy in pedagogy means that students are 
encouraged to “speak as themselves” (Legenhausen, as cit-
ed in Ushioda, 2011, 14), as the people they are, not as mere 
language learners who practice and perform the language. 
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These real people have a need and right to express their 
identity in the foreign language, in speaking and in writ-
ing, even if they struggle doing it. Individual differences 
like dyslexia or anxiety are inseparable of identity and, in 
this view, become part of the process of the learner herself 
shaping and being shaped by her own context. 

saara: I have used to be afraid of languages, but I have man-
aged to bring English in to my life. But the writing is still a 
problem: it feels so funny and frustrating that you can’t see your 
own mistakes or correct them. For me it is always been like there 
are two different languages: the one you speak and the other 
you write. I’m speaking aloud all the time when I’m writing. I 
can easily say the things I want to write aloud but sometimes I 
don’t even know what letter the word starts whit. In this history 
I don’t feel the need to really write how I felt in school and how 
bad things were. That is because I don’t feel that way anymore, 
I have already come a long way whit my English. (memoir, 
unedited)

In ALMS, learning outside and beyond the classroom is en-
couraged. Students can make use of all their other studies, 
hobbies, travels, and passions in life as sources for learning 
English. One fundamental pedagogical goal is helping stu-
dents to realise the value and potential of experiential life-
wide learning (e.g. Karlsson & Kjisik, 2011); we learn, after 
all, in all parts of our life, not only through formal edu-
cation. Any English course the students take only forms a 
fragment of the totality of their learning experiences at that 
particular point in time. Anxious students should open their 
eyes, ears and minds to all the possibilities of encountering 
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and using English in their environment, making use of the 
ambient language around them. There are numerous possi-
bilities of engaging in low-pressure speaking and writing in 
the students’ lives, say, using English with friends, playing 
games in English, using English in social media, or keeping 
a personal diary in English. Acknowledging and appreciating 
such lifewide learning is closely related to van Lier’s (2004) 
suggestion that different contexts of students’ learning are 
inseparable from their emotional and experiential responses. 

heikki: After my [serious physical illness] it has been more 
difficult to handle with unfomfortable social situations. Some-
times I forget everything I was going to say and it’s very uncom-
fortable […] I really hope this all wouldn’t make my studying 
too complicated. This kind of course really makes me happy be-
cause I can study hundred percent without any fear of social sit-
uations. At home it’s way more comfortable to study. Of course 
there is also my wife. She has been helping me much. She has 
always energy to talk English with me and correct my grammar. 
(diary entry, unedited)

For anxious learners, new contexts for learning and using 
English can make it possible to re-think the story of learn-
ing English that they keep telling, a story that focuses on 
problems, failure, mistakes and shame. 

autobiographical writing in alms

On the ALMS course, the roles, duties and responsibilities 
of learners and teachers are different from traditional envi-
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ronments. The learner makes the decisions on the planning, 
monitoring and evaluating learning, that is, she owns her 
learning and thus takes control of it. Students take part in two 
group awareness sessions at the beginning, and I meet them 
in three individual counselling sessions during the course. We 
call ourselves ‘counsellors’ and our work language ‘counsel-
ling’. When we started to plan ALMS, we wanted to develop 
our new role and skills and make a clear break from the role 
of the teacher. We believe that counselling needs to account 
for certain psychological factors, affect, motivation, even 
language anxiety, in other words, the whole person and her 
autobiography, experiences and memories. In contrast, in 
the book on advising in language learning (2012), the edi-
tors, Mynard and Carson, prefer the term advising because 
they find the term counselling problematic, due to its ther-
apy orientation. They, however, see the need for advisers 
to learn counselling skills from humanistic counselling (see 
also Mozzon-McPherson, 2012, who highlights the impor-
tance of counselling skills like empathy, respect, and genuine-
ness in language advising). The course does not involve any 
other classroom sessions unless the student decides to join 
some of the small support groups offered. At the beginning 
of the course they make a detailed plan of their independent 
studies, and the memoir they write is meant to help them 
to plan with personally meaningful goals in mind. In the 
instructions, I encourage them to think about their previous 
experiences and, subsequently, to use their autobiographical 
insights and imagination in planning the learning outside 
the classroom with a future-orientation.

Consequently, diverse activities appear on the plans: 
watching movies, reading textbooks, taking part in a yoga 
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class in English, Skyping with a foreign friend, reading fic-
tion, writing an essay for a course in English instead of 
going for the option of writing it in Finnish, writing unsent 
letters, working on pronunciation with movies, videos and 
recorders, playing board-games, having English breakfasts 
and lunches, casual talking with other course participants; 
the list is absolutely endless. 

outi: I have been reading Comet in Moominland aloud. This 
is a book that is never angry at me. Sometimes I only whisper, 
though. (counselling notes)

The autobiographical writing that starts in the memoir 
continues in the diary that students write on the course. 
I have been influenced by ideas from therapeutic writing 
(e.g. Hunt, 2010): writing as a process of personal growth, 
wellbeing, even healing and transformation has inspired me 
to encourage students to use their narrative capacity and en-
gage in diary writing in English. For a learner who feels trou-
bled by her experiences in previous formal learning situa-
tions diary writing, when done without linguistic pressures, 
can alleviate this burden. Anxious students will “write the 
fear”; in the very writing process they work towards solving 
the problem of their fears of English. When a learning diary 
thus becomes the site for telling about learning as a part of 
one’s whole life, it can be compared to a personal diary: 
writing in the diary is about developing autobiographical 
knowledge, which is emotionally-charged, experience-based 
and creative, a form of narrative knowing (Jokinen, 2004). 
Such autobiographical knowledge can lead students to re-
think their learning approaches and their learner selves. Au-
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tobiographical writing will also help the students to engage 
in lifedeep realizations during their learning (Karlsson and 
Kjisik, 2011), that is, to ponder their feelings, beliefs, values 
and orientations to life in and through English. Moreover, 
they will engage their feelings without detaching them from 
the cognitive side of learning a language. 

Students are also invited to create portfolios of their 
language work, in which they write personally meaningful 
texts of different genres arising from their lifewide interests, 
that is, they are free to ground the writing in the personal, 
social, study-related and professional aspects of their lives. 
I have conceptualised them as a way of engaging in narra-
tive identity work (cf. Heikkinen, 2001) as the basic idea is 
to create and re-create oneself through telling stories about 
one’s life. Just like the memoirs and diaries they should be 
understood more as personal, emotional and experiential 
than as linguistic and cognitive (Karlsson 2008; Benson & 
Nunan, 2005). Very importantly, they are tools for reflec-
tion on learning and self-evaluation but also spaces for re-
flecting on one’s language identity as part of one’s self. 

heidi: Time flies and it’s been almost four months since I went 
to my first university English class. A lot has changed. I re-
member myself being so scared and shy in our first meeting. 
Now when I’m writing this I feel myself strong. I’m not scared 
to do mistakes and I’m not thinking what others might think 
about me. I feel comfortable with my English. The most impor-
tant thing I have learnt during this journey is that we all have 
our own English. It is my way to express myself with foreign 
language and it doesn’t have to be perfect. (final reflection, un-
edited)
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The portfolios range from simple recordings of hours done 
and a couple of brief texts to thick, possibly illustrated, 
diaries and various personally meaningful texts, e.g. letters 
to former teachers. They all include a learning history or 
memoir, learning diary/journal or log and a final reflec-
tion; many also include reflective and free writing exercises 
and visualizations of the future, different creative, autobio-
graphical or even autofictional texts. 

anna-maija: I wrote a letter to my primary school English 
teacher. I told my negative experiences during the English les-
sons. I told her I have hated talking English since I was forced 
to say “Arthur” and other words I couldn’t spell right. In high 
school I was still avoiding English lessons and especially talk-
ing. I took only compulsory courses and sometimes I ran out 
of the classroom. I told her I was trying to get over my fear of 
speaking English. I will never send that letter. Nevertheless, I 
felt much better after writing the letter. (diary entry, unedited)

In my counselling and research work I have been relying 
on the potential of narrative for a number of years (Karls-
son, 2008, 2012 and 2013). Learning, teaching, counselling 
and research are all lived experience, autobiographical pro-
cesses, and stories are personal interpretations of experi-
ence, both constructions and expressions of identity. The 
complex and often ambiguous web of experiences coming 
together in a counselling encounter can be difficult to un-
tangle. A narrative approach, however, allows an appreci-
ation of the whole when meaningful stories are told, read 
and/or listened to, that is, shared and even co-constructed 
during the counselling process (cf. Ihanus, 2005). Narrative 
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and sharing stories as an integral part of language counsel-
ling and, as a pedagogical and learning tool, has proven 
to be therapeutic and transformative because it captures 
self-experience and personal memories, and gives positive 
hope in that it strives for empathy and unique interpreta-
tions of lived experiences. It also helps students to realise 
the value and potential of experiential lifewide learning 
and, with this understanding, to build a realistic vision of 
their English self (Casanave, 2012) beyond the classroom. 

In the counselling meeting then, students bring the writ-
ing process and the story created in the text, memoir or 
diary, into the discussion. They talk about their autobio-
graphical understandings, dreams, passions, and the mean-
ing of these for their language learning. Significantly, sto-
ries, the autobiographical texts and their interpretations, 
have their experiential contexts and particular meanings 
for the teller. The counsellor-listener or reader should nev-
er trivialise them by reducing them to a series of anecdotal 
events. Nor should she separate the foreign language from 
the human being and her autobiography and thus crush 
dreams. As a counsellor listening to their account, I aim 
at establishing rapport, showing respect and empathy, but 
also at suspending judgement, especially of the language 
used. I hope to thus ease the tension that the fear of mak-
ing mistakes brings out. 

saara: Mistakes are also a funny thing. I don’t notice other 
people’s mistakes and I don’t pay attention to them. But some-
times I have felt that there are those language policemen, who 
think if you can not write without mistakes, you are not smart 
enough to write at all. Sometimes I feel that those people think: 
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If you make spelling and grammar mistakes you can’t be clever 
and then everything you write can be diminished. (a text in 
portfolio, her own editing based on counsellor comments)

a written voice as an expressiom of learner 
autonomy

For many anxious students any writing in English is as big 
a problem as speaking.  

saara: My writing has always been bad. My handwriting 
looks like a ten-year-old boy’s writing. During school I felt envy 
about my friends’ elegant hand writing. I made also a lot of 
spelling mistakes (which I still do) and I was just ashamed of 
writing anything that I should give to somebody: essays, tests, 
birthday cards, letters and so on. My friends and family use to 
laugh at my mistakes and found it hard to understand how I 
could not write any better. (a text in portfolio, her own editing 
based on counsellor comments)

Writing means leaving incriminating footprints on paper, 
fearing making mistakes and the teacher’s red pen, because 
they have a long history of performing as writers. Saar-
nivaara, Vainikkala and van Delft (2004, 156) use a telling 
metaphor “writing as a gift for the teacher”. This is often 
the attitude towards the practice of writing in formal edu-
cation that students have adopted: they fear failure and feel 
joy for being praised, but these experiences are reactions to 
external feedback, not something emerging in writing the 
text. There seems to be a fundamental lack of valuing and 
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owning one’s writing. I have a deep belief in appreciating 
and convincing the learners that they own their of their 
texts and the processes of creating them. This can happen 
when students unlearn to perform as writers and, instead, 
relearn to experiment and write from their own experience. 
This is where the power of autobiographical writing lies; 
students will write, not as a gift for the teacher, but through 
a process of searching for their own words in English for 
their inner expression. I am always struck by how, from the 
very beginning, students’ autobiographical writing strives 
to make sense of the lived and felt experiences; how the 
writing seems to become a reflection tool, even a route to 
transformation (cf. Kosonen, 2015). 

anna-maija: I started my ALMS. I was little nervous when 
I stepped into the classroom for the first meeting. I knew there 
was people who are not so “perfect” what it goes to learning 
English. Somewhere deep in my mind I was still thinking:“You 
can now just disappear and try to forget what you just did”. 
But instead of that, I was sitting restfully. After all, the meeting 
was very good. For the first time, I walked out of a classroom 
feeling happy after English lesson. It sounds maybe stupid, but 
I was proud I didn’t run away. I also did my ALMS plan this 
week. I am not sure if it will go exactly like I planned. I am the 
kind of person who constantly get new ideas. (first reflective en-
try in diary, unedited)

For a number of years, I have been introducing various 
personal genres of writing into my teaching and used them 
in my own academic and professional writing. Starting as 
“a result of a vague impulse” (McCormack, 2014, 165) I 
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have used writing from experience as introduced e.g. by 
Elbow (1981), Goldberg (1986) and Hunt (2010) in order 
to help students to unlearn suppressive writing practices 
from school, and to relearn to focus on the process, not 
the product, and to imagine themselves a supportive read-
er, fictional or real. Most importantly, they have been used 
as self-supportive activities (Wright & Bolton, 2012) that 
would potentially help students to appreciate their own 
writing acts and find the experience rewarding. 

Initially, my concern for the written voice of learners 
rose from the need to support learner autonomy on the 
ALMS courses: finding a voice through writing could be 
considered an expression of learner autonomy and teachers 
promoting a pedagogy for autonomy should exercise their 
pedagogical voices to develop learners’ written voices. For 
this end, we should support our learners in finding ways 
for generating discourse, not focus extensively on grammar 
and accuracy. In the role of a language counsellor I ground 
my work firmly in the link between learning and conscious 
reflection on learning: the language to be learnt needs to 
be taken into both internal (metacognition and meta-emo-
tion) and external use (Little, 2010). Anxious students 
should have opportunities for communicating in English 
in a safe environment, both in speaking and writing but 
English should also become the language of reflection on 
learning so that the important metacognitive and metalin-
guistic skills will develop; ownership of one’s learning and 
writing is strengthened through the internal use of the lan-
guage. Autobiographical writing offers a way for doing this.



scriptum 1/2016

51

writing the border country between educa-
tion and therapy

As Carson & Mynard (2012) note, advising/counselling in 
language learning is informed by discourses and practic-
es from other professional fields. Being an emerging field, 
it is open to innovation and contributions from other 
fields. Bibliotherapy in my own case has given insights to 
my counselling work with troubled learners. On a course 
I took in 2015 I became aware of the parallels and simi-
larities in the pedagogical and ethical principles of ALMS 
counselling and bibliotherapy as a professional activity. A 
language counsellor, in my understanding, gives support, 
inspires, ploughs the road, encourages and appreciates the 
ecological realities surrounding the learner and creates a 
safe environment in which the learner can be herself, use 
her whole potential for learning and experience positive 
hope.

saara: I would never have done it had we not made the con-
tact. You managed to give me the wings by making me feel safe. 
Without that feeling I would never have had the courage to join 
[a writing group]. (research discussion, my translation)

My training brought the therapeutic and self-supportive 
effects of writing into the foreground and, although I do 
not work with fears and phobias directly, I take a holistic, 
caring approach to a person’s life and life story, in which 
anxiety forms a part. I want to describe a recent writing 
experience of my own, the final paper for the bibliother-
apy course. This was a process in which I turned an eth-
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nographic gaze on my writing self and on the writing that 
arose partly from reading literature, partly from my living 
pedagogy but also from all the rich contextual effects of 
“sleep, health, weather, and work conflicts” (Casanave, 
2012, p. 645). During the course, I had been creating a 
writing ecology, in which various contextual, personal and 
emotional factors influenced the writing process and the 
texts being created. Moreover, the different texts were in 
dialogue together, shaping and being shaped by the other 
texts: I was writing various diaries: a pedagogical counsel-
ling diary, a learning diary (and a notebook devoted to cre-
ative writing exercises and self-supportive free writing) for 
the bibliotherapy course, a research journal and a personal 
diary. These became my “narrative portfolio” for the time 
of writing, counselling my students and engaging in my 
own course work; in many ways, a parallel to my students 
ALMS portfolios. 

Writing the final work then was a metacognitive and 
metaemotional process, in which I ended up reflecting 
on, analysing, exploring and commenting all of my “cre-
ative life writing” (Hunt, 2013), the diverse texts written 
for various purposes and with different intentions. Reading 
Hunt (2013) on transformative learning and reflexivity in-
spired me and nudged my thinking, helped me experience 
a “breakthrough” in how to approach and continue writing 
and, finally, write a different text from what I had original-
ly planned. It was clear to me that, as a participant on the 
bibliotherapy course, I was going through a learning pro-
cess whilst engaging in writing that was personally mean-
ingful to me. Hunt writes about “a less cognitively-driven, 
more spontaneous, and bodily-felt approach” to learning 
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and writing (2013, 15). My strong lived and felt experience 
of therapeutic writing, particularly the one in my learning 
diary for the course, was that it actually reduced cognitive 
control, increased spontaneity and made it possible for me 
to move between different spaces of learning. Moreover, 
writing became a way of building a bridge between expe-
rience and reflectivity, which was a very important insight 
for a writer and, even more importantly, a facilitator of stu-
dent writing. I was “thinking feelingly” and, also, “shifting 
away from a narrow attitude to learning”, which then was 
”updated by one’s surroundings and circumstances”(Hunt, 
2013,15). This kind of transformative learning arose from 
the therapeutic writing I was doing and meant noticing and 
willingly using new contexts and opportunities to learn. 
Here I see a parallel to the ecological approach to language 
learning that I have found helpful in understanding the 
role of anxiety in language learning. 

During the writing I almost ended up “sitting in the feel-
ings” of frustration when writing the work, or more pre-
cisely, when the expected outcome became a challenge. 
McCormack (2014) describes a similar researcher’s process 
during his dissertation work. He writes about discovering 
his negative capability: he managed to write into his ex-
periences of the disorientation and confusion of learning. 
This was a way of recognizing his vulnerability and a way 
of learning to contain feelings of distress related to learn-
ing, and trusting the process to get into grips with this 
confusion. “Sitting with the feelings rather than in them” 
(Ibid, p. 6) also became my “route” to therapeutic writing; 
I discovered the power of therapeutic writing in the diary 
and free writing exercises having known the potential for 
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years. I transformed experience into writing by taking time 
to write and using writing as a method for immersing in 
the experience but at the same time looking at it from the 
outside (cf. Hunt, 2013). This is what Hunt calls reflexivity, 
a different process from how it is normally understood in 
adult education by e.g. Mezirov, as conscious reflection on 
reflection. 

This personal experience in diary writing as an emotional 
self-support process has inspired me to, even more whole-
heartedly, promote diaries as a tool in language learning 
for anxious learners. Diaries provide a safe space for anx-
ious learners to “feel held”. Writing in the diary is learning; 
no narrow learning outcomes should be expected as they 
would be too simplified; instead, doing the very writing 
is learning. For the anxious learner a heavy emphasis on 
goal-orientation and demand for clear outcomes in learn-
ing can be a challenge. 

outi: My goal was to face my fears and overcome them, to 
work with my self-esteem in a safe place, write a diary and 
speak. I also wanted to do grammar and vocabulary exercises 
and join a group. I didn’t reach my goals because of a hard time 
in my personal life. However, something has happened: I don’t 
avoid using English words when I speak out loud, say, names 
of bands, I read in English on a daily basis and have even spo-
ken it at work. English is a part of my everyday life in a small 
way (final reflection, backed up by counselling notes). 
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writing from experience, hoping and dream-
ing

I have become convinced that autobiographical writing, 
a form of writing from experience, can enrich foreign lan-
guage pedagogy by offering soft, experiential ways of alle-
viating (language) classroom anxiety. In this paper I have 
shared a few understandings of how to gain and use a writ-
ten voice as an expression of one’s autonomy and agency: 
I suggest that first a “safe space” needs to be created for the 
troubled writer; only then is an appreciation and valuing 
of her own written word possible. Using my own experi-
ence, parallel to the students, I have explored how auto-
biographical writing can be and become a writing ecology 
in which the writer has “a space for psychic movement be-
tween different sites of learning” (Hunt, 2013, 133). I hope 
to have illustrated how autobiographical writing experi-
ences can be therapeutic and help the hesitant writer take 
distance from the past experiences in classrooms and feel 
empowered. In a new experiential learning context out-
side the classroom autobiographical writing can become 
an exploration of the self and a hopeful dialogue with the 
text, in which the writing self is looking for answers and 
finds them.

I want to end my paper with Saara’s words. Hers is one 
of the many stories by troubled writers that have touched 
me deeply and my work as her language counsellor has 
empowered me beyond any measure. I know that by now 
her dreams, and her writing dreams, are coming true, such 
dreams that English is very much a part of. 
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saara: … it was a great process because you got support but at 
the same time you did a lot on your own and the doing felt light 
because it was never pressing, there was never a pressure but 
you could practise and work freely you could be bad and didn’t 
need to pretend didn’t need to hide and use your resources to 
perform as someone bolder and more beautiful than you were 
and that was liberating, in particular for me with my dysle-
xia… I have this love of art, of entertainment, that has opened 
up worlds for me, and that links English and wanting to study 
English. I have read novels in English and watched hours and 
hours of epoch drama, they have become also learning strategies 
for me… After the marvellous ALMS process, though, I’m still 
me, I want you to see the real me. (research discussion in Fin-
nish, my translation, in which she showed me a small text from 
the portfolio with her handwritten, unedited English writing) 

leena karlsson is a University Lecturer in English at the Uni-
versity of Helsinki Language Centre. Her research and publica-
tions focus on language counselling, learner/teacher autonomy, 
learner diversity, narrative inquiry and autobiographical writing 
in educational settings.
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