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Abstract 
This qualitative study explores academic writing experiences of graduate 
students enrolled in a Master of Organizational Leadership Education pro-
gram. Participatory action research method was employed to connect with 
students and gain insight into writing anxiety and barriers to the develop-
ment of scholarly identity. Four emergent themes describe participant expe-
riences associated with addressing writing concerns and anxieties: 1) Scho-
larly writing challenges are not delimited by age, gender, or professional ex-
perience, 2) The shift from informal writing to formal writing is cumber-
some, 3) Academic writing negatively affected self-efficacy, and 4) Organizing 
the manuscript narrative presented the most difficult challenge. Feedback 
from graduate students tasked with academic writing indicates that academic 
writing instruction should start earlier in instructional programs and faculty 
should work as writing partners with emergent academic writers. Implica-
tions: Graduate preparation programs should emphasize the critical impor-
tance of academic writing development for successful matriculation in ad-
vanced study. 
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1. Graduate Student Writing Challenges 

A growing number of graduate students continue to struggle with the mastery of 
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scholarly writing. To gain insight into this phenomenon, graduate students in 
a scholarship and research class were surveyed to obtain perspectives on what 
is needed to improve writing outcomes. Graduate students report that writing 
instruction should start earlier in the curriculum and more opportunities to 
write scholarly papers and narratives are needed. Holmes et al. (2018) discov-
ered that graduate students struggle with a real fear of committing thoughts 
and ideas to writing in a scholarly environment. It is important for graduate 
faculty to gain better understanding of the strategies and practices that hold 
potential to support graduate students who are struggling with negative feel-
ings about writing. 

This study was situated in a graduate class in which students were required 
to demonstrate writing proficiency through the production of a research 
prospectus and a review of the supporting research literature. As draft as-
signments were turned in, it became obvious that students were challenged to 
develop effective thesis sentences, develop and sustain an academic argument, 
write in active rather than passive voice and use economy of expression to 
convey main ideas and thoughts. Students presented narratives that were un-
organized and failed to logically justify the claims and assertions in the ma-
nuscript.  

2. Problem Background 

Graduate student anxiety about academic writing was exacerbated during the 
pandemic. Students had no physical proximity to the instructor or fellow stu-
dents and felt very isolated in the struggle to write. Fernandes (2021) summa-
rized that graduate students exhibited high anxiety across a variety of factors 
during the pandemic. Woolston (2020) explained that in addition to the regular 
stress of graduate study, students were required to manage work-life balance is-
sues, mental health struggles, and the challenges associated with participating in 
online instruction. These issues were compounded by the need to master aca-
demic writing and research issues at the same time. Not only were these difficult 
times for students, but Troop (2021) cautioned that it was also a difficult time 
for faculty members trying to support student learning in a high stakes arena of 
producing original research. Many of the students enrolled in the scholarship 
and research class were in the last year of the program of study and were antic-
ipating face-to-face interviews with identified participants. During the pandem-
ic, it became challenging to schedule interviews and many students had to revise 
the proposed research design and methodology. These unanticipated problems 
in many instances were difficult to overcome. 

June (2021) summarized that the global pandemic put a strain on university 
students across the nation. Challenges faced by students were unprecedented 
during the pandemic and affected a myriad of issues from work life balance to 
worrying about meeting the expectations of academic life. 

Challenges faced during the pandemic: summary of students’ responses 
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Source: https://spsp.org/news-center/announcements/graduate-students-impact-of-pandemic 

3. Method 

At the midpoint period of the class, students were asked to participate in an ac-
tion research project to help provide feedback on writing struggles and to help 
the instructor make instructional adjustments in the class. Bair and Mader 
(2013) advised that graduate programs “cannot leave the development of gradu-
ate writing to chance…it needs to be infused into the curriculum, introduced 
early and revisited in more complex ways” (p. 10).  

The instructor used an action research protocol to gather participant res-
ponses in this inquiry. Through the action research process, instructors may 
gather information from learners that illuminates understanding of what is hap-
pening in the classroom and identify changes with potential to improve teaching 
and learning. Action research results help answer questions about the effective-
ness of specific instructional strategies used in academic writing development 
and the learning needs of specific students. The instructor administered a 
ten-question survey to enrolled students and held a focus group discussion re-
lated to the results of the survey. 

4. Results 

Graduate students completing the survey (N = 9) were all enrolled in the scho-
larship and research class and had completed all program courses in the Orga-
nizational Leadership Master’s program except for the capstone course that all 
will take next semester. The survey consisted of ten questions with three ques-
tions specifically focused on academic writing: 

1) What is your opinion of academic writing? 
2) What is the most challenging aspect of academic writing for you? 
3) What is the most important thing you can do to grow as an academic writer? 
Students reported that academic writing was challenging, difficult to understand 

and master and consumes a lot of time. The most challenging aspect of academic 
writing included time on task, learning to write with economy of expression with 
74% of respondents reporting having difficulty with organizing the written narr-
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ative. In terms of growing as academic writers, participants (67%) reported 
needing to see more specific exemplars of academic writing with 23% advocating 
for more time to practice academic writing. The majority of participants (75%) 
indicated that more exposure to exemplars of previously approved capstones and 
theses was extremely helpful in shaping academic writing strength. 
 

 
 

During the class focus group, respondents welcomed the opportunity to dis-
cuss writing challenges openly with the goal of writing improvement. All stu-
dents agreed that earlier exposure to the conventions of academic writing at the 
beginning of the program of study would have been extremely critical in writing 
development. One student expressed that the writing struggles “were forcing me 
to rethink whether I really want a master’s degree.” One student majoring in 
Sports Management indicated that he had talked to several students who com-
pleted the class last year and “all of them were surprised by the emphasis on 
academic writing and none were prepared for it”. 

After an hour of discussion, students were asked to identify the common 
themes expressed in the focus group about academic writing and what strategies 
might be helpful to them in improving scholarly writing. 

The discussion yielded four emergent themes:  
Emergent Theme 1: Scholarly writing challenges are not delimited by age, 

gender, or professional experience 
The class was composed of students with varying levels of professional expe-

rience, administrative authority, coaches, admissions counselors, and school 
administrators. All expressed frustration with writing in scholarly conventions 
and exhibited enormous frustration with the task. Some respondents were con-
strained by time management issues, job priorities and mental health issues in 
trying to cope with the impact of the pandemic on ordinary life. In essence, this 
was a difficult time to learn a new skill known as scholarly writing. Participants 
reported that more time needs to be embedded in instruction to work on scho-
larly writing. 

Emergent Theme 2: The shift from informal writing to formal writing is 
cumbersome 

Graduate students in the class all write informally daily in communications 
with various stakeholders. The use of informal language is practiced regularly 
and is a part of normal operational activities. In daily job responsibilities, par-
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Developing thesis sentence

Organizing the narrative
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Selecting a theoretical 
framework
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ticipants viewed themselves as accomplished and proficient writers. Having to 
shift from informal writing to technical objective writing was unwieldy and te-
dious. Students were not able to “see” the academic writing errors until they 
were pointed out by reviewers of the writing. Personal proofreading and editing 
did not inform writing mistakes and errors. It should be recognized that high 
stakes writing assignments may be stress-inducing to students unfamiliar with 
this style of writing. 

Emergent Theme 3: Academic writing negatively affected self-efficacy 
Despite being highly accomplished in other aspects of academic progress, 

respondents reported a signal lack of confidence in scholarly writing confidence. 
Plakhotnik and Rocco (2015) concluded that students have extreme difficulty 
responding to the rhetorical demands of different types of writing and this af-
fects emotion, cognition and metacognition. Students lack of self-efficacy caused 
them to shy away from writing assignments and offer excuses for not producing 
high-level writing narratives. Huerta et al. (2017) further explained that intra-
personal variables affect individuals’ academic writing such as writing anxiety, 
self-efficacy, and emotional intelligence. 

Emergent Theme 4: Organizing the manuscript narrative presented a dif-
ficult challenge 

Graduate students reported that organizing the written narrative gave them 
the most difficulty. Students appeared to lack knowledge on how to support the-
sis sentences, grab the reader’s attention or structure an organizer for the paper. 
It was difficult for the reader to preview the academic arguments and under-
stand the main ideas the authors were attempting to structure and convey.  

5. Discussion 

To move the discussion forward, the instructor asked students what could be 
done to provide more support or modify instruction. Several suggestions emerged 
for consideration: 

1) Instructors need to provide more specific embedded feedback on reviewed 
work. Students want to see suggested rewording on documents and highlighted 
areas where specific writing infractions occurred. 

2) Students want class time to review more exemplars of good writing with a 
walkthrough of what specific components make the writing good. 

3) A suggestion was made to include “workshopping” examples of writing 
narratives and discuss openly how to structure the narrative in a logical sequen-
tial fashion. 

4) Students liked the idea of scaffolding from low stakes writing to high stakes 
writing to get comfortable with the writing journey. Build in writing assignments 
that assure writing success such as having students develop a one-page written 
autobiography at the beginning of the course. In this way, students get to write 
about themselves and promote their individual experiences and expertise. 

5) Students want the instructor to commit to being a writing partner and offer 
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active support when writing roadblocks are encountered. 
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