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Abstract

The aim of the present preregistered study was to examine whether expressive writing can
help teacher students to develop functional expected teaching-related emotions. In a varia-
tion of James W. Pennebaker’s expressive writing paradigm, 129 teacher students were
randomly assigned to write on three consecutive days either about the future teaching-
related events that personally trigger the greatest fear and joy (treatment group: n=67) or
about a walk in a forest and a city park (control group: n= 62). In both groups, expected
teaching-related positive emotions increased and expected teaching-related negative emo-
tions decreased with increased writing sessions. After the writing sessions, the treatment
group reported a stronger change in their view about their future professional life as a
teacher, a more active personal involvement with their future professional life, and an
increased motivation to use expressive writing in the future. These results demonstrate that
expressive writing is a promising tool to promote teacher students’ expected teaching-
related emotions.

Introduction

Developing functional expected teaching-related emotions and deriving which competencies
have to be acquired to reach emotional well-being in their future professional life is a core ele-
ment of teacher training. Therefore, the aim of the study was to evaluate whether expressive
writing may be a suitable method to promote teacher students’ development of functional
expected teaching-related emotions, to initiate reflections about to-be-acquired emotional
competencies, and to induce a more active involvement with their future professional life.
Expressive writing is a method where individuals write about emotional events and express
their thoughts and feelings surrounding it. The method has been developed primarily by
James W. Pennebaker in the late 1980s [1-4]. In the original version of the expressive writing
paradigm, termed the Written Emotional Disclosure paradigm, participants are randomly
assigned to one of two groups. In the experimental group, participants are instructed to write
about past emotional negative experiences (i.e., traumatic or negative life experiences) and to
express their thoughts and feelings surrounding it. In the control group, participants are asked

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905 May 2, 2022

1/15


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1880-9898
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_W._Pennebaker
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0267905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-02
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0267905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-02
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0267905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-02
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0267905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-02
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0267905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-02
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0267905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-02
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://osf.io/8skfa
https://osf.io/8skfa/files/

PLOS ONE

Expresive writing and teacher students’ expected emotions

design, data collection and analysis, decision to
publish, or preparation of the manuscript.

Competing interests: The authors have declared
that no competing interests exist.

to write about a non-emotional topic (e.g., a particular room). Typically, participants repeat-
edly write about the respective topics for around 15-20 minutes per writing session over sev-
eral consecutive days. Research has shown that expressively writing about negative experiences
has many benefits across a range of health and non-health outcomes: It can decrease depres-
sion and lowering depressive symptoms [5, 6], decrease blood pressure [7] and lead to a reduc-
tion in consultations [8] or absenteeism from work [9]. Moreover, the use of the expressive
writing in educational fields can improve the physical health of undergraduates [10], increase
students’ exam performance [11] and reduce test anxiety [12], and improve teachers’ physical
health [13].

Research has also shown that not only writing about negative experiences but also writing
about positive experiences can be beneficial for physical and psychological well-being. Expres-
sively writing about positive experiences can enhance positive mood [14], reduce depression
and perceived stress reactivity [15], lead to better subjective well-being [16], can promote phys-
ical and psychological health benefits [17, 18], and reduce teachers’ anxiety [19]. In particular,
there is even some evidence that writing about positive experiences may be more beneficial for
overall well-being than writing about negative experiences [20, 21], although there are also
contradictory findings [22].

Taken together, expressively writing about emotionally positive and negative experiences
seems to be a promising technique to enhance physical and psychological well-being. How-
ever, the general effect sizes are difficult to evaluate from the current state of research.
Although a large number of existing meta-analyses suggests that both physical and psychologi-
cal health is improved [23-26], other meta-analyses have failed to support the efficacy of
expressive writing [27-31]. Thus, it remains to be explored whether the mixed findings might
be due to the number of participants and writing sessions, the specificity of the topic, addi-
tional support, or something else. Nevertheless, the largest meta-analyses from Frattaroli [25]
showed that expressive writing promotes psychological health, physical health, and overall
functioning.

Furthermore, studies such as those by Bain et al. [32] have shown that the writing of journal
articles about cognitive and experiential topics can increase teacher students’ reflectivity.
Accordingly, there may even be more potential in expressive writing in the context of teacher
training in that writing may be helpful to become aware of teaching-related joys or problems
one was previously unaware of. Furthermore, expressive writing may help to deal with
unsolved problems that trigger unwanted brooding, which hinders to see the positive aspects
of teaching [33] and introduces a risk factor for experiencing depressed and anxious moods
[34]. Finally, expressive writing may help to clarify necessary personal competencies that
should be acquired to enhance the positive side and minimize the negative side of teaching, a
hypothesis that is supported by studies showing that mental event simulation can benefit prob-
lem-solving [35].

Taken together, the described findings suggest that expressive writing may be a suitable
method to improve teacher students’ expected teaching-related emotions, to initiate reflections
about to-be-acquired emotional competencies, and to induce a more active involvement with
their future professional life. Since, to our knowledge, the use of expressive writing in teacher
training has not been examined in previous research, the aim of the present study was to exam-
ine the effects of expressive writing in teacher training.

Teacher students were randomly assigned to either an expressive writing group where they
wrote on three days in a row ten minutes each about the future teaching-related event they
feared most and the future teaching-related event they looked forward to the most, or to a con-
trol group where they wrote about a walk in the forest and a city park. We measured the effects
of expressive writing on their affective state regarding their future everyday professional life as
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a teacher, their expected emotions regarding the events they had written about, on changes in
their views about their future professional life as a teacher, and on their motivation to use
expressive writing in the long run.

We hypothesized that participants in the expressive writing group show an improvement in
their overall affective state regarding their future everyday professional life as a teacher (i.e.,
decreased negative affect and increased positive affect), a decrease in experienced fear regard-
ing the fearful future teaching-related event they had written about, and an increase in experi-
enced joy regarding the joyful future teaching-related event they had written about. In
addition, we expected that after the writing exercise, teacher students in the expressive writing
group compared to the control group are more motivated to use the writing exercises in the
long term, and show are more active personal involvement with their later professional life.

Method
Participants

The experiment was preregistered (https://osf.io/8skfa). The preregistered target sample size
was 128 participants. Initially, 171 participants completed the writing session on the first day,
150 participants on the second day, and 148 on the third day. As the writing sessions had to be
completed on three consecutive days according to our preregistration, a sample of 129 German
teacher students (104 women, 24 men, 1 without specification) remained for analysis. The
mean age was 21.21 years (ranging from 18 to 31 years, SD = 2.30), 45.7% were primary school
teacher students and 52.7% were secondary school teachers (lower track schools: 8.5%, inter-
mediate track schools: 9.3%, comprehensive schools: 34.9%; others: 1.6%). Participants were
paid 15 Euros for full participation. The study was conducted in accordance with the Helsinki
Declaration and the University Research Ethics Standards of the University of Regensburg. All
participants provided written informed consent. In Germany, these types of psychological
studies do not require ethical approval of an Ethics Committee (see https://www.dfg.de/
foerderung/faq/geistes_sozialwissenschaften/).

Design

A mixed factorial design was used with the within-subjects factor of measurement time (4 lev-
els: before the first writing session, after each of the three writing sessions) and the between-
subjects factor of group (expressive writing group versus control group). The assignment of
participants to groups was random.

Material and procedure

The study was conducted online via SoSci Survey [36]. An overview about the procedure of
the study is provided in Fig 1. Both experimental groups wrote on three consecutive days in
two writing blocks of 10 min each about two topics. The expressive writing group wrote about
the events of their future everyday professional life which personally triggers fear and joy (for
details, see below), the control group wrote about a walk in a forest or a city park. In the
expressive writing group, half of the participants started with the joy topic and the other half
with the fear topic, in the control group, half started with the forest topic and the other half
with the city park topic.

In both groups, at the beginning of the experiment, a video about a teacher’s everyday life
was shown in order to activate a comprehensive picture of the future professional practice.
The video contained 15 different scenes about teaching-related events (e.g., starting a lesson,
parent-teacher talk, conflict on the school yard, correcting school work at home) which were
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Video:a  Expectedglobal Imagination Rating Imagination Rating
teacher's positiveand  of future fear- expeceted of futurejoy- expeceted
Pre-Writing everyday life negative affect inducing event fear inducing event joy

Writing about  Rating  Expected global Writing about Rating  Expected global

emotional expeceted positive and emotional expeceted positive and
Writin g eventorwalk joy/fear negative affect eventorwalk joy/fear negative affect
Day 1 i i i L i L »

Writing about  Rating  Expected global Writing about Rating  Expected global

emotional expeceted positive and emotional expeceted positive and
Writing eventorwalk joy/fear negative affect eventorwalk joy/fear negative affect
D ay 2 i i i L i L >

Writing about  Rating  Expected global Writing about Rating  Expected global

emotional expeceted positive and emotional expeceted positive and
Writin g eventorwalk joy/fear negative affect eventorwalk joy/fear negative affect
Day 3 i i i i i L >

Fig 1. Illustration of the procedure of the study. In an initial pre-writing phase, inspired by a video illustrating a teacher’s everyday working life, participants
were asked to rate their expected global positive and negative affect when imagining their future professional life as a teacher, and to think about and
emotionally rate the teaching-related events they are most afraid of and most looking forward to. In three subsequent writing phases taking place on three
consecutive days, participants were either asked to expressively write about the teaching-related events they are most afraid of and most looking forward to
(expressive writing group), or to write about a walk in a forest and a city park (control group). After each of the writing sessions, participants were asked to rate
their expected fear and joy associated with the teaching-related event they are most afraid of and most looking forward to, and to rate their expected global
positive and negative affect associated with their future professional life as a teacher.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905.g001

illustrated by drawings and accompanied by oral explanations (for details, see https://osf.io/
n6e3y/). Next, in both groups, participants were asked to imagine what their future profes-
sional life as a teacher will look like, and which emotions they are experiencing when doing so
(i.e., expected global positive and negative affect; for details, see below). After that, in both
groups, participants were asked to think about which event in their future professional life as a
teacher they are most afraid, and which event they are most looking forward to, and to enter
the respective events in bullet points in a textbox. After entering the event they are most afraid
of, their expected fear was measured, and after entering the event they are most looking for-
ward to, their expected joy was measured (i.e., expected event-related fear and joy; for details
see below).

Then, the experimental manipulation took place. In the expressive writing group, partici-
pants were asked to write about the both events they had previously entered. After writing
about the fear-related event, expected fear was measured again, and after writing about the
joy-related event, expected joy was measured again. In the control group, participants were
asked to write about a walk in a forest or a city park. The guiding considerations were to
choose a task where participants are asked to write about a topic as well. Furthermore, the
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topic should be unrelated to one’s future professional life as a teacher but still motivating
enough to write about it on three days in a row.

After writing about a walk in a forest, respectively after writing about a walk in a city park,
half of the participants were asked to assess their expected fear regarding the fear-related event
they had previously entered, the other half were asked to assess their expected joy regarding
the joy-related event they had previously entered. Additionally, after each individual writing
block, expected global positive and negative affect regarding their future professional life as a
teacher was measured again.

The writing procedures on the second and third days were identical to the procedure on the
first day. The participants were asked to write about the same events they had written on the
first day, and after writing, the expected fear and joy and the expected global positive and nega-
tive affect regarding their future professional life as a teacher was measured again. Finally, after
finishing the final writing session and the emotional ratings on the third day, the participants
were asked to assess whether the writing sessions have changed their view about and their
involvement with their future professional life as a teacher, and whether they are motivated to
use expressive writing in the future (for details, see below).

In terms of teaching the method of expressive writing, we followed the typical instruction
used in the expressive writing paradigm [15] and adapted it accordingly. The following
instruction was given in the expressive writing group:

“We would now like to ask you to reflect more deeply about the feelings and sensations you will
encounter in your everyday professional life as a teacher. In the following, we would like to ask
you to write about your deepest thoughts and feelings in relation to your greatest fear [joy] about
your future profession as a teacher. Break away from expectations and explore your deepest emo-
tions and thoughts. Please write about whether this fear [joy] could (1) be useful to you, (2) how
you could cope with [promote] the fear [joy] if it occurs in later everyday working life, and (3)
what preventive measures you will take to cope with [promote] it in a meaningful way during the
course of your studies. Do not worry about spelling, sentence structure, grammat, or style.”

In the control group, the following instruction was given:

“We investigate the relationship between the written description of an environment and the
expected emotions that could arise in future everyday professional life as a teacher. Please
write about a walk in the city park [forest] and describe what you see, hear, feel and/or touch
there. Please describe as many details as possible and as objectively as possible. Do not worry
about spelling, sentence structure, grammar, or style.”

Measures

Expected global positive and negative affect. The global positive and negative affect
experienced when imagining their future professional life as a teacher was measured with the
GESIS Panel [37], the German version of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule PANAS
[38], which consists of 20 items describing different feelings and emotions (ten positive items,
e.g., “enthusiastic”, and ten negative items, e.g., “distressed”). The participants were asked to
assess to what extent they feel the respective emotions when imagining their future profes-
sional life as a teacher on a five point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely).
To measure positive and negative affect, the means across the ten positive and negative items
were calculated. In the present sample, reliability on the ten positive and negative items was
high (Cronbach’s alphas = .92/.85).
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Expected event-related fear and joy. The expected fear and joy when imagining the event
in their future professional life one is most afraid of, respectively most looking forward to, was
measured at four different levels of emotional functioning. Emotional intensity was measured
with the item “How intense is your expected fear [joy] when imagining the fear-inducing [joy-
inducing] event?”, controllability of the emotional event was measured with the item “To what
extent will you be able to control the occurrence of the fear-inducing [joy-inducing] event in
your future everyday professional life?”, the expected emotional burden (fear-inducing event),
respectively the expected positive motivational activation (joy-inducing event), was measured
with the item “How much will the fear-inducing [joy-inducing] event burden you [positively
motivate you] in your future professional life?”, and the role the expected emotion induced by
the imagined event will play in future professional life in comparison with all other expected
future emotions was measured with the item “Compared to all other emotions you will experi-
ence later in the course of your job, how much space will the fear [joy] induced by the event
take in your future everyday professional life”. The first three items were rated on seven point
Likert scales ranging from 1 (very low) to 7 (very high), the fourth item on a ten point percent
scale ranging from 1 (10%) to 10 (100%).

Motivation to use expressive writing in the future. The motivation to use expressive
writing in the future was measured with a scale consisting of the following four items, rated on
five point Likert scales ranging from 1 (no) to 5 (yes): “Do you think expressive writing makes
sense?”; “Did you find expressive writing helpful?”; “Can you imagine using expressive writing
outside the study?”; “Can you imagine using expressive writing in the long term”?. In the pres-
ent sample, reliability was high (Cronbach’s alpha = .90).

Change in the view about the future professional life. The change in the view about
one’s future professional life was measured with a scale consisting of the following seven items,
rated on five point Likert scales ranging from 1 (no) to 5 (yes): “Do you have the impression
that something has changed in you as a result of the writing sessions?”; “Did the writing ses-
sions help you to develop different views about your future professional life as a teacher with
regard to fear-inducing events?”; “Did the writing sessions help you develop different views
about your future professional life as a teacher with regard to joy-inducing events?”; “Did the
writing exercises make you think more about your future professional life as a teacher?”; “Do
you now, after the writing sessions, think differently about your future professional life as a
teacher?”; “Do you now, after the writing sessions, feel different about your future everyday
working life as a teacher?”; “Did the writing exercises motivate you to prepare yourself more
actively for your future professional life as a teacher (e.g., selecting certain courses, etc.)?”. In
the present sample, reliability was high (Cronbach’s alpha = .86).

Statistical analyses

To examine the effects of expressive writing, separate analyses of variances (ANOV As) with
the within-subjects factor of measurement point (before the first writing session, after each
writing session on days one, two, and three) and the between-subjects factor of group (expres-
sive writing group, control group) were conducted.

Results
Expected global positive and negative affect

The course of expected positive and negative affect experienced when imagining one’s future
professional life as a teacher across writing sessions as a function of experimental group is
shown in Fig 2.

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905 May 2, 2022 6/15


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905

PLOS ONE

Expresive writing and teacher students’ expected emotions

Comparing the effects of writing about the fear-inducing event and writing about a walk in
the city park/forest revealed a weak and marginally significant main effect of measurement
point for positive affect, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.59, 329.24) = 2.51, p = .067, np2 =.019,and a
strong significant main effect for negative affect, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.18, 276.96) = 49.38,
£=0.727, p < .001, n,” = .280. Both for positive and for negative affect, there were neither
main effects of group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(1, 127) = 0.79, p = .375,11,” = .006, and Green-
house-Geisser F(2.59, 329.24) = 2.51, p = .067, npz =.019, nor interactions between measure-
ment point and group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.59, 329.24) = 0.77, p = .496, np2 =.006, and
Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.18, 276.96) = 0.59, p = .570, ’7p2 =.005. Trend analyses showed that
for negative affect, there was a linear trend, F(1, 127) = 74.5, p < .001, npz =.370, and a qua-
dratic trend F(1, 127) = 16,18, p < .001, npz =.113, indicating that negative affect decreased
with an increased number of writing sessions.

Comparing the effects of writing about the joy-inducing event and writing about a walk in
the city park/forest revealed a significant main effects of measurement point for positive affect,
Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.44, 309.54) = 7.57, p < .001, 77p2 =.056, and neither a main effect of
group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(1, 127) = 3.44, p = .066, npz =.026, nor an interaction between
measurement point and group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.44, 309.54) = 1.54, p = 212, 7,° =
.012. Trend analyses showed that there was a linear trend, F(1, 127) = 5.43, p = .021, 17,° = .041,
a quadratic trend, F(1, 127) = 14.04, p < .001, 1,° = .100, and a cubic trend for positive affect, F
(1, 127) = 4.86, p = .029, 13,” = .037, indicating that positive affect increased with an increased
number of writing sessions.

For negative affect, there was a main effect of measurement point, Greenhouse-Geisser F
(2.37,300.99) = 68.95, p < .001, 1,° = .352, no main effect of group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(1,
127) = 1.49, p = .225, 7,” = .012, and a significant interaction between measurement point and
group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.37, 300.99) = 4.04, p = .013, 3,” = .031. For both the expressive
writing group and the control group, trend analyses showed linear trends, F(1, 66) = 98.55, p
<.001,7,° =.599, and F(1, 61) = 29.32, p < .001, 13,° = .325, and quadratic trends, F(1, 66) =
17.39, p < .001, 17,° = .209, and F(1, 61) = 5.09, p = .028, 1,° = .077, indicating that negative
affect decreased with an increased number of writing sessions in both groups. As indicated by
the effect sizes, the decrease in negative affect was larger in the expressive writing group than
the control group.

Expected event-related fear and joy

The course of expected fear and joy elicited by the event in future professional life one is most
afraid of, respectively most looking forward to, across writing sessions as a function of experi-
mental group is shown in Fig 3. Fig 3A shows the courses for expected intensity, Fig 3B the
courses for expected controllability, Fig 3C the courses for expected emotional burden (fear)
and expected positive motivational activation (joy), and Fig 3D the courses for the expected
role the elicited emotions will play in in future professional life comparison with other
expected emotions.

Emotional intensity. For expected fear, there was a significant main effects of time,
Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.41, 305.4) = 43.47, p < .001, npz =255, no significant main effect of
group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(1, 127) = .13, p =.718,1,> = .001, and no significant interaction
between time and group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.41, 305,4) = 1.73, p = .171, ,” = .013. Trend
analyses showed that there was a linear trend F(1, 127) = 81.70, p < .001, 1,> = .391, indicating
fear decreased with increased writing repetitions. For expected joy, there was a significant
main effect of time, F(3, 381) = 5.05, p = .002, 1,” = .038, a significant main effect of group, F
(1, 127) = 20.41, p < .001, 7,° = .138, and a significant interaction between time and group, F
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Fig 2. Effects of expressive writing on expected positive and negative affect regarding future professional life as a teacher. The panels in (A) show the
expected positive and negative affect after writing about the future teaching-related event one is most afraid of, the panels in (B) show the expected positive and
negative affect after writing about the future teaching-related event one is most looking forward to. The heights of the bars show mean positive and negative
affect as a function of group (expressive writing group vs. control group) and measurement point (baseline vs. day 1 vs. day 2 vs. day 3). Error bars represent

standard errors.
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(3, 381) = 3.80, p = .010, np2 =.029. Separate trend analyses showed a linear trend, F(1, 61) =
7.20, p = .009, 17,° = .106, and a quadratic trend in the control group, F(1, 61) = 14.33, p < .001,
npz =.190, indicating that joy decreased with increased writing repetitions in the control
group. By contrast, in the expressive writing group, no significant trends were observed, all ps
> 504, indicating that joy remained stable across writing sessions.

Controllability. For expected fear, there was neither a significant main effect of time,
Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.63, 333.45) = 1.03, p = .375, npz =.008, nor a significant main effect of
group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(1, 127) = 1.88, p = .173,1,° = .015, nor a significant interaction
between time and group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.63, 333.45) = 0.54, p = .630, npz =.004. For
expected joy, there was no significant main effect of time, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.78, 353.49)
=0.52, p =.658, npz =.004, and no significant interaction between time and group, F(2.78,
353.49) = 1.87, p = .139, npz =.015. However, there was a significant main effect of group,
Greenhouse-Geisser F(1, 127) = 12.28, p = .001, 1,° = .088, indicating that, overall, expected
joy was higher in the expressive writing group than in the control group. Separate trend analy-
ses showed a linear trend in the control group, F(1, 61) = 4.46, p = .039, np2 =.068, indicating
that controllability for expected joy decreased with increased writing repetitions in the control
group. By contrast, in the expressive writing group, no significant trends were observed, all ps
> 442, indicating that joy-related controllability remained stable across writing sessions.
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Fig 3. Effects of expressive writing on expected fear and joy elicited by the events one is writing about. The panels
in (A) show the intensity of the expected fear and joy, the panels in (B) show the expected controllability of the fear-
inducing and joy-inducing events, the panels in (C) show the expected emotional burden (fear) and the expected
positive motivational activation (joy), and the panels in (D) show the expected role the elicited emotions will play in
future professional life in comparison with other expected emotions. The heights of the bars show the respective means
as a function of group (expressive writing group vs. control group) and measurement point (baseline vs. day 1 vs. day 2
vs. day 3). Error bars represent standard errors.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905.g003

Emotional burden (fear) and positive motivational activation (joy). For expected fear,
there was a significant main effect of time, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.62, 333.21) = 29.46, p <
.001, np2 =.188 and neither a significant main effect of group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(1, 127) =
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1.18, p = .280, npz =.009, nor a significant interaction between time and group, Greenhouse-
Geisser F(2.62,333.21) = 1.12, p = .337, np2 =.009. Trend analyses showed that there was a lin-
ear trend, F(1, 127) = 57.02, p < .001, np2 =.310, and a quadratic trend, F(1, 127) =7.46, p =
.007, np2 =.056, indicating that the expected emotional burden decreased with an increased
number of writing sessions. For expected joy, there was a significant main effect of time, F(3,
381) = 4.17, p = .006, ,” = .032, and neither a significant main effect of group, F(1, 127) =
2.11, p =.149, ,° = .016, nor a significant interaction between time and group, F(3, 381) =
1.06, p = 367, 1,” = .008.

Expected role in comparison with other expected emotions. For expected fear, there
was a significant main effect of time, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.50, 317.71) = 8.75, p < .001, npz
=.064, and neither a significant main effect of group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(1, 127) = 0.18, p
=.673, 1, = .001, nor a significant interaction between time and group, Greenhouse-Geisser
F(2.50,317.71) = 0.71, p = .522, np2 =.006. Trend analyses showed that there was a linear, F(1,
127) = 18.23, p < .001, 1,° = .126, indicating that the expected role the fear-inducing event will
play in future professional life in comparison with other expected emotions decreased with an
increased number of writing sessions. For expected joy, there was a significant main effect of
time, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.64, 335.67) = 3.37, npz =.026, and no significant main effect of
group, Greenhouse-Geisser F(1, 127) = 1.97, p = .163, 11,” = .015. The interaction between
time and group was marginally significant, Greenhouse-Geisser F(2.64, 335.67) = 2.20, p =
096, 11,° = .017. Separate trend analyses showed a linear trend, F(1, 66) = 3.46, p = .067, 1,” =
.050, and a quadratic trend in the expressive writing group, F(1, 66) = 7.73, p = .007, 1,” = .105,
indicating that the expected role of joy increased with increased writing repetitions in the
expressive writing group. By contrast, in the control group, no significant trends were
observed, all ps > .084.

Motivation to use expressive writing in the future

The motivation to use expressive writing in the future was higher in the expressive writing
group, M = 3.47, SD = 0.91, compared to the control group, M = 2.74, SD = 0.96, t(127) = 4.41,
p <.001, d = 0.78. 71.6% of the participants in the expressive writing group rated their motiva-
tion to use expressive writing in the future above the scale midpoint, indicating that the major-
ity of participants found the expressive writing task so useful that they can imagine using it in
the future. To provide a more fine-grained picture, in Table 1, means, standard deviations as
well as the results of separate ¢-test for comparisons between the expressive writing group and
the control group are shown for the four individual items of the scale.

Change in the view about one’s future professional life

The expressive writing group reported a stronger change in the view about their future profes-
sional life as a teacher, M = 3.44, SD = 0.80, compared to the control group, M = 2.70,
SD =0.85), t(127) = 5.06, p < .001, d = 0.90. To provide a more fine-grained picture, in

Table 1. Motivation to use writing exercises in the future. Means, standard deviations, and results of separate ¢-test for comparisons between the expressive writing
group and the control group are shown for the four individual items of the scale (scales ranging from ranging from 1 = no to 5 = yes).

Mean SD t p d
Item 1: Do you think these writing exercises make sense? Treatment group Control group | 3.933.19 | 0.880.94 | 458 | <.001 | 0.82
Item 2: Did you find these writing exercises helpful? Treatment group Control group | 3.902.95 | 1.08 1.00 | 5.16 | <.001 | 0.91
Item 3: Can you imagine using the writing exercises outside the study? Treatment group Control group | 3.252.58 | 1.121.21 | 3.28 | .001 | 0.58

Item 4: Can you imagine continuing using the writing exercises in the long term? | Treatment group Control group | 2.792.24 | 1.161.18 | 2.66 | .009 | 0.47

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905.t001
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Table 2. Change in the view about one’s future professional life. Means, standard deviations, and results of separate t-test for comparisons between the expressive writ-
ing group and the control group are shown for the seven individual items of the scale (scales ranging from ranging from 1 = no to 5 = yes).

Mean SD t P d

Item 1: Did the writing exercises make you think more about your future professional life as a teacher? | Treatment group 3.87 098 |4.69| < 084
Control group 2.89 1.34 .001

Item 2: Do you now, after the writing exercises, think differently about your future professional life as | Treatment group 2.72 1.20 |1.84| .067 |0.33

a teacher? Control group 2.34 1.12

Item 3: Do you now, after the writing exercises, feel different about your future everyday working life | Treatment group 2.90 1.21 |261| .010 | 047

as a teacher? Control group 2.37 1.06

Item 4: Did the writing exercises motivate you to prepare yourself more actively for your future Treatment group 3.63 1.17 | 3.40| .001 |0.61

professional life as a teacher (e.g., selecting certain courses, etc.)? Control group 2.90 1.25

Item 5: Do you have the impression that something has changed in you or has already changed as a Treatment group 3.78 113 453 < |08l

result of the writing exercises? Control group 2.85 1.19 .001

Item 6: Did the writing exercises help you develop different views about your future professional life as | Treatment group 3.58 1.06 | 3.47| .001 |0.61

a teacher? (e.g., fear) Control group 2.89 1.22

Item 7: Did the writing exercises help you develop different views about your future professional life as | Treatment group 3.58 121 436 < |0.76

a teacher? (e.g., joy) Control group 2.65 1.23 .001

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0267905.t002

Table 2, means, standard deviations as well as the results of separate ¢-test for comparisons
between the expressive writing group and the control group are shown for the seven individual
items of the scale.

Discussion

The present findings suggest that expressive writing may be a promising way to promote
teacher students’ expected future teaching-related emotions. Writing on three consecutive
days for ten minutes each about the future teaching-related event one is most afraid of and the
future teaching-related event one is most looking forward to promoted the functionality of
expected teaching-related emotions and changed the view about one’s future professional life
as a teacher in a functional way.

As hypothesized, regarding positive and negative affect associated with one’s future profes-
sional life as a teacher, expressive writing brought about an improvement in that expected
global negative affect decreased and expected global positive affect increased with increased
writing sessions. Furthermore, as hypothesized, with increased writing sessions, the expected
emotional burden due to the fear-inducing event one had written about decreased, and the
expected emotional reward due to the joy-inducing event one had written about increased.
Beyond these emotional effects, after the expressive writing sessions, as hypothesized, teacher
students in the expressive writing group compared to the control group reported a more active
personal involvement with their future professional life and a stronger motivation to use
expressive writing in the future. In addition, teacher students in the expressive writing condi-
tion reported a stronger change in their view about their future professional life as a teacher.

These findings support previous findings showing that expressive writing is a helpful tech-
nique to promote the functional reprocessing of and coping with past negative events and to
increase the benefits from past positive events [for reviews, see, e.g., 3; 25]. Going beyond pre-
vious findings, our study demonstrates that expressive writing cannot only promote the func-
tional dealing with emotions elicited by past events but also the functionality of expected
emotions elicited by future events. In particular, since teacher students reported additionally a
change in their view about and a more active involvement with their future professional life,
the present findings demonstrate that expressive writing is not only helpful regarding expected
emotions but also regarding cognitions about one’s future professional life, which is in line
with previous findings indicating that writing can promote reflection [32].
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While the present findings indicate that not only writing about past emotional experiences
but also writing about expected future emotional experiences can be beneficial for psychologi-
cal well-being, there are a number of differences between past emotional experiences and
expected future emotional experiences such as, for instance, differences in the intensity of elic-
ited emotions or differences in the ability to imagine past versus future events, which could
make a difference in terms of the effects of expressive writing. Examining potential differences
in the effects of expressive when writing about past versus expected future experiences may be
an interesting avenue for future research.

An interesting finding of the present study beyond the effects of expressive writing is that
also writing about an unrelated event after having imagined future emotional events can have
positive effects on expected future emotions. Especially with regard to future fear-inducing
events, writing about a walk in a park or a forest decreased the expected global negative affect
and the expected emotional burden due to future fear-inducing events to the same extent than
expressive writing. Such a finding suggests that imagining and writing down future fear-induc-
ing events once and writing afterwards about unrelated topics may be sufficient to promote
functional expected emotions, a finding which supports evidence showing the existence of
nonconscious emotional reappraisal processes [39]. Since numerous studies have shown that
walking in nature or viewing pictures of nature can improve psychological functioning [40],
the observed improvement in expected emotions after writing about a walk in a park or a for-
est may also be related to such nature-induced effects, which may be an interesting question
for future research. Nevertheless, regarding teacher training, the use of expressive writing is
favorable over writing about unrelated topics due to the additional beneficial effects of expres-
sive writing on the view of and the involvement with the future professional life as a teacher,
and the increased motivation to use expressive writing in the long term.

When comparing the effects of expressive writing for the fear-inducing and the joy-induc-
ing events, the beneficial effect of expressive writing on expected emotions were stronger for
the fear-inducing than for the joy-inducing events. However, rather than reflecting the possi-
bility that expressive writing may be more effective for fear-inducing than for joy-inducing
events, it may alternatively be that this finding reflects a ceiling effect in the joy condition.
Expected joy regarding the future teaching-related event one is most looking forward to was
already largely at ceiling at baseline (e.g., mean intensity of joy at baseline: 6.55 on a scale of
1 = very low to 7 = very high) so that few room for improvement was left. By contrast, since
improvement in the case of fear means a decrease in intensity, there was much more room for
improvement regarding the future teaching-related event one is most afraid of (mean intensity
of fear at baseline: 4.74 on a scale of 1 = very low to 7 = very high). To clarify whether expres-
sive writing may be similar or even more effective for joy-inducing than for fear-inducing
events, further research is necessary where joyful events are used that are less emotionally
intense.

A final interesting observation is that the participants showed a more active involvement
with their later professional life and a higher motivation to use expressive writing in the long
term despite writing about fear-inducing future teaching-related events. This finding is impor-
tant because it shows that expressively writing about future fear-inducing events does not
induce avoidance behavior but increase the willingness to invest resources to solve the under-
lying problem. However, since the participants in the present study wrote both about joy-
inducing and fear-inducing topics, it may be that concurrently writing about positive topis of
future life may be an important precondition that writing about negative topics does not lead
to avoidance behavior, a question that requires further research.

In conclusion, the present study provides evidence that expressive writing may be a very
promising way to promote teacher students’ expected teaching-related emotions. Regarding
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teacher training, beyond the beneficial effects on expected emotions and on the view of and
involvement with later professional life, it is noteworthy that expressive writing is a very feasi-
ble technique which only takes little time and can easily be implemented in an online environ-
ment without the need to provide individual support. Thus, expressive writing may be an
effective and feasible tool to help teacher students to become better teachers.
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