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Public speaking anxiety (PSA) “is a specific communication-based anxiety in which individuals experience physiological arousal, negative cognitions, or behavioral responses to real or anticipated presentations” (Dwyer & Davidson, 2012b, p. 100), and communication apprehension (CA) is “an individual's level of fear or anxiety associated with either real or anticipated communication with another person or persons" (McCroskey, 1977, p. 78). CA is not restricted to public speaking, but public speaking is “one of the four well-researched contexts that contribute to overall [CA]–the others include dyads, meetings, and groups” (Dwyer & Davidson, 2012b, p. 100). Data regarding the impact of PSA and CA are unfortunate and consistent; these challenges are widespread and affect college students’ participation, confidence, and performance (Dwyer & Davidson, 2012b; Dwyer & Davidson, 2021; Ferreira-Marinho et al., 2017; McCroskey, 1972; Tahir et al., 2017). Communication centers have been identified as a potentially impactful means for supporting students in managing or lowering their levels of anxiety (Dwyer et al., 2002; Dwyer & Davidson, 2012a; Jones et al., 2004; Stewart et al., 2021a; Stewart et al., 2021b). 
Centers improve retention (Yook, 2012), improve grades and attendance (Brophy et al., 2021), and significantly reduce anxiety in students who report “medium” to “high” PSA (Stewart et al., 2021a, p. 316). Most recently, Zaied and Broeckelman-Post (2025) evaluated the effectiveness of an introductory course in communication set during the COVID-19 pandemic, looking specifically at whether it supported “the performance and experience” of “vulnerable student populations,” which included a measure of PSA levels at the beginning and end of the course (p. 354). There were limited significant findings; however, they did report that, like past studies have suggested, female participants reported higher levels of PSA than their male peers (Zaied & Broeckelman-Post, 2025). We also identified a movement in the literature calling for reevaluation of the validity of the Personal Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA-24) (Croucher et al., 2019), which has already led to some scholars rethinking the ways they measure and interpret PSA (Foutz et al., 2021). More broadly, research suggest that higher levels of stress issues, anxiety, and depression are being reported (Roberson, 2022). Students have a dramatically higher level of mental health challenges than ten years ago (Conrad et al., 2021). We recognize a clear need and opportunity to position our centers to help with PSA as a result of these changes in students’ apprehension to communicate, as well as changes in the ways we measure that apprehension. However, research on the topic of training tutors to do this work has been limited. Our call is to find ways to research how we can best train for these changes.  
On a personal note, the authors of this article came upon this issue–the need for tutor training in working with students who experience PSA and CA–by way of vastly different institutional contexts. One author, the director of a communication center, comes from a small private institution served by many students who enter STEM disciplines. Their tutors are trained in fostering a supportive environment, recognizing signs of anxiety, and helping students gradually build self-assurance. The director relied on the training they received on how to prepare a general tutor (not a communication center tutor) and realized they did not have detailed training on how to navigate public speaking anxiety. They had lots of questions that you will see below, which centered around (1) how tutors feel about handling anxiety, (2) best practices in helping students who experience anxiety and apprehension, and (3) exploring the difference between PSA and CA. Serendipitously, they ran into the second author while collaborating on work related to communication anxiety and apprehension research. This author, the associate director of a writing and communication-focused center, comes from a mid-sized community college that specializes in preparing students for work in the fashion and design industries. There, consultants are introduced to the question of how to work with speakers navigating anxiety from very early on; it is a topic of discussion that comes up during the interview process and again at multiple points throughout training. The general guidance tutors are asked to follow is to (1) ask tutees how they feel about assignments and not just where they are in their process, so that it might be easier for them to bring up anxiety if it is relevant, (2) know how to recognize direct and indirect signs that a tutee might be dealing with anxiety, (3) be able to engage tutees in conversations about anxiety in a way that makes clear it is normal, navigable, and also unique to the person facing it, and (4) work collaboratively to determine which strategies might work best to help a tutee navigate their anxiety. However, still, they find themselves with questions about how to best prepare their tutors to be able to have these sorts of conversations and feel confident doing so. Again, although the authors of this paper have been informed by very different institutional contexts, they came to the same conclusion – there is a need for guidance on preparing tutors to work with student anxiety. Specifically, training to help navigate anxiety has three clear student success outcomes.  

Communication Centers and Student Success 
First, our communication centers are uniquely positioned to help students with success in reducing anxiety and thus reducing obstacles in college (Prentiss, 2021c). Public speaking anxiety is an obstacle to student success. Communication centers mitigate these barriers by serving as inclusive, low-stakes environments where students can practice communication, receive constructive feedback, and build confidence. This approach is particularly empowering for first-generation, international, or underrepresented students who may feel marginalized in typical classroom settings (Morreale et al., 2010).  
Second, there is a unique place for communication centers to create “a sense of belonging” (Gann, 2021) and feel a safe, supportive, and confidence-building environment (Prentiss, 2021c). The 2020 edition of the Communication Center Journal echoes this concept of something that will help with inclusion and access. Student success is a byproduct of institutions with centers with this focus. A focused strategy to help navigate PSA helps students create a sense of belonging, helps them flourish in a college setting, and reduces loneliness (Broeckelman-Post et al., 2023). Thus, by removing the barrier to these variables, colleges can improve student wellbeing, another facet of student success.  
Lastly, communication centers foster personal and professional development for tutors and student workers. Peer tutors gain not just communicative competence but problem-solving skills, leadership, adaptability, and cultural awareness through training and consultations (Schwartzman & Marchena, 2023). These transferable skills enrich their employability and underscore communication centers' dual role: they both reduce barriers to student success and cultivate inclusive leaders.

Brief Review of the Literature   
Since research into CA began with McCroskey’s (1970) seminal article on the subject, one of the major goals of this body of research has been to identify strategies for lowering levels of PSA and CA among students (see Bodie, 2010, for a review of work on PSA). There have been many outcomes of this work, but a few particularly relevant to this paper include: a change in how we study, talk about, and prepare our instructors for dealing with communication anxiety (Prentiss & Horn, 2024); the development of best practices in training teachers to help students navigate PSA and CA (Prentiss, 2021a); and, of particular relevance to this article, the identification of the communication center as a means for helping students reduce their anxiety (Dwyer et al., 2002; Dwyer & Davidson, 2012a; Jones et al., 2004; Stewart et al., 2021a; Stewart et al., 2021b). The communication center scholarly community has produced other meaningful work at the intersections of PSA, CA, and communication centers, too. For example, established strategies have been adapted to guide tutors in how they work with students who might be dealing with depression or anxiety (Smith, 2023); concept maps have been considered as a tool for getting tutees to think and talk about their speech anxiety (Stewart, 2023); and, recently, the Communication Center Journal published a volume (Volume 8, Number 1) focused on strategies for the center that support wellness. Topics included how communication centers can support “multidimensional” wellness needs of students (Prentiss, 2022, p. 18) and how “trauma-informed pedagogy” can inform student outreach efforts (Roberson, 2022).   
However, mostly missing from this research is guidance around training tutors to use these methods for helping students navigate their PSA and CA. There has been some work; for example, Jones et al. (2004) recommended tutors should be trained in working with student anxiety, and suggested “it may be necessary that speech lab attendees be trained on techniques such as systematic desensitization (McCroskey, 1970), visualization (Ayres & Hopf, 1993), communication therapy (Motley, 1991, 1995), along with cognitive restructuring (Fremouw & Scott, 1979) and skills training (Phillips, 1977; Kelly, 1989)” (p. 25-26). Then, relatedly, Dwyer   (2015) provided clear guidance along those lines, which she called “General Tips for Tutors to Help Alleviate Students’ Anxieties in the Session” (p. 160). Therein, Dwyer (2015) outlined how students can better understand their own anxiety and where it comes from and select appropriate strategies for working to reduce it. Although Dwyer’s (2015) text did not give direct instructions for how to train tutors in facilitating these processes, the descriptions are written for tutors and are easily adaptable for training purposes. A number of other articles also talked about topics such as how training tutors to listen empathetically might be an asset in working with students dealing with anxiety (Cuny et al., 2012; Fabian, 2019) and how, through tutors connecting with tutees over shared experiences with having and navigating public speaking anxiety, anxiety levels of tutees might be reduced (Benedict et al., 2020; Ward & Schwartzman, 2009).  
In writing centers, tutors find themselves working with students experiencing writing apprehension (WA), a phenomenon that Daly and Miller (1975) wrote about first (and compared to CA) that has since become well-studied in the writing center literature. According to Daly and Wilson (1983), the term “refers to a situation and subject specific individual difference associated with a person’s tendencies to approach or avoid situations perceived to potentially require writing accompanied by some amount of perceived evaluation” (p. 327). According to Martinez et al. (2011), WA can manifest “through nervous tension, preoccupation, or procrastination” (p. 352). The research on WA seems to be split into two categories – the way it impacts writers (e.g., Martinez et al., 2011) and how it impacts tutors and their practice (e.g., Bizzaro & Toler, 1986). In terms of the impact on tutors, Bizzaro and Toler (1986) looked at whether “a relationship exists between the types of writing apprehension tutors experience and the methods they employ in teaching” (p. 38); they found a strong connection, and, of particular relevance to this article, suggested that this relationship could inform the development of tutor training. Discussion of CA (rather than WA) in the writing center space has been limited. In a conference presentation, Keating (2014) suggested writing center tutors should receive training for working with students who experience CA; in the literature, there has been some discussion on the topic of anxiety in the center (general, it seems, rather than WA or CA-specific), but it has most often dealt with the anxiety of tutors rather than tutees (e.g., Degner et al., 2015). As one exception, Lundin et al. (2023) listed a number of educational strategies (including, in particular, peer review and writing groups) that tutors can employ that can help in “mediating writing anxiety through their practice,” although the article did not provide guidance around the specifics of training tutors to use these strategies for the purpose of mediating anxiety. For another exception, Bishop (1989) outlined three activities for application in tutor preparation that can help tutors to understand their own anxiety better, in ways that they may then be able to extend to their tutees.  
Overall, research on the topic of training for this purpose is limited. Although there have been effective texts and scholarship written on the topic of general tutor training (Sieczkowski, 2019; Turner & Scheckels, 2015), the focus on training related to communication anxiety and apprehension is limited. Prentiss (2021b) recently talked about harnessing the basic course and skills training for means beyond the classroom; in her article, she focused on how they might be used to prepare students for increasingly digital and technology-driven work environments, and, in this article, we think about how training for our consultants can be optimized to address the reality of students navigating PSA and CA.   

Call to Action
PSA and CA literature, communication center literature, and other related literature support the need for the conversations around training tutors in this area but fall short in addressing it. We believe effective training is essential to ensure that tutors and directors can recognize, understand, and address communication anxiety in a way that fosters students’ growth and confidence and that, without adequate training, tutors may lack the tools and strategies needed to help students mitigate their apprehension, leaving these challenges unaddressed.   
Again, we want to clarify that we are not arguing there is no research related to this topic. Rather, we are saying that (1) there is a growing need for research on how communication center tutors are trained to address communication anxiety and apprehension due to the significant impact these issues have on individuals' academic and professional success and (2)  updated and continued research in this area would provide evidence-based frameworks and best practices for tutor preparation, contributing to improved outcomes for students who seek assistance at communication centers. Furthermore, expanding this research could help establish more standardized training programs, ultimately creating a consistent and supportive environment for students struggling with communication anxiety.   
With these opportunities in mind, we call for and encourage more research in this area. To get us started, we have compiled a number of questions as a prompt:   
· What existing methods are most effective in helping tutors identify and address PSA and CA in students, and how are these methods incorporated into their training?
· How do tutors currently perceive their preparedness to assist students dealing with PSA and CA, and what gaps exist in their training?   
· What are the long-term effects of targeted tutor training on students experiencing PSA and CA in terms of their confidence, participation, and communication skills?   
· To what extent do communication center training programs include evidence-based strategies for addressing PSA and CA, and what best practices are missing from these curricula?   
· How do tutors' abilities to recognize and manage PSA and CA vary across institutions with different communication center models and training practices?   
· What role does the tutor’s own communication style and anxiety play in supporting students with PSA and CA, and how can training programs account for this?   
· How does a lack of formal training on PSA and CA affect tutors' interactions with students and their ability to create a supportive learning environment?   
· What assessment tools can be developed or refined to measure the effectiveness of tutor training programs in preparing tutors to manage PSA and CA?   
· What barriers exist to integrating comprehensive PSA and CA training into communication center tutor programs, and how can these challenges be addressed?   
We welcome you to consider these questions we have posed – answer them, add to them, challenge them, and more. But, also, our suggestions came from our own experiences, so we encourage you to take inspiration from your own individual contexts and experiences too. Think of your tutors, your training, and the services you provide. Think of your success stories, your most challenging sessions, and all of the sessions in which anxiety has played a role. What can we ask of this work that will allow us to do it more effectively in the future?

Conclusion 
In summary, there are a variety of reasons to support this line of research. PSA and CA have shifted dramatically in the last few decades because of technological changes, a worldwide pandemic, and changes in preferred communication methods. Anxiety research is nothing new but changes frequently. Communication center research has been up to date on admitting that it is an element of our job duties in a center, but there is an opportunity to improve how we prepare our tutors, how to justify the importance of these centers on university campuses, and a chance to explore best practices supported by research. Also, with the recent development of the Communication Anxiety and Apprehension division in the National Communication Association (NCA, 2022), there is a new push to understand how that particular research along with Communication Centers can push our discipline to new understandings of our role.    
Ultimately, this is a call to research asking how we can answer these questions and others about how we explore PSA and CA related to communication center training. According to Bodie (2010), “as educators, we have an obligation to assist our students in overcoming their speaking fear” (p. 92).  We argue that we have the same obligation as communication center directors to have a strategic approach to how we train our communication center tutors to do this important work.       
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