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Abstract 

The continuation task, a newly developed writing task that requires learners to extend an 

incomplete reading prompt with logic and coherent writing, has been recently implemented as a 

high-stake test in China. Researchers have found a variety of characteristics of the continuation 

task that impact students’ writing performance, with the genre being an important one. Yet, the 

exploration of the impact of the two types of genre or reading material (narrative and 

argumentative) on students’ writing performance in the continuation task has still been limited. 

As such, this study explores English language learners’ writing performance (writing scores and 

textual features of the written responses) in the narrative and argumentative continuation tasks 

and their perception of the two writing tasks within the context of Chinese senior high schools.  

Eighty-six Chinese senior high school students in grade 11 were invited to complete two 

continuation tasks, one with narrative source text and one with an argumentative text, and two 

self-rating questionnaires that asked participants about their perceptions of the completed tasks. 

Afterwards, select participants were recruited to participate in two rounds of focus-group 

interviews to further expand upon and share their perceptions of their experiences in completing 

each writing task. 

Senior high school students performed quite similarly (no significant difference) in 

writing scores awarded to narrative and argumentative writing responses, and they perceived the 

two writing tasks to be of similar level difficulty, which suggest that both genre type of tasks 

could help assess students’ language ability. Different language features (e g., lexical 

complexity, syntactic complexity, etc.) appearing in the narrative and argumentative written 

responses and students’ report of alignment to the source text in the writing process indicate that 

different genres of reading prompts could cue students to use different language resources.  
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This study complements the literature of genre effect on EFL students’ written responses 

to continuation task in mainland Chinese educational context. The results could hold 

implications for continued research on similar topics, pedagogy, and assessment.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

This chapter consists of five parts. It begins with the introduction of the research 

background, followed by the research rationale. Then it presents the research purpose and 

questions. Research significance and the overall structure of the thesis are outlined at the end of 

this chapter.  

Research Background 

Traditionally in writing assessment, writing skills are assessed separately with other 

language skills such as reading and listening. Test-takers are required to give responses to a lone 

writing prompt based on their personal experiences or background knowledge. This type of task 

has been extensively criticized by researchers (Cho, 2003; Hamp-lyon & Kroll, 1996; Weigle, 

2004) for lacking authenticity as it fails to reflect the features of writing tasks in authentic 

academic writing environments where writers are often required to draw upon multiple sources 

during their writing process, such as reading material or notes or information from lectures or 

classroom discussions (Cumming, 2013). The singular type of writing task has also been 

criticized for affecting test fairness because test takers may not always have the sufficient 

background knowledge, and because of negative washback effect or the (negative) impact of 

language testing on language teaching and learning (Alderson & Wall, 1993) such as instructors 

“teaching to the test” and students only memorizing information to improve test performance.    

 Unlike the single writing prompt, integrated tasks have gained popularity among 

influential high-stake language proficiency tests around the world as seen with the Test of 

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), the Ontario Test of English as a second Language 

(OTESL), and Chinese National Matriculation English Test (Zhejiang province version). As the 

name suggests, the integrated writing task combines other language modalities such as reading 
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and listening with writing and require test-takers to produce written responses based on given 

text materials (Plakan, 2010). Numerous studies have suggested that integrated writing tasks can 

complement and improve the ways of assessing writing abilities and bring with it improved test 

fairness, better authenticity, and positive washback effect on teaching and learning (Cumming et 

al., 2004, Cumming et al., 2005; Gebril, 2009; Knoch & Sitajalabhorn, 2013; Plakans & Gebril, 

2012; Read, 1990; Weigle, 2002, 2004). Given the merits of integrated writing tasks, the 

assessment community is witnessing an increased use of integrated writing tasks to assess 

academic writing by either replacing or complementing the independent writing tasks (Gebril & 

Plakans, 2009).  

Specifically, integrated reading-writing tasks have been increasingly favoured by the 

Chinese assessment community. Driven by test-oriented culture, typically what is tested in high-

stake tests in China will automatically become what is taught and learned in the classroom (Liu, 

2010). As such, the negative washback on teaching and learning brought by using independent 

writing task in large-scale assessment has raised increased concerns (Ye, 2018). Further, 

scholars suggest the implementation of learning-oriented tasks, such as with the integrated 

reading-writing style of the continuation task, in high-stake examinations to not only measure 

test-takers’ language proficiency but also promotes language learning during the test-taking 

process (Wang, 2015).   

Considering the value of the integrated writing task, the continuation task (described in 

more detail in chapter 2) was developed and incorporated into the writing section of the National 

Matriculation English Test (NMET) in Zhejiang province (hereafter NMET-ZJ) in 2016 because 

of the positive impact on language learning (Jiang, 2015; Jiang &Chen, 2015; Wang, 2012, 

2015) and its high reliability and validity as a writing assessment instrument (Liu & Chen, 2016; 

Wang & Qi, 2013). The NMET is a high-stake proficiency test developed by the National 
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Education Examinations Authority that is directly guided by the Chinese Ministry of Education 

(Cheng, 2008; Qi, 2004) to determine university admission decisions together with other 

subjects (e.g., mathematics, Chinese language, and literacy). Traditionally, the NMET is held 

once in a year. To change the once-in-a-life-time examination system, in 2014 Zhejiang was 

selected as the pilot province to conduct the new examination system in which the NMET can be 

held twice a year, in June and October. Test-takers have the option to choose the higher score as 

their final score to apply for university. The latest test format of NMET-ZJ, as presented in 

Table 1.1, has been inplemented since 2016. While the majority of the exam remained relatively 

the same, the most prominent change of the test design in the NMET-ZJ was the incorporation 

of the continuation task.Typically, according to Wang (2012), any reading material whose 

ending could be removed for students to expand creatively can be used as continuation task, 

therefore, the genre of reading selection for continuation task in theory could be any genre (e.g., 

narrative, argumentative). But, at the time of conducting this research, the NMET continuation 

task only includes narrative reading material as a writing prompt because continuation task was 

first introduced to the public in the format of an incomplete story and many researchers followed 

this line to conduct empirical studies. Therefore, with substantiated research on narrative 

continuation task suggesting the task is a good tool to assess students’ writing ability, narrative 

continuation task was incorporated in the NMET-ZJ. However, whether narrative source text is 

the most suitable genre selection for continuation task still needs further exploration. After all, 

there appears to be a limited focus on the exploration of genre selection of reading materials for 

the continuation tasks, including both the narrative and argumentative prompts. Therefore, this 

study includes the exploration of the effects of both genres of reading selection on writing 

performance.  
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Table 1.1 

Format of NMET-ZJ in 2021 

SECTION ITEM TYPE NUMBER OF 

ITEMS 

TOTAL 

MARKS 

WEIGHTING (%) 

Listening Multiple choice 20 30 20 

Reading Multiple choice 12 35 23 

Cloze Multiple choice 20 30 20 

Grammar & 

Vocabulary 

Fill in the blank 10 15 10 

Writing Guided writing 1 15 10 

Continuation task 1 25 17 

Total 64 150 100 

 

 As noted earlier, and addressed in more detail in chapter two, the continuation task is an 

innovative integrated reading-writing task that requires test-takers to write a 150-word ending to 

an incomplete reading prompt that is approximately 350 words in length. The guidelines also 

provide instructions and key words. To accomplish the task, test-takers need to read the text 

meticulously to uncover the storyline and extend the content in their writing in a coherent and 

logical way. The narrative prompt provides not only meaningful context that can positively 

impact students’ responses, but also provides important contextual cues to better support their 

written responses that can include aspects such as content knowledge and language use (Ye & 

Ren, 2019). Continuation tasks have unique requirements for the use of source text, the reading 

material, to which test takers are asked to read and provide a written response. Unlike traditional 
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integrated writing tasks such as with a summary that requires the description or summary of the 

information presented in the source text, assessment of the continuation task does not require 

how much information test-takers extract from the source text but rather focuses on the 

completeness of the storyline and the logical links of extended content with the source text. 

Also, compared with most existing integrated writing tasks inspired by academic settings, in 

which appropriate textual use of source material are required (Liu et al., 2016), source language 

use in continuation task is regarded as more of an intuitive way to respond to the task. As a 

newly developed writing assessment, such unique task features and requirements make the test 

design of the continuation task a significant challenge for test developers. One of the significant 

issues in designing the task concerns the impact of the source characteristics (e.g., text length, 

text linguistic complexity, text genre) on students’ performance. To provide insights into proper 

material selection for continuation task in assessment use, this study focused on exploring 

Chinese senior high, English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students’ writing performance in the 

narrative continuation task in comparison with that in argumentative continuation task.  

Research Rationale  

Although the continuation task has been used in large-scale tests, our understanding of 

the impact of source characteristics on students’ writing performance is still in its infancy (Wang 

& Qi, 2013). Previous studies along this line have investigated source characteristics such as the 

perceived level of interest (Xue, 2013), and the degree of linguistic complexity (Peng et al., 

2020). The effect of genre, an essential task feature that is believed to affect test-takers’ writing 

performance (Bachman, 1990; Hidi & Anderson, 1986; Weigle, 2002), has not yet been 

systematically explored in relation to continuation tasks. Although narrative reading material has 

been selected for continuation task in NMET-ZJ for years, the empirical research that tests the 

validity and reliability of the genre selection of the source text is lacking. That is, it is still 
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unclear which genre type of source text—narrative or argumentative—can best measure 

language proficiency that test developers intend to measure. As such, this study serves to 

complement the literature by exploring the effect of both the narrative and argumentative 

continuation task on writing performance.  

The argumentative genre merits equal attention because it has been highlighted by the 

English Curriculum Standards for Senior High School in China (Ministry of Education, 2017), 

as well as some current literature (Christie, 1997; Crowhurst, 1988; Johns 1995; Mei, 2006) due 

to its essential role in students’ future academic success. However, argumentative reading 

material has been considered by test developers as a less suitable choice for continuation task in 

NMET-ZJ (Liu & Chen, 2016) because it is considered to be much more cognitively demanding 

compared with narrative writing, making it more challenging for senior high school students to 

demonstrate their language proficiency. Thus, narrative reading material is often viewed as a 

better option for the continuation task in the NMET. That being said, such assumptions have not 

been fully explored in research. Therefore, as suggested by Wang and Qi (2013), there warrants 

further empirical research to explore “which genre type of reading material for continuation task 

is suitable for test purpose, narrative or argumentative” (p.718). In other words, research is 

needed to investigate which genre type of continuation task can better elicit English language 

proficiency that test developers intend to measure. In an effort to complement the literature, this 

study explored the test performance (including overall score, linguistic features, and students’ 

perception) of students in both narrative and argumentative continuation tasks.  

Research Purpose and Questions 

The present study aimed to investigate genre effect on senior high EFL students’ writing 

performance in continuation task using two types of source texts: narrative and argumentative. 

As such, the research questions for this study are:  
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1. Does genre type affect students’ writing scores in argumentative and narrative 

continuation tasks? What are the differences across English proficiency levels?  

2.  To what extent does genre type affect students’ textual features of the written 

responses to narrative and argumentative continuation tasks? 

3.  How do the students perceive the narrative and argumentative continuation tasks? 

The hypotheses for the first two research questions are presented below, which are primarily 

based on the findings from the previous studies. Since the third research question explores 

students’ perceptions of the writing tasks and thus are more exploratory, no hypothesis is 

provided for this question.  

H1: Students will obtain higher scores in the narrative written responses than the 

argumentative responses as there appears to be an interaction effect between genre type and 

Chinese senior high school students’ English proficiency levels on students’ writing scores.  

H2: Students’ written responses to argumentative continuation task will demonstrate 

significantly different use of textual features in accuracy, fluency, lexical complexity, syntactic 

complexity, and cohesion from the narrative ones. In general, the argumentative continuation 

responses will demonstrate shorter text length, higher level of accuracy, more complex use of 

language and more use of cohesive devices for logic reasoning than the narrative continuation 

task. 

Research Significance 

Given the continuation task has been included in the NMET-ZJ, the investigation of the 

effects of genre type of reading material on writing performance in continuation tasks can have 

both theoretical and practical contributions. From a theoretical perspective, this study will shed 

light on subsequent research concerning the task-related factors (e.g., the genre of the task) that 

may affect the writing performance and broaden the horizon of research on language testing 
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research and pedagogy. From another practical perspective, this study can inform and help to 

deepen test developers’ understanding of genre effect on the continuation task and guide 

developers to select the most suitable reading material for testing purposes, thus potentially 

improving the reliability and validity of the test design. This research can also help teachers 

select proper source materials to make best use of continuation tasks to train students’ writing 

skills. 

Organization of the Thesis 

This thesis takes the form of five chapters. To begin, chapter two presents a relevant 

literature review by starting with an introduction of writing assessment, the factors that influence 

writing assessment, and the model that frames the present study. Then, the definition of the 

continuation task is presented, followed by the theoretical frameworks that underpins the task 

and the relevant empirical studies. The chapter then presents the definition of the genre and 

relevant empirical studies. Finally, Hayes’ model (1996, 2012), the theoretical framework of this 

study is discussed. Chapter three outlines the quantitative and qualitative methodologies, 

including the general design of this research, the details about the participants, instruments 

implemented, procedures of data collection, and approaches to data analysis. Chapter four 

reports the analysis and findings, and chapter five outlines a discussion of the data, followed by 

the implications, limitations, and suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

This chapter consists of four parts. First, it reviews the development of the writing task, 

and factors that influence the writing performance. Then it provides the definition of 

continuation task, its theoretical basis, and exploration of relevant empirical studies. Next, the 

chapter then introduces the definition of genre and relevant literature. Finally, the chapter 

presents Hayes’ model (1996, 2012), which serves as the theoretical framework for this study.  

Writing Assessment 

Independent and Integrated Writing Task 

Typically, writing skills are assessed independent of other language skills such as reading 

and listening by including an independent timed writing task. Test-takers are required to respond 

to the lone writing prompt by employing their general knowledge and personal experiences. As 

such, concerns have long been raised for using independent writing tasks in assessing writing 

skill (Cho, 2003; Hamp-lyon & Kroll, 1996; Weigle, 2004). For example, Weigle (2004) has 

made a compelling argument about the problem of independent writing, which often employs a 

singular prompt without any context. According to Weigle, using independent writing for testing 

could introduce bias that is difficult to measure and overcome as students are asked to write on a 

topic based on their background knowledge, which can vary greatly. Also, in practice, test 

preparation for such tasks can be achieved by drilling students about writing formats and 

memorizing pre-set exposition structures, which can lead to a negative effect on assessment, 

instruction, and overall learning. In addition, lack of authenticity is another major concern for 

using independent writing tasks in assessment. That is, tasks assessing writing ability 

independent of other language modalities such as reading fail to reflect writing assignments in 

authentic academic contexts where writing is often based on information obtained from different 
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sources. The inauthentic writing task makes it difficult to ensure valid interpretation of scores 

(Messick, 1996) and further challenging to ensure students’ proficient language use in real-life 

writing tasks. Therefore, scholars in the language assessment field are calling for more authentic 

measures of academic writing skills (Cumming et al., 1996; Weigle, 2002, 2004). 

Given this call, more and more large-scale language tests have incorporated integrated 

writing tasks into the writing section of the exams. Internet-based TOEFL examinations, for 

example, require test-takers to produce written text based on their understanding of a lecture and 

reading passage (e.g., TOEFL iBT, National Matriculation English Test in Zhejiang province, 

China). As the name suggests, integrated writing tasks require test-takers to write a response by 

incorporating information provided by the other modalities (e.g., a reading passage). Integrated 

forms of writing assessment are increasingly favoured in assessment community for a number of 

reasons. First, integrated writing tasks are considered to be a more authentic means to assess 

writing than independent writing tasks because they often simulate real situations students may 

encounter in academic contexts where writing is typically based on the information obtained 

from different sources such as readings, lectures, and class discussions (Weigle, 2002). Second, 

integrated tasks can improve test fairness since the inclusion of the source material provides test-

takers with topical knowledge to refer to so that all test takers can potentially have a more equal 

opportunity to produce a written response (Cumming et al., 2006; Plakan & Gebril, 2012; Read, 

1990). Third, integrated writing tasks, with its inclusion of other language skills, have great 

potential to bring about a positive impact on teaching and learning such as students’ overall 

improvement in their writing skills and writing proficiency, as well as teachers’ increased 

motivation to include lessons on writing (Cumming et al., 2004; Weigle, 2004). Given the merits 

mentioned above, the assessment community is witnessing an increased use of integrated 

writing task to assess academic writing by either replacing or complementing the independent 
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writing task (Gebril & Plakans, 2009). As the writing assessment community moves forward 

with an increasing implementation of different types of integrated writing tasks (e.g., reading-

writing integrated task, reading-writing-listening integrated task), the proper design of the 

integrated writing tasks, such as the consideration of the genre, becomes a significant issue. An 

understanding of factors such as genre that may influence test-takers’ writing performance serve 

as the initial step to design a reliable and valid integrated writing task.  

Factors that Influence Writing Performance 

Assessing writing is never an easy task. According to Weigle (2002), there are at least 

five factors that can affect test-takers’ writing scores: 1) the writing task characteristics such as 

the topic of the reading material, or genre; 2) the written responses (length, word count and the 

linguistic features etc.); 3) characteristics of the test-takers (motivation, working memory, 

background knowledge, second language (L2) proficiency); 4) the scoring rubric being used 

(e.g. analytic scale or holistic scale); and, 5) characteristics of the graders (e.g. preferences, 

experiences). Among other traits, the proper design of the writing task is also of particular 

importance, as argued by Bachman (1996): 

We know that test performance is also affected by the characteristics of the methods used    

to elicit test performance…[They] are of particular importance for designing, 

developing, and using language tests, since it is these over which we potential have some 

control. (p. 111) 

Of importance is that the task characteristics have long been identified as an important factor 

that can influence writer’s writing performance. According to the writing process as proposed by 

Flower and Hayes (1981), writing is constantly influenced by three major components: the task 

environment such as the feature of the writing tasks (e.g., topic, motivating cues, genre);  the 

cognitive process involved in writing, including planning (deciding what to write and how to 
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write) translating (turning ideas into written text), and revising (improving the written text); and 

the learners’ long-term memory which includes knowledge of the topic, audience, and genre. In 

the revised model, Hayes (1996) reorganized the aforementioned factors into two components: 

task environment and the individual, which helps to show how task features together with 

writers’ task-related knowledge and other attributes such as motivation can influence the writing 

process, and consequently influence writing performance. As such, a thorough understanding of 

the effect of task characteristics on writing performance is critical during task design.  

 Informed by the influence of task characteristics on writing performance, Weigle (2002) 

proposed a comprehensive framework based on the works of McNamara (1996) and Kenyon 

(1992) to facilitate test designers to understand how tasks can be varied to fulfill different test 

purposes. According to Weigle’s categorization of task features that can affect writing 

performance, the task dimension can be classified into subject matter (topic), supporting 

material (text, graph, table), genre (e.g., narration versus argumentation), and type of prompt 

(question versus statement). Among those variables, genre is the focus of my study because for 

the continuation task, which will be discussed in more detail in the following section, the 

exploration of genre effect on its writing performance is still in its early stages. Research along 

this line can have classroom implications and impact the ongoing development of the 

continuation task for future assessment. As such, this study complements current research by 

specifically examining the effect of two genres on students’ language use and writing scores in 

the continuation task. What follows is an introduction of continuation task, its theoretical 

foundation, and connections to relevant literature.  

Continuation Task 

The continuation task is one category of the integrated writing task in China, which 

includes both a reading and writing component. With a continuation task, students are provided 
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with an incomplete story and are required to write a response based on the reading material 

provided. To complete the task, writers first need to read through the source text to construct a 

situation model for comprehension, a conceptual tool that is critical for text comprehension and 

memory retrieval including information such as space, time, causality, intentionality, and main 

characters (Zwaan & Radvansky, 1998). Second, based on the situation model constructed, 

writers are expected to write an innovative and coherent ending that is in line with the situation 

model, and with the incomplete reading prompt. To achieve an ideal performance, writers have 

to engage with and write a response that aligns with the provided text to make sure the writing 

style, language use, and content creation flow coherently from the input material (Wang & 

Wang, 2015), and thus provides a logical ending to the provided story.  

The theoretical framework that underpins the continuation task is the alignment effect, a 

process that considers how people dynamically interact and adapt to each other in varying 

contexts. It has been recognized by researchers that alignment plays a central role in real-life 

communication through language. For instance, children can learn to speak their first language 

(L1) in a short period of time through communication or aligning with people around them. 

During communication contexts, children align with the environment by imitating or repeating 

the sentences spoken by interlocutors. Wang (2010) believes language can be more efficiently 

learned by understanding the mechanism of children’s language acquisition. As children acquire 

language through communication, Wang hypothesized that under the communication lie in how 

language is learned.  With this hypothesis in mind, Wang drew inspirations from Pickering and 

Garrod’s Interactive Alignment Model (IAM) (2004), which had explained how successful 

communication is achieved, and then adapted the IAM to explain how alignment effect may 

work in the continuation task. According to the IAM, better communication takes place when 

various levels of mental representations (e.g., situational and linguistic levels) are aligned. The 
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alignment of the situational model (e.g., space, time, causality, intentionality, and main 

characters of the events) is a basis to achieve mutual understanding through dialogue, and the 

alignment of the situation model and linguistic representations (e.g., semantics, syntax, 

phonology) are interconnected, and alignment at one level will activate the alignment of the 

other (Branigan et al, 2000; Cleland & Pickering, 2003). Therefore, the linguistic alignment can 

naturally lead to the alignment of the situation model. Linguistic alignment is automatic and 

demonstrates itself in structure priming, which refers to the occurrence when a partner repeats 

and imitates what has been said (Bock 1986). The alignment process is simple but significant for 

second language (L2) learning because as Wang and Wang (2015) argue “the repetition of a 

linguistic form new to the learner is meaning-driven and occurs in the real-life communicative 

context, enhancing the likelihood of future use of the form” (p.506). Based on the IAM and 

structure priming, Wang and Wang (2015) observe that alignment is significant for L2 learning 

in that it helps bridge the gap between communication and production, and such processes is 

conductive to consolidation and expansion of learners’ L2 representations and thus facilitates 

learning. When input is provided, the gap between comprehension and production forces 

learners to align with the input at various levels (from situation model to linguistic 

representation). The alignment serves to resolve and bridge the gaps between comprehension 

and production, helping to strengthen and expand learners’ language repertoire, thus leading to 

better language acquisition. The more intimately the comprehension and production are coupled, 

the greater intensity of alignment there will be (Wang, 2012), therefore, leading to better 

learning outcomes. The continuation task, which asks learners to write responses based on the 

input material is believed to entail the alignment effect. And so, since the continuation task was 

introduced and theorized by Wang (2010, 2012, 2013, 2016), the outcomes of this task have 

been viewed to have a potentially positive impact on language learning.  
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In addition to the interactive alignment model, another significant theory that grounds 

the continuation task is the extension theory as proposed by Wang (2016) whereby language is 

successfully and efficiently learned through extension, which typically takes place through 

dialogue where speakers extend and build on each other’s ideas creatively; this process of 

extension can activate nearly all factors that can facilitate language learning. As Wang (2013) 

note, the five key factors that can account for how dialogue can facilitate language development 

include: communicative intention, interactive alignment, communicative context, language use 

for creation, and the combination of comprehension and production. These features are 

interconnected and work together to promote language development. Wang (2016) argues that 

the extension can be an engine that helps couple production with comprehension, create 

communicative incentive that motivate learners to interact and align with the input material and 

use what has been comprehended and learned to build ideas creatively, thus promote language 

learning.  

As a series of research has been done exploring the theoretical foundation of the 

continuation task (Wang, 2010, 2012, 2013, 2016), Wang and Wang (2015) took an initiative to 

investigate whether continuation tasks entail alignment effect and how L2 learners’ writing 

performance could be influenced. In one study, two groups of participants were assigned to 

complete continuation tasks, one with an English version of the source text and the other with a 

Chinese version. Another study included two different groups of students to write on two topics 

without any source text. The results from both studies demonstrate that alignment manifests 

itself better in the continuation task with the English version that included a source text, resulted 

in fewer errors, and that the use of continuation task is helpful to diminish negative first 

language (L1) transfer.  

   Inspired by Wang’s theoretical argument and studies, empirical research concerning the 
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effect of continuation task on facilitating L2 learning has evolved. Studies along this line have 

substantiated the positive impact of continuation tasks on aspects such as the improvement in 

writing performance including accuracy, fluency, complexity (Jiang & Chen, 2015; Jiang, 2015; 

Mao & Jiang, 2017)), lexical use, coherence, and structures (Zhang, 2016; Zhang,2018),  

promotion of critical thinking (Li, 2015), stimulation creativity and alleviating writing anxiety 

(Zhang, 2016), facilitating vocabulary development (Tu, 2016), and learning linguistic structures 

such as subjunctive mood (Xin, 2017) or the ability to express one’s wishes or suggestions.  

Drawn by the promising potential for facilitating L2 learning, research on the 

continuation task for testing purposes continued to develop (Liu & Chen, 2016; Wang & 

Qi,2013; Ye & Ren, 2019; Yu, 2019). Wang and Qi (2013) set out to explore if the continuation 

task could be applied to language proficiency tests. The scholars analyzed scoring reliability, 

rating scale, task difficulty, concurrent validity, or its correlation with students’ reading, writing 

and language proficiency, through statistical analyses. The results suggest that the continuation 

task is a valid and reliable tool for writing assessment as well as differentiating language 

proficiency among test-takers. And so, as noted above as well, given the empirical support for its 

facilitative effect on learning and its validity and reliability as a writing assessment instrument, 

the continuation task was incorporated in 2016 into the writing session of China’s National 

Matriculation English test in Zhejiang province, an exam that plays a critical role in deciding 

students’ admission into college.  

Notwithstanding the test application, the overall understanding of the effect of task-

related factors on writing performance in continuation tasks remains under explored. Previous 

studies have investigated source characteristics such as the perceived level of interest (Xue, 

2013) and the degree of linguistic complexity (Peng et al., 2020), but the effect of genre, an 

essential task feature that is believed to affect test-takers’ writing performance (Hidi & 
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Anderson,1986; Weigle, 2002; Bachman, 1990), has not yet been systematically explored in 

relation to the continuation task. Zhang and Zhang (2017) did compare genre effect of two 

different input texts, narrative and argumentative, on alignment of the input text and writing 

performance. They found learners who were assigned the argumentative continuation task 

demonstrated more alignment in word choice and phrases, and fewer errors overall in their 

responses while learners who were asked to respond to the narrative text wrote more words in 

total. Zhang and Zhang’s research took an initiative to explore genre effect of source text on 

writing performance in continuation task. However, their focus is on looking at the genre effects 

on language learning, particularly on alignment. In other words, Zhang and Zhang explore the 

genre effect from a language learning perspective, which mainly observed what participants can 

learn through the practice of the two genre writing tasks. However, further research is needed to 

explore genre effect from a testing perspective, which focus more on such as students’ writing 

scores, and the textual features of their written responses. This is essential because as noted 

earlier, the continuation task has been used in large scale tests while it is still unclear “which 

genre of reading material is more suitable for testing purpose, argumentative or narrative?” 

(Wang & Qi, 2013, p. 718). The consideration of the argumentative genre in the continuation 

task is important because argumentative writing plays a significant role in both academic and 

real-life success (Christie,1997; Crowhurst, 1988; Johns 1995; Mei, 2006), and it has long been 

a typical genre type used in large-scale standardized test such as Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL) and the International English Language Testing Systems (IELTS) (Qin & 

Karabacak, 2010). Additionally, the English Curriculum Standards for Senior High School in 

China (Ministry of Education, 2017) has highlighted the importance of argumentative genre of 

writing and suggested the inclusion of such a genre of writing in both classroom and assessment 

contexts. Given the importance of the argumentative genre of writing and the fact that the 
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reading material selection for continuation tasks in NMET-ZJ has been confined to narrative 

texts, it is worthwhile to investigate if argumentative reading text should be more fully adopted 

into the continuation task and to explore whether the narrative or argumentative genre is more 

suitable for integrating writing tasks. As such, this study complements current research by 

specifically examining the genre effect on test-takers’ writing performance in continuation task, 

with both the narrative and argumentative genres. What follows is an overview of genre theory 

with connections and significant considerations to assessments.  

Genre   

 Genre, in the case of this study, refers to the conventionally accepted ways of using 

language to serve specific social purposes (Halliday & Hasan, 1985; Hyland, 2004; Swales, 

1981). The two most frequently researched genres in writing assessment are narrative and 

expository (Ortega, 2015). The definition of narrative and expository genre varies among 

researchers, but generally, narratives are referred to descriptions about events and actions 

performed by people (e.g., stories, fiction, historical events) (Grabe, 2002; Berman & Slobin, 

2013) while expository genres are characterized by explanations, claims, and arguments (e.g., 

persuasive, compare and contrast, argumentative text) (Beer & Nagyy, 2011). Given the 

rationale outlined in previous sections, and considering the context of this study (e.g., testing 

practices in China) this study focuses on two genres: narrative (extending stories to entertain 

reader) and argumentative (making arguments to convince reader).  

Research with regards to genre and L1 and L2 have consistently shown that there is some 

level of genre effect on language use. At the lexical level, narrative genres demonstrate a greater 

use of personal pronouns and sensory images with increased word diversity (Berman &Nir-

Sagiv, 2007; Polio & Yoon, 2017; Yoon, 2017), while argumentative essays display longer, more 

abstract, more complex vocabulary use (Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2007; Polio & Yoon, 2017). At the 
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syntactic level, research has shown argumentative genres demonstrate higher syntactic 

complexity than narratives (Lu, 2012; Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2007; Qin & Uccelli, 2016;), 

showing more frequent use of longer sentences and clauses (Crowhurst,1980; Lu, 2012; Malvern 

et al., 2004; Qin & Uccelli, 2016), more complex nominals and coordinate phrases per clause 

(Ravid & Berman, 2010; Lu, 2012), and more adverbial clauses (Yoon, 2017; Scott & Windsor, 

2000). Such variation in language use across genres, as has been explained by researchers, is 

perhaps due to the result of writers’ attempts to fulfill different communicative functions (Beer 

& Nagy, 2009; Ravid, 2005). However, most studies on L2 learners either focused on adult L2 

learners’ language use or limited the investigation of linguistics features at the syntactic or 

lexical level. Less is known about EFL adolescent learners’ writing features at the discourse 

level (e.g., cohesion) and how their language skills might vary across argumentative and 

narrative writing. 

Unlike consistent findings of genre effect on language use, research of genre effect on 

writing scores is quite conflicting. Most studies focusing on L1 have reported higher scores 

resulting from narrative than non-narrative forms of writing such as the argumentative style 

(Bouwer et al., 2015; Crowhurst, 1980), which is often explained as an outcome of different 

cognitive demands or the familiarity of relevant genre knowledge. For example, Bouver et al. 

(2015) asked sixth-grade children to write independent argumentative and narrative writing tasks 

and found that students achieved higher scores in narrative than argumentative writing. The 

authors interpreted the findings as a result of more stable task schema for narrative writing than 

argumentative one. Quellmalz et al. (1982) explored the influence of genre knowledge on 

writing scores with strikingly different results. They analyzed expository and narrative essays 

written by senior high students and found significantly higher scores in expository writing than 

narratives. They further noted the possible reason for such findings may be due to the students’ 
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stronger schema for expository writing because of greater focus on expository writing in high 

school curriculum in the U.S.  

Similarly, research focusing on genre effect and L2 development also showed mixed 

results (Jeong, 2017; Li, 2014; Qin & Uccelli, 2016; Way et al., 2000; Wiseman, 2012; Yoon, 

2017).  Way et al. (2000) investigated the effect of genre on L2 novice French learners’ writing 

quality using three different tasks: descriptive, narrative, and expository. The authors found that 

learners received higher scores on the descriptive tasks and lower scores on the expository tasks. 

Focusing on task-related challenges, they attributed such variances to the different cognitive 

demands of the writing tasks. In contrast, Li’s (2014) finding shows the opposite. Participants 

were asked to write a summary of two texts: narrative and expository, while the tasks described 

are not continuation tasks, understanding of participants writing and scores of different genres of 

writing are important to consider for this study. Participants obtained higher scores in expository 

writing than narrative writing. Drawing data from writers’ perceptions, Li interpreted such 

unexpected results as the outcome of different cognitive demands caused by the text structure of 

the provided reading text. The argumentative reading material included a concrete structure that 

included a clear main point and supporting ideas, while the narrative reading material did not 

always provide a clear structure. Therefore, participants required more effort to summarize the 

narrative material because of the lack of structure. Qin and Uccelli (2016) investigated Chinese 

EFL adolescent learners’ writing performance on argumentative and narrative writing tasks and 

found no significant differences in writing scores. Although the authors did not clearly provide 

an explanation for this finding, based on the background of the participants the results may can 

be attributed to the learners’ rich experiences with both narrative and argumentative writing as 

participants attended regular school classes where there is often a focus on narrative genre 

writing and also enrolled in extra language classes that, in contrast, often focus on argumentative 
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writing. While the tasks implemented in the studies above are not continuation tasks, 

understanding of participants’ writing features and scores of different genres of writing can 

provide insights into this study. To uncover a more comprehensive picture of genre effect, 

researchers have also adopted writers’ L2 proficiency as a variable (Jeong, 2017; Qin & Uccelli, 

2016, Yoon, 2017). For instance, Jeong (2017) examined narrative and expository texts written 

by 180 EFL students from three proficiency levels (novice, intermediate, advanced). Overall, 

findings showed no significant difference in scores across genres, but significant differences 

were identified depending on levels of language proficiency. Specifically, novice learners 

performed better on narrative essays, while advanced learners scored higher on expository 

essays. The performance of intermediate students did not show any differences between the 

genres. Such line of research implies that genre plays a significant role in learners’ writing 

outcomes based on their language proficiency. As such, this study also includes learners’ English 

proficiency as a variable to determine if there is connection between genre type and L2 language 

proficiency in influencing writing performance.  

As outlined above, research on genre effect on writing scores were mixed, as are the 

reasons behind the differences and similarities. In general, the genre effect on writing 

performance can be attributed to learners’ schema or familiarity of a certain type of genre 

writing, cognitive demands brought by the task features, or L2 language proficiency. Thus, it is 

difficult to determine which type of genre writing would be easier or more difficult based on the 

findings outlined. To add, it is reasonable to question the assumption that an argumentative 

continuation task would be more difficult for senior high graduates to write than a narrative 

continuation task (Liu & Chen, 2016), because the current literature exploring genre effect on 

writing performance in this type of task is limited. Therefore, to complement the literature, this 

study focuses on genre effect on writing performance in continuation tasks including both 
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narrative and argumentative source texts. Specifically, this study explores three aspects: how 

students’ writing scores may vary across genres, genre effect on language use, and students’ 

perceptions of the tasks were also included in this study. 

Theoretical Framework  

Various models (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Flower & Hayes, 1980; Hayes, 1996, 

2012) have been proposed to explain the complexity of the writing process. Despite differences 

in the conceptualized details and terminology, the consensus is that both external and internal 

factors imposed on writers during the writing process can impact learners’ writing performance 

and that the quality of the responses hinges on how effectively writers can juggle various small 

tasks while writing (Cho, 2003). As this study focusses on genre effect, I employ Haye’s model 

of writing (1996, 2012) as a theoretical framework to ground this research as the model 

delineates the influence of task features (e.g., genre), writer’s task knowledge, affect (e.g., 

motivation, interest) on writing process and writing performance, all of which are critical 

components for this study.  

Flower and Hayes (1981) first illustrated the various processes involved during writing, 

and the relationship to the task environment and the internal knowledge of the writers. 

According to their model, the writing process is characterized by the interaction of three sub-

processes: planning, transcribing, and revising. Such a writing process is constantly influenced 

by the task environment such as the writing topic, audience (reader), textual features, and 

guidance in the reading prompt and writers’ long-term knowledge including knowledge of topic, 

audience and genre.   

Extending the above line of thinking, in Hayes’ (1996, 2012) model that underpins this 

study, writers’ long-term memory is specifically classified into task schema, topic knowledge, 

audience knowledge, linguistic knowledge, and genre knowledge. The types of problems 
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presented to the writers are based upon specific task features (e.g., topic, audience, genre) which 

also helps to inform writers and how they will create their response. For instance, if the writers 

are presented with a topic that they are familiar with, their focus might be with deciding on what 

to write. However, if writers are not familiar with the topic, and thus do not have any related 

knowledge or experience to draw upon, then they have many aspects to contend with in order to 

write a response, and may even be beyond their capability to complete the writing task. There is 

also a connection between the characteristics of the task, and the background knowledge of the 

writers’ and additional affective factors such as the writer’s individual motivation and interests, 

which can influence writing performance.  

Hayes’ model (1996, 2012) notes that a writer’s task-related knowledge (e.g., topic, genre, 

and audience) indisputably influences the cognitive demands of a writing task placed on the 

writer and the extent that writers can successful complete their written responses; this is even 

more true with regards to independent writing tasks that include a singular prompt, which 

requires writers to response to the task by retrieving background knowledge. If the writer does 

not have related knowledge, it is possible the writer will be put at a disadvantage. Reading-

writing tasks, though, provide a reading source text for writers to refer to, namely providing 

certain level of task-related knowledge, thus is less likely to disadvantage students. Liu and 

Chen (2016) assumed that argumentative continuation tasks would be more cognitive 

demanding and thus more difficult than the narrative continuation task for senior high school 

students to complete. This assumption was made to a large extent based on previous findings of 

genre effect on writing performance with independent writing tasks. Although it has been a 

widely accepted belief that L2 learners would find argumentative writing more cognitively 

demanding than the narrative, there requires further investigation to determine the accuracy of 

such statements due to the unique task features specific to the continuation task. The source text 
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of continuation task can not only provide supports for content knowledge, text structures for 

genre writing as well as language use, but also offer ample opportunities for using these 

resources to build coherence, improve writing quality and facilitate language production (Ye 

&Ren, 2019). In other words, the source text of continuation task could provide certain task-

related knowledge for writers to refer to, which is important because as shown in the Hayes’ 

(1996, 2012) model outlined above, task-related knowledge can influence writers’ cognitive 

process in the course of composition and thus may help moderate certain levels of cognitive 

demand for writing. The support provided by the prompt of the continuation task is likely to play 

a role in facilitating Chinese senior high school EFL students to write as they must face dual 

burden of choosing appropriate language and writing creatively. Therefore, exploring genre 

effect on writing performance in continuation task may yield unexpected results compared with 

the previous studies using independent writing task.  

Summary  

 While the previous findings of research on continuation tasks are informative, what is 

needed requires ongoing investigation. In terms of the research instruments, previous studies 

that explored the genre effect on writing performance mainly adopted independent writing or the 

summary as writing tasks. As an innovative integrated writing task with unique task 

requirements, the continuation task merits further investigation to better its task design and 

classroom instructions. Genre is an important task feature to be considered in the development 

of the continuation assessment and is certainly in need of further research. Considering the 

literature reviewed for this study, currently, there appears to be limited research on the features 

of the continuation task and writing performance. Most of the research focuses on substantiating 

the positive impact of continuation task is on language learning. Only a handful of research have 

explored the task-related factors that would influence students’ writing performance. Second, 



 

25 

 

few studies have explored continuation task from senior high school students’ perspective. Most 

studies involved university students and with research focused on the writing process, products, 

and attitude towards the continuation task. However, the results elicited from university students 

could hardly be generalized for the senior high school students as they are under heavy pressure 

to prepare for and complete the NMET for university entry; many contextual elements (e.g., 

motivation, learning topics and experiences) differ between university level and senior high 

students.  

Therefore, to complement the literature, this study helps to expand the scope of research 

by exploring genre effect on Chinese, EFL high students’ English writing performance in 

continuation tasks. Specifically, the writing performance in this research refers to students’ 

overall writing scores and the textual features of their written responses. Students’ perceptions 

of the tasks were also included in this study to better interpret the results of their writing 

performance. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

This chapter comprises of three sections. The first section provides the rationale for the 

mixed method research design. The second part presents the methods adopted to address the 

research questions by elaborating on participants, instruments, data collection, data preparation, 

and data analysis.   

Mixed-Methods Research Design 

Mixed-method studies are often used when the research questions cannot be sufficiently 

addressed by either qualitative or quantitative methods (Clark & Creswell, 2014). With mixed-

method design, the research topic can be examined in a more comprehensive way because “it 

incorporates the breadth advantage of the quantitative design and the depth advantage of the 

qualitative design” (Privitera & Delzell, 2018, p. 563). In general, there are three basic mixed-

method research designs: explanatory sequential design, exploratory sequential design and 

convergent design. This study adopted a convergent mixed methods design as quantitative and 

qualitative data were collected at the same time, before the analysis of either data set was 

completed. The rationale for this design is that quantitative data can only provide a general 

picture of the genre effect, while qualitative data can help elaborate and further extend and 

support the statistical results. Therefore, this study combined both types of data to provide an 

interpretation of the genre effect on students’ performance as a whole. 

The purpose of the present study is to provide insights into the genre effect on students’ 

writing performance, and to provide a comprehensive picture of genre effect, this study adopted 

a convergent mixed-methods design (see Figure 3.1 for an overview of the research design).  
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Figure 3.1 

Overview of the Mixed-methods Convergent Research Design 

  

To review, the three research questions guiding this study are:  

1. Does the genre type affect students’ writing scores in argumentative and narrative 

continuation task? What are differences across English proficiency levels? 

2. To what extent does genre type affect students’ textual features of the written 

responses to narrative and argumentative continuation tasks? 

3. How do the students perceive the narrative and argumentative continuation tasks?  

To answer the first research question, after collecting all of participants’ written responses, I 

calculated their writing sores and conducted an analysis to consider genre effect. To consider the 

potential effect of English proficiency on writing scores and genre (Jeong, 2017, Qin & Uccelli, 

2016; Yoon, 2017), I divided the participants responses into two English proficiency groups, 
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which was based on the most recent scores of an English language test that was considered by 

the instructors as a valid tool to assess student’s English language proficiency level, more related 

details will be described below. This question was answered by inferential statistics. The second 

question looks more deeply into the textual features of the written responses across the genres. 

Linguistic indices such as accuracy, fluency, syntactic complexity, lexical complexity and 

cohesion were captured to compare the genre difference. This question was answered by 

inferential statistics. The third question explores students’ experience of completing the two 

genre tasks in order to better account for learners’ writing performance in narrative and 

argumentative continuation tasks. This question was answered by the data elicited from the 

questionnaires and focus-group interviews. 

Participants 

 A total of 86 EFL students (45 males and 41 females) were recruited for this study. 

Participants were 11th graders who were in their second year at a senior high school in 

Guangzhou city, Guangdong province, China.  The majority of the participants had at least eight 

years of English learning experience. Due to the tight schedule of the participating school, this 

study adopted convenience sampling, which recruits participants based on the accessibility, 

proximity, and individual willingness to participate in the study (Urdan, 2005). After consulting 

with the instructor and the director of the English courses of the participating school, I received 

approval to approach grade 11 students from two classes where students learned and engaged 

with all the subjects (e.g., English, mathematics, Chinese language, and culture). 11th graders 

were ideal participants for this study because they typically had higher English proficiency 

levels compared to 10th graders yet did not yet start to practice continuation task for the 

preparation of the NMET, which ensured they had no experience of the target writing tasks. 

Also, they had less pressure for NMET preparation compared with the 12th grade students. It 
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should be noted that according to the instructor, participants had not started to practice any 

continuation tasks by the time I collected the data because they were at the first term of their 

second year in senior high. They would not be arranged to practice such tasks until the second 

term of their second year. Also, Guangzhou is experiencing testing reform.  By the time I 

collected the data. Both students and instructor were not sure which type of writing tasks would 

be used to test them. Therefore, in their daily practices, they used the writing tasks that had been 

tested before, that is, practical writing (e.g., letters or notice), a type of writing that does not 

need students to create content like continuations tasks but just extend the content based on the 

key information (e.g., time, place, activities, writing intention). The content is largely fixed, 

students can get high score as long as they cover all the key information with fluent language. 

The participants are EFL learners, and writing has been a challenge for them even when faced 

with practical writing which does not need much content creation.  

Participants were invited to complete two writing tasks (more details outlined below): 

one narrative and one argumentative. In order to investigate the influence of genre type on 

writing scores across different writing proficiency, participants who completed both writing 

tasks were divided into two English proficiency groups. The division was determined based on 

their most recent scores of the English language test in the mid-term examination as instructors 

from this school considered such exam a valid and suitable tool that can elicit students’ English 

proficiency level. Retrieving participants’ exam scores was accessible as I received ethical 

clearance to do so by the General Ethics Research Board at Queen’s University, and I also 

signed a confidentiality form.  I then followed the suggestion of Heaton (1988) to group students 

into different English proficiency levels. According to Heaton’s suggestion, participants whose 

scores are ranked at the top 27.5% of a group of participants are considered to have high level of 

English proficiency while low level participants are those whose score are ranked at the bottom 
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27.5% of all participants. After calculating as per Heaton’s approach, there were 17 high level 

and 17 low level proficiency participants. As per such way of division, altogether there were 34 

students’ written responses written were included to explore the interaction effect of genre effect 

and language proficiency on writing performance. The division is necessary as research has 

shown that including language proficiency can provide a more comprehensive picture of genre 

effect on writing performance (Jeong, 2017, Qin & Uccelli, 2016; Yoon, 2017).  

Instruments 

Continuation Tasks 

Participants were invited to complete two continuation tasks as part of their regular 

classroom activities, one with narrative source text and the other with argumentative source text. 

The narrative continuation task was taken from 2016 NMET-ZJ (see Appendix B) and was 

implemented in this study for three reasons. First, it was used in the 2016 large-scale test and 

thus considered a reliable assessment prompt to assess students’ English proficiency (Liu & 

Chen, 2016). Second, the task is publicly available on websites called Gaokao net, which 

provides exhaustive resources about National Matriculation Test. Since the source text of the 

continuation tasks (the actual narrative prompt, and different parts of the arguementative 

prompt) were retrieved from online resources, there was a slight chance that some students may 

have seen the prompts before.  However,  I could not control such a possibility. In addition, as 

the continuation task had not been applied in the NMET in Guangdong province and the 

participating classes had not started to practice this type of task by the time of the data collection 

for this study, the probability of students seeing the prompts used in this study is very low.  

Third, compared with other continuation prompts used in NMET-ZJ, the degree of the 

text difficulty for the prompt chosen for this study was the lowest, but the topic provided the 

most open to provide participants with the opportunities to extend the story. Considering the 
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difficulty level of the writing task was needed as the participants for this study, grade 11 

students, have not yet been exposed or trained for the continuation task as seen in the NMET 

and to ensure participants could best demonstrate their current English proficiency.  

The argumentative reading material was chosen and developed based on the 

recommendation of researchers (Wang & Qi, 2013; Zhang & Zhang, 2017) and the English 

Curriculum Standards for Senior High School in China (Ministry of Education, 2017). As there 

have not yet been any argumentative continuation tasks available for senior high school students 

in the context of the English language assessment in China, I researched argumentative writing 

examples online, which will be noted below, and adapted the structure of the argumentative test 

by mimicking the narrative prompt (see Appendix C). I chose the argumentative material based 

on two criteria. First, that the topic would be mostly familiar to students and closely related to 

students’ daily life. This was important because selecting topics that are relevant to students’ 

lives would not only engage students to write but also ensure fairness so that students of 

particular backgrounds would not be put at a disadvantage (Bachman, 1990). And second, the 

argument prompt had to be well-structured such that it was clear and organized, and also 

provided necessary contextual cues so that students could draw upon and replicate in their 

writing, to follow the style and the content of the writing, which is important as the continuation 

task was originally designed to improve L2 learning and so, as Wang (2012) suggests, the 

selection for the continuation task is expected to support and stimulate students to write. 

 Based on the two criteria noted above, I decided to use a sample writing of Chinese 

National Test for English Majors-Band 4 in the year of 2014 as source text of the argumentative 

continuation task, which is publicly available on a website called Baidu Wenku, a platform 

where people can view and download resources shared by professionals from all walks of life, 

and about sixty percent of teachers have experience of sharing their educational resources in this 
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community.  I chose this version to adapt over others because the quality of writing was at a 

suitable and also helped to better serve as guidance for participants for this study, and its topic is 

related to senior high school students’ daily life. To create the argumentative continuation task 

such that it was comparable with the narrative task, and in following the practice of previous 

researchers (Gebril & Plakans, 2009; Li, 2014), the argumentative source text was adapted based 

on the readability, length, and text difficulty of the aforementioned narrative text by using L2 

readability formula in Coh-Metrix, which can predict the text challenges in particular for second 

language readers. The readability score can measure the text difficulty at both the lexical level 

and syntactic level, thus providing better measures of text comprehensibility than traditional 

readability formulas (Crossley et al., 2008; Crossley et al., 2011).  

As shown in the Table 3.1, both genres of input materials are of beginner level (Crossley 

et al., 2011). However, the argumentative text was slightly more difficult than the narrative text 

because according to Crossley (as cited in Li, 2014 [personal communication]), lower score of 

the text difficulty suggests a higher difficulty level of the text.  

Table 3.1  

Key Features of Source Text 

Topic Genre Word Length of the 

source text 

Coh-metrix reading 

score 

Get lost in the forest Narrative 274 23.08 

Making friends online Argumentative 332 21.53 

 

A solution to the difficult level for both texts was to provide a Chinese translation for the 

vocabulary that went beyond the word list required for Chinese senior high school graduates. 

The difficult words were identified using languagedata.net/tester, an online webtool created for 

English text evaluation and adaptation for Chinese learners (Jin et al., 2018). The Chinese 



 

33 

 

translations for the vocabulary terms were embedded within the argumentative prompt in 

brackets beside the English term (see Appendix B and C).  

In addition, following Carrell’s (1987) recommendation to consider factors such as 

interest, motivation, and prior knowledge, both prompts were given to four experts to check the 

reliability and validity of the argumentative writing task. Three experienced English teachers at 

the school where the data was being collected were invited to check if the writing topic, the text 

difficulty of the argumentative text, and the instructions of the prompts were accessible to the 

participants while a professor who specialized in the language assessment field was invited to 

check the reliability and validity of the argumentative writing task, in particular the 

comparability of the two writing tasks. Their feedback revealed the topic and the design of the 

argumentative continuation task as valid tools for eliciting student’s language proficiency 

Questionnaire 

The purpose of the questionnaire was to ask participants to self-rate the degree of 

difficulty they experienced when they were completing each of the written tasks. The 

questionnaire consisted of five statements related to each writing task (see Appendix D) and 

were completed by participants directly after they completed each writing task. The 

questionnaire was adapted from Robinson (2001), a widely used questionnaire for collecting 

participants’ perceptions of task difficulty (e.g., He &Wang, 2003; Li, 2014; Yoon, 2017). To 

make it more accessible for the participants, I changed the original 9-point Likert-scale to a 5-

point Likert-scale. The choice in adapting the questionnaire was first based on Li (2014) similar 

adoption of the Likert-scale. The questions served to ask participants to rate their perceived 

difficulty and ability to complete the task, interest in the content, task anxiety, and motivation in 

completing similar tasks.  

Interview 
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Two separate semi-structured focus-group interviews were conducted. One was for 

exploring the task difficulty and writing process for narrative continuation task, and the other 

focused on the argumentative continuation task. In order to compare the genre effect, the same 

group of students were invited to both interviews. Five high-level English proficiency students 

were invited to participate in the group interviews. Only high-level English proficiency students 

were invited to participate in the focus group interviews because they were considered the best 

learners based on the instructors’ recommendations and also according to their most recent 

performance in the large-scale test. Additionally, they were more likely to engage in the 

processes typically expected in fulfilling the continuation tasks (e.g., aligning with the source 

text such as with language use, writing style, structure, etc.), and articulate and share such 

experiences. Their contributions will contribute to the better development of test design, and 

also help students of lower proficiency to prepare for the test more efficiently. The interview 

outline is presented in Table 3.2 below.  

Table 3.2 

Questions for Focus-group Interview 

Topic Questions 

 

Task difficulty 

1. How do you feel about the task? 

2. Did you encounter any difficulty in the reading-writing process?  

 

Writing process  

3. How did you use the reading material?  

4. What strategies did you use in the writing process? 

 

Task comparison 

5. Which writing task do you think can better elicit your language 

proficiency? 

6. Which genre of continuation task do you think is more suitable for 

large-scale test? 

 

Scoring Rubric 

The written responses were evaluated following a five-level holistic scoring rubric (see 

Appendix F) with a total maximum score of 25 which is the same total score that has been used 
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to grade continuation tasks with the NMET-ZJ exam since 2016. The rubric is publicly available 

in the Guideline for National Matriculation English test that is applicable to pilot provinces 

which is implementing NMET reform (National Education Examinations Authority, 2015) and 

provides a total score of 25 (see Appendix F). According to the rubric, scores should be 

provided based on the following four criteria: (a) connection to the main ideas of the source text, 

(b) richness of content and fulfillment of task requirement, (c) the accuracy and diversity of the 

grammatical structures and vocabulary, and (d) overall structure and coherence. This rubric was 

implemented and adapted for this study for two reasons. First, this rubric is a generic scoring 

scheme that evaluates the fulfillment of the task and language use of the writing based on 

general criteria and applicable for both writing tasks. As such, this way of scoring helped to 

reduce the potential confounding effect that two-separate genre-specific rubrics might bring 

(Tsai & Cheng, 2009). Second, this scoring rubric has been used in NMET-ZJ for evaluating 

continuation tasks in previous years, and so the reliability and validity can thus be trusted. Still, I 

wanted to ensure the operationality and validity of the rubric for this study, and also wanted to 

ensure a smooth process for the graders who would assess participant responses. As such, I 

organized a short workshop in which I invited two English language teachers from the 

participating school who have rich experience with grading large-scale English tests to check if 

the rubric was clear and would provide clear guidance for the official raters. After signing 

confidentiality agreements and before official grading of participant responses began, I asked the 

teachers to rate the sample writing responses, which I randomly selected from participates’ 

writing responses. The raters used the scoring rubric and provided feedback about the rubric 

based on their experiences. Generally, they revealed that the scoring rubric was feasible for them 

to score different levels and genres of writing, but they also offered some suggestions such as 

choosing some model texts for reference for the actual task graders and clarifying the 
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requirement for each genre of task for the graders. Therefore, based on their feedback I included 

two more procedures in the grading process. First, I held another workshop rating session with 

two master students whose research area was in language testing, and they were asked to choose 

model responses (one for each level of the rubric) for raters’ training and reference in the formal 

rating session with participants’ written responses. Then the model texts chosen (N=8) were sent 

to two expert English teachers who have experience in scoring to provide feedback. Based on 

their suggestions, five model texts were selected from the eight to represent each level of the 

scoring rubric. Second, based on one of the suggestions from the teachers in the previous 

workshop, I further clarified the meaning of “richness of content and fulfillment of task 

requirement” that was used in the rubric as a criterion for written responses by adding more 

manageable statements. For instance, argumentative genre is to support the position by 

providing examples, facts, data or logic reasoning. Whereas narrative genre is more about giving 

a logic ending to the provided storyline, which vividly describes the main character and his or 

her perceived view of events and environments.   

Data Collection 

Data collection commenced after obtaining approval from the General Research Ethics 

Board (GREB) at Queen’s University and receiving permission from the participating school as 

school board ethics is not required in China. Then I contacted the director of the English 

curriculum through email. Interested teachers then contacted me through email to set up a 

preliminary meeting where I met with them individually over Zoom to explain the research, 

writing tasks, and the processes for distributing and collecting the tasks and questionnaires. 

Teachers were invited to ask any questions for clarification.   

After an agreed upon date was confirmed to administer both continuation writing tasks, 

and following COVID-19 health protocols, as outlined by health officials in China and the 
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school, I delivered all necessary materials to the teacher at a designated, outdoor location one 

day before each written task was to be completed. I delivered four envelopes to the teacher, 

which contained narrative and argumentative continuation tasks, and the questionnaires students 

need to complete after each writing tasks. I sealed the envelopes and signed over the seal to 

ensure the security of the materials. After each session, all the written responses and the 

questionnaires, including incomplete response or questionnaires, teachers were instructed to 

place the narrative written responses and corresponding questionnaire in one envelope, and the 

argumentative responses and questionnaires in a separate envelope; both with the instructor’s 

signature over the seal to ensure participants’ privacy and to ensure the written tasks or 

questionnaires have not been tampered with.  

Prior to completing the tasks, students were invited to read the Opt-Out form which was 

available via Qualtrics. The link to the Opt-Out form was made available to the teacher to share 

with the students on their individual tablets that are available in the school. Students who did not 

wish to submit their written responses as data or complete the questionnaire completed the Opt-

Out form. I was available online via Zoom during the time the instructor introduced the task, the 

study, and the Opt-Out form in the event participants had questions about the study. Only five 

students opted out from the study. All participating students were invited to finish two writing 

tasks as part of the class activity, as it was a typical classroom activity that afforded an 

opportunity continue to practice their writing skills. Participants were instructed to complete the 

questionnaire, which explored the participants’ perception of the difficulty of the task, right after 

completing each of the written tasks. Because of the assigned schedule of the instructor, the 

writing tasks and questionnaires were collected within two weeks. The narrative continuation 

was administered first and then the argumentative writing was administered.  All tasks were 

administered during regular class time under the supervision of instructors to increase the return 
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rate. Participants had 45 minutes to complete each of the written tasks and were done so under 

the supervision of their instructors.  

To further explore the task difficulty and the writing process, focus-group 

interviews were conducted one day after participants finished each writing task. The 

participants for the focus groups were those who completed both tasks and questionnaires, 

and who had high English language proficiency levels according to their mid-term 

examination. As noted above, these learners were ideal participants for the focus groups as 

they were better able to articulate expected mental processes intended to elicit in 

continuation tasks, and they were willing to share their thoughts and feelings in front of a 

group of people. To recruit participants for the focus group, I first reached out to the 

instructor for guidance and recommendations. I explained my research purpose and the 

ideal participants I was seeking to recruit for the focus group interviews. The instructors 

then approached the class and asked for volunteers according to my request. Based on the 

recommendation of the instructor, five participants voluntarily participated in the focus-

group interview. Both interviews occurred over Zoom and took place on an agreed upon 

date on the weekend, as this was the most ideal time for participants to meet due to their 

demanding schedules, and occurred one or two days after they finished their writing tasks 

so they could easily draw upon their experiences.   

Upon an agreed-upon date and time, I met with the participants over Zoom. l first 

provided information about the study and invited participants to ask any questions. Once 

participants felt confidently informed, they provided verbal consent, in which I also asked 

for their permission to audio-record the interviews. I invited the participants to speak about 

their experiences with both written tasks (see Appendix E for guiding questions). The 

interviews were conducted in Chinese as this was the first language of all the participants 
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and of the researcher, which allowed for the conversation flow more smoothly. The 

interview took approximately 30-minutes.  

After the interviews, I listened to and transcribed the audio-recordings. All 

participants’ name are pseudonyms. I then hired a professional translator to ensure the 

accuracy of the translation. The translator signed the Confidential Agreement form to 

protect participants’ privacy.    

All data collected (e.g., written responses, questionnaires, audio-recordings, 

transcriptions in Chinese and English) are encrypted and stored in password protected electronic. 

The data will be securely stored for up to five years after which the data will be destroyed. 

Preparation for Data Analysis 

This section introduces essential preparations that were necessary for the analysis of the 

written responses. To begin, and more details will be provided below, raters were invited to 

award scores to participants’ written responses. The inter-rater reliability which will be 

introduced in next section was checked to ensure raters had reached a certain level of 

consistency on their scoring. Next, to provide closer analysis of the written responses, textual 

features needed to be quantified into numbers by a computational tool called Coh-Metrix. 

However, grammatical accuracy is a type of feature that cannot be processed smartly by Coh-

Metrix. Therefore, raters were also invited to give an independent score to the grammatical 

accuracy for each written response. The inter-rater reliability was also checked to ensure that 

raters had reached a certain level of agreement on scores they awarded to the grammatical 

accuracy. 

Essay Scoring 

There was a total of 124 essays included in the final analysis. 62 were narrative 

responses and 62 were argumentative responses. The essay scoring went through two stages. All 
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raters were recruited through email. I sent my request into the academic community launched by 

the School of Foreign Studies at South China Normal University, where people are interested in 

English language testing and often have rich experience of rating large-scale English tests. Two 

raters were recruited, and both were graduate students whose research focus is language testing 

and had experience in scoring writing session in the large-scale English test. All raters signed 

the Confidential Agreement form.  The raters were provided with students’ name as this study 

needed to pair all the data from the same students.  

The formal rating session was held two days after both writing tasks were complete. 

Before the official grading began, I held a 90-minute training session to ensure grading 

consistency.  First, I discussed the purpose of the study and afforded the raters the opportunity to 

get acquainted with the tasks, scoring rubric, model texts, and to ask any questions. As noted 

earlier, there were model texts (N=5) chosen for the raters to use as references in relation to the 

rubric during the formal rating session. Next, I chose five random participants response for the 

raters to score together, which was then followed by a discussion of the rating in which raters 

were invited to voice their understanding of the descriptors of the rubrics and their rational to the 

overall scoring. After, the raters scored 10 participants responses independently and discussed 

their differences with each other until they reached acceptable agreement and felt comfortable 

moving on in grading the remainder of the participant responses. Then each of the raters scored 

the remaining responses. When the two scores for a task differed by no more than three, the 

average score was taken as the final score. In the case of if the scores differed greater than three, 

I completed the third rating, with the final score being the average between my score and the 

next closest score by three points. Since the scores awarded by the two raters reached fairly high 

consistency overall, altogether I completed the third rating for five tasks.  
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The scores were then imported into Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

version 25.0 to check inter-rater reliability, or inter-rater consistency, the degree of consistency 

between different raters. The inter-rater reliability ranges from -1 to 1 with the higher value 

showing higher consistency between the raters. The optimal value for the reliability is over 0.9, 

with 0.8-0.9 indicating fairly high reliability, and 0.7-0.8 being acceptable with some 

adjustments needed (Zhou, 2015). In this study, the reliability of the rating, as shown in the 

Table 3.3, was fairly high for both narrative (r = 0.91) and argumentative (r = 0.87) written 

responses.  

Table 3.3  

 The Inter-rater Reliability of the Scoring for Written Response 

 Narrative Argumentative   

Pearson Correlation  .91**  .87**   

N                        62                     62   

Note. **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Textual Features 

For a detailed text analysis, students’ written responses were transcribed from paper to 

digital versions, saved and encrypted as an electronic text. The texts were imported into Coh-

Metrix, a computational tool that provides a variety of indices to measure language use from the 

textual level to the lexical level (McNamara et al., 2014). The use of automated textual analysis 

tool provides a more detailed linguistic analysis of students’ essays across genres (Jeong, 2017) 

and is important for this study as part of the objectives of this research focused on analyzing 

textual features of the written response. As can be seen in the Table 3.5, a wide range of textual 

features were captured and analyzed for this study. Accordingly, a wide variety of discourse  

measures were employed to operationalize the textual features.  In total, this study focused on 6 

textual features of the written responses, which included fluency, grammatical accuracy, lexical 
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sophistication and diversity, syntactic complexity, and cohesion. 13 measures were selected in 

total to measure the textual features, 1 (grammatical accuracy) rated by human raters using a 

three-point holistic scoring, the remaining 12 were measured by Coh-Metrix.  Following the 

practice of previous studies (Gebril & Plakans, 2009; Shi et al.,2020; Yoon, 2017), the measures 

of those features were chosen based on two criteria. First, the measures have been proven to be 

correlated with L2 writing score and proficiency. Second, the indices are captured and assessed 

in the scoring rubric. An overview of all the indices selected to measure the linguistic features 

are provided below and are summarized in Table 3.5. 

Fluency. Fluency generally refers to the speed and automaticity in producing language. 

In this study, fluency was operationalized by total number of words use d in each continuation 

task as it is the most common way to capture the language writers can produce in a set time 

frame (Plakans et al., 2019).  

Grammatical Accuracy. Grammatical accuracy is a common indicator of language 

proficiency, which refers to writer’s ability to write without grammatical errors. Since it has 

been found challenging and unreliable to judge the grammatical accuracy through error counts 

and classification (Gebril & Plakan, 2009), I followed the manner of Cumming et al. (2005) and 

Gebril and Plakan (2009) using a holistic scale to measure this feature, in which the value of 1 

indicates many serious errors that could affect readers to comprehend the text, the value of 2 

indicates there are some errors but the content is comprehensible readers, and the value of 3 

indicates few errors or no errors with readers’ comprehensibility rarely obscured. The 

grammatical accuracy was independently rated by the same raters who were invited to score the 

quality of the written responses. Since the grammatical accuracy were not rated by software and 

there might exist inconsistency between the raters, to make sure the agreement between the 

raters was acceptable, the inter-rater reliability was calculated using Pearson’s Correlation 
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analysis. The results are displayed in the Table 3.4, which suggest the inter-rater reliability is 

optimal.  

Table 3.4   

The Inter-rater Reliability of the Scoring for Grammatical Accuracy 

 Narrative Argumentative  

Pearson Correlation .92** .91**  

N                       62                       62  

Note. **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Syntactic complexity. Syntactic complexity refers to language sophistication of the 

grammatical forms and the variation of structures (Ortega, 2003), which has been measured in 

many ways (e.g., length, sentence complexity, subordination, etc.). Drawing on the practice of 

previous studies (Champman, 2016; Yoon, 2017), which also explored the syntactic complexity 

in narrative and argumentative written responses, this study adopted the five indices obtained 

from Coh-metrix to measure syntactic complexity, which included the following: mean sentence 

length, number of words before the main verb, modifiers per noun phrase and syntactic 

similarity of adjacent sentences.   

Lexical complexity. Lexical complexity refers to the sophistication and diversity of the 

words used in the text. To measure the lexical features, I adopted two measures, which are word 

frequency (lexical sophistication) and vocd-D (lexical diversity). Both of the indices have been 

found effective in predicting L2 learners’ lexical proficiency (Crossly et al., 2013) and reflecting 

genre differences (Yoon & Polio, 2017). 

Cohesion. Cohesion refers to the explicit cohesive devices used to link between ideas in 

the written responses at the local, global and textual level (McNamara et al., 2014). This study 
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only focused on local cohesion, which links ideas through lexical and semantic overlap between 

adjacent sentences. Because the participants were Chinese senior high school EFL students, with 

limited level of English language proficiency, using local cohesive devices were seen as the 

most common way for them to build cohesion between ideas. Therefore, looking at local 

cohesive devices also helped best understand the influence of genre on EFL senior high school 

students’ language use in cohesion. The indices used in this study were as follows: (a) argument 

overlap, the overlap between sentences in terms of nouns and pronouns; (b) Latent Semantic 

Analysis(LSA) sentence adjacent, the semantic overlap between adjacent sentences; (c) LSA 

between adjacent paragraphs, the semantic overlap between adjacent paragraphs; (d) incidence 

of causal connectives (e.g., because, consequently, accordingly); and (e) incidence of temporal 

connectives (e.g., when, first, then, after, finally). 

Table 3.5 

 Measures Used to Analyze the Feature of the Written Responses 

 

Category Measures Tool 

Fluency Text length Coh-Metrix 

Grammatical accuracy Three-point grammatical accuracy scale Human rating 

Lexical complexity 

 

Vocd-D 

Word frequency 

Coh-Metrix 

Syntactic complexity Mean sentence length 

Number of words before the main verb 

Number of modifiers per noun phrase 

Syntactic similarity of adjacent sentences 

Coh-Metrix 

Cohesion Argument overlap  

LSA sentence adjacent 

LSA between adjacent paragraphs 

Coh-Metrix 

 Incidence of causal connectives  

 incidence of temporal connectives  
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Summary 

This study adopted a convergent mixed-method design to provide a comprehensive 

picture of genre of source text of continuation task on students’ writing performance. The data 

was collected from three sources: students’ writing scores, linguistic features of the written 

responses, and students’ perception of the writing tasks as reflected by self-rating questionnaires 

and focus-group interviews. Steps to prepare the data for analysis were outlined, and the 

discussion of analysis and findings will be presented in chapter four
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Chapter 4 Data Analysis and Findings 

The data collected for analysis included: the written responses, including the scores and 

the selected linguistic indices extracted from the written texts, responses to the questionnaires, 

and transcribed interviews. Different approaches to analyses were required and adopted to 

address the objectives of this research. This chapter elaborates on the process of data analysis. To 

note, altogether there were 86 participants, ideally, there would have been 172 written responses. 

However, there were certain parameters that were included such that the assessment of the tasks 

was more equal. For example, participants needed to complete both writing tasks and 

corresponding questionnaires. Also, tasks completed by participants who referred to other 

materials (e.g., dictionaries) during composition or used more than 45 minutes to complete the 

task were removed from analysis. After eliminating unreliable and incomplete samples, only 124 

samples were imported into SPSS for statistical analysis. Prior to each analysis, assumptions 

were checked to make sure the data collected for this study could meet the basic conditions 

required to run the planned way of data analysis; more details are provided in the relevant 

sections of the description of data analysis below. The findings from the analysis are presented in 

relation to the research questions.  

Genre Effect on Writing Scores 

The first question explored the influence of the narrative and argumentative genre on 

students’ writing scores. Prior to analysis, I checked the assumptions to make sure the data could 

meet the requirements to run the paired-samples t test. First, I checked the normality of 

distribution by using Shapiro-Wilk test, and the score of skewness and kurtosis. The results for 

both variables showed no significant result of the normality test (p＞.05), with the absolute value 
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of both skewness (narrative=.01, argumentative=.68) and kurtosis (narrative= 0.24, 

argumentative=.06) lower than one, confirming the dependent variables were great for paired-

samples t test.  

Paired-samples t test was first performed to compare the writing scores generated in 

response to the narrative continuation and argumentative continuation tasks. The result of the 

paired-samples t test is presented below in the Table 4.1. As shown in the table, 124 writing 

responses were included for the analysis, with 62 narrative and 62 argumentative continuation 

tasks. There was no significant difference in scores between the narrative continuation 

(M=15.66, SD=2.86) and the argumentative continuation (M=15.39, SD=2.49), t (61) = -.84, p=

＞.05.   

Table 4.1  

The Result for Paired-samples t Test of Writing Scores 

Variable Narrative  Argumentative    

 M SD  M SD t df p 

Scores 15.66 2.86  15.39 2.49 -.84 61 .40 

 

The first question also explored the interplay of English proficiency and genre type in 

influencing writing scores. To investigate this, as noted above, participants were divided into 

high level and low English proficiency levels (Heaton, 1988). From this, 17 students were 

identified with high level English proficiency and 17 students identified with low level English 

proficiency. I did not include the total number of participants’ written responses when 

considering this sub-question because as Heaton (1988) suggests, “it is statistically most efficient 

to compare the top 27.5% with the bottom 27.5%.” (p.180). To explore if there existed an effect 
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between language proficiency and genre type on writing scores, I performed a mixed Analysis of 

Variance (ANOVA) that allows for the comparison of the differences of the mean between 

groups where there is at least one within-subjects factor and one between-subjects factor (Cronk, 

2019). For this study, two-way mixed ANOVA was performed with English proficiency level 

(high and low) as a between-subjects variable, and the genre (argumentative and narrative) as 

within-subjects variable.  

Prior to the analysis, I checked whether the dependent variables were normally 

distributed on each proficiency level by examining the scores of skewness, kurtosis and the 

significance Sapiro-Wilk test. The result showed that there was no significant result of the 

normality test, and the kurtosis and skewness were within acceptable limits, indicating the data 

was suitable for the two-way mixed ANOVA analysis. The descriptive analysis of writing scores 

at different proficiency level is presented in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 

 Descriptive Statistics of Writing Scores at Different Proficiency Level 

Variable  L2 Proficiency M SD N 

Narrative 

High 17.25 2.92 17 

Low 14.56 2.45 17 

Argumentative 

High 16.08 2.03 17 

         Low 14.35 2.84 17 

 

The results of the two-way mixed ANOVA are displayed in Table 4.3, which shows that 

a significant main effect for English proficiency was found (F (1, 33) =7.76, p=＜.05), with ηp
2 
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=.19, larger than 0.14, suggesting a pretty large effect size (Cohen, 1988). In other words, the 

mean difference between students of low- and high-level English proficiency are stark. 

Table 4.3 The Result of two-way Mixed ANOVA 

Note. * Refer to interaction effect.  

As is clearly shown in the Figure 4.1, students with high English proficiency had 

significant higher scores in both types of continuation tasks whereas students with low English 

proficiency obtained significant lower scores in both types of continuation tasks. Consistent with 

the paired-samples t test, no significant genre effect on students’ writing performance was 

observed, nor was there a significant interaction effect between genre type and the proficiency 

level (F (1, 33) =1.32, p=＞.05). Both high- and low-level English proficiency students achieved 

higher score in narrative continuation task than in argumentative continuation task. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variable df F ηp
2 p 

Genre 1 2.70 .08 .11 

Proficiency 1 7.76 .19 .00 

Genre * proficiency 1 1.32 .04 .26 
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Figure 4.1  

The Interaction of Genre Type of Language Proficiency 

 

 

The Effect of Genre Type on Textual Features 

In exploring the impact of the narrative and argumentative genres on students’ use of 

different features of language, I examined 13 features with respect to their changes across genre 

types. The reasons for the selection of the linguistics indices were presented in Chapter 3, under 

the section titled “Preparation for Data Analysis”. A summary to the indices of selected textual 

features with abbreviations are presented below in Table 4.4.  
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Table 4.4   

A review of the Indices of Selected Textual Feature 

Category Measure Description  

Fluency Text length (DESWC) Total number of words  

Accuracy  Three-point grammatical accuracy 

scale  

Grammatical errors that can affect 

comprehension.  

Lexical 

Complexity  

Vocd-D (LDVOCD) A measure of lexical diversity based on 

the vocd-D formula 

Word frequency (WRDFRQc) Lexical sophistication based on the 

CELEX corpus. 

Syntactic 

Complexity 

Mean sentence length (DESWC) Average sentence length. 

Mean number of words before the 

main verb (SYNLE) 

Average number of words used before 

the main verb. 

Mean number of modifiers per noun 

phrase (SYNNP) 

Average number of modifiers used.  

Syntactic similarity (SYNSTRUTa) Adjacent sentences that have similar 

structures. 

Cohesion Argument overlap (CFRNO1) Overlap between sentences in terms 

nouns and pronouns. 

LSA sentence adjacent (LSASS1） The semantic overlap between adjacent 

sentences.  

LSA between adjacent paragraphs 

(LSAPP1) 

The semantic overlap between adjacent 

paragraphs.   

Incidence of causal connectives 

(CNCCaus) 

Use of causal connectives such as 

“because” or “accordingly”. 

Incidence of temporal connectives 

(CNCTemp) 

Use of temporal connectives such as 

“when, first, then, after”. 

 

Prior to the analysis, I checked the assumptions for the repeated measures with 

MANOVA, as only two out of 13 dependent variables were significantly correlated with low 

coefficient, suggesting the assumption is largely violated. Therefore, I checked whether the data 

is suitable to run paired sample t test. I checked the normality of distribution by examining the 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests as the sample is over 50 (Field, 2009).  For the dependent variable 

that rejected the null hypothesis of the normality test, I calculated the Z-score of the skewness 
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and Kurtosis to determine whether the distribution was within acceptable range which, according 

to Kim (2013) would be an absolute Z-score value under 3.29. The result revealed that the 

distribution of all variables was within acceptable limits (Z score of skewness ranging from -.09 

to -1.47; Z score of kurtoses ranging from -.29 to 1.72). Confirming the data was suitable for 

running paired sample t test.  

Table 4.5 presents the results of paired-samples t test concerning how the use of different 

genre of continuation tasks elicit different language use in participants’ written responses. As 

shown in the table, statistically significant differences were found in the dimension of accuracy, 

fluency, complexity and cohesion. For accuracy, narrative writing (M=2.60, SD=.54) 

demonstrates significantly higher accuracy than argumentative writing (M=2.28, SD=.64), t (61) 

= -.3.48, p＜.01. For fluency with narrative writing learners wrote significantly longer responses 

(M=179.77, SD=41.00) than argumentative ones (M=143.81, SD=25.50), t (61) =7.09, p=＜. 01. 

As for lexical features, significant difference was found in word frequency (WRDFQc), with it 

being significantly higher in narrative responses (M=2.33, SD=.13) than in argumentative 

responses. (M=2.43, SD=.13), t (61) =-4.69. p＜.01. With regard to the indices related to 

syntactic complexity, argumentative responses were found to have significant higher syntactic 

complexity on all incidences selected than narrative responses. Specifically, argumentative 

continuation task demonstrated significantly greater number of words in each sentence (DESSL), 

a greater number of words before the main verb (SYNLE), and greater number of modifiers per 

noun phrase (SYNNP). However, compared with narrative continuation task, argumentative 

demonstrated higher syntactic similarity (SYNSTRUTa), suggesting lower language variation.  

In terms of cohesion, argumentative responses were found to have significantly higher 

global cohesion (M=.42, SD=.15), t (61) =-3.9, p＜.01) than narrative responses (M=.33, 
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SD=.12) on the index of LSAPP1. For cohesive devices, argumentative responses also 

demonstrated significantly higher use of causal connectives (narrative: M= 19.33 SD=10.64, 

argumentative: M=40.03, SD=15.30, t (61) =-9.17, p＜.01) while narrative responses 

demonstrated significantly higher use of temporal connectives (narrative: M=40.33, SD=12.47, 

argumentative: M=10.78, SD=9.86, t (61) =16.30, p＜.01).   

To conclude, genre demonstrated significant effect on participants’ language use in 

response to argumentative and narrative continuation task in the five dimensions including 

fluency, accuracy, lexical complexity, lexical complexity and cohesion. 
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Table 4.5  

The Result for Paired-samples t Test of Textual Features 

 

Learner’ Perception of the Two Writing Tasks 

To answer the third research question, questionnaires were distributed to collect 

participants’ perspectives about the difficulty of the task. Focus group interviews were also 

conducted to further explore task difficulty, task-taking processes, and participants’ general 

views about the two writing tasks.   
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Quantitative Data Generated from Questionnaire 

A five-item questionnaire was used to investigate students’ perceptions of the two writing 

tasks. Each item was rated on a five-point Likert scale. All the single construct items focused on 

task difficulty, which as defined by Robinson (2001) are affected by two aspects: affective 

factors such as motivation and anxiety, and ability factors such as intelligence, aptitude, and 

cognitive style. The five items of the self-rated questionnaire invited participants to self-assess 

their overall perception of task difficulty, task anxiety, confidence in completing the task, interest 

in the content, and motivation to complete the task well, which altogether provided significant 

insight into participants’ perceptions of the tasks. 

The results of the questionnaire are represented in the graph as seen in Figure 4.2. To 

calculate the difference of the perceived task difficulty of the two writing tasks, a paired-samples 

t test was performed (see Table 4.6.) 

Figure 4.2 

The Rating of the Task Difficulty for the Two Writing Task 
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As shown in the Table 4.6 among the five items, the only significant difference is with 

regards to the interest in the content of the two continuation tasks. Participants believed the 

narrative continuation task (M=3.03 SD=.98) was much more interesting to write than the 

argumentative task (M=2.62, SD=.86), t (61) =2.98, p＜.01. 

Table 4.6  

 Descriptive Statistics and Paired-Samples t Test Result 

    Item Narrative  Argumentative    

 M SD  M SD t df p 

Difficulty 3.52 . 81  3.69 .86 -1.37 61 .17 

Anxiety 2.98 .97  3.08 .98 -.83 61 .41 

Confidence 2.92 .71  2.94 .92 -.12 61 .91 

Interest 3.03 .98  2.62 .86     2.98** 61 .00 

Motivation 2.87    1.12  2.68 .99 1.32 61 .19 

Note. **p < .01. 

The result of the paired-samples t test show that there was no significant difference of the 

overall task difficulty, task anxiety, perceived ability to perform the task, task motivation, but a 

significant difference on the interest of content of the two writing tasks was revealed.   

Qualitative Data Generated from Interview 

The focus-group interview, which was held after each writing task, was aimed to further 

explore students’ perceptions of the completed tasks by extending upon the questionnaire. The 

perceptions refer to task difficulty, task-taking process, and students’ overall opinions about the 

two writing tasks. As noted above, five high English proficiency level students were invited to 

participate in the interview, which were audio-recorded and conducted in Chinese as this was the 

first language for both the researcher and the participants, which allowed for a more fluid 

conversation. I conducted the first translation from Chinese to English and hired a translator to 
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check the accuracy of the translation. The interview was approximately 30-minutes in length. All 

participant names are pseudonyms. The data was transcribed and analyzed manually, described 

in more detail below, as the size of the data was small enough to analyze in this way.  

The collected data were transcribed and analyzed through thematic analysis, a method 

that explores patterns or themes within the data. Thematic analysis allows researchers to analyze 

the data without any assumptions, which helps to identify unanticipated themes and insights 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006) and allows for the discovery of multiple and diverse participant 

perspectives (Braun & Clarke, 2014). I attempted to follow the stages of thematic analysis as 

outlined by Creswell (2014), which have been used and adapted by many scholars (e.g., Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). These steps included the following: organizing the data, (re)reading the data, 

coding, categorizing, and refining codes, and defining codes.  I would also like to note that my 

process was highly iterative and fluid, as there is no “textbook approach” to thematic analysis 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) and requires revisiting the data and analysis multiple times 

(Creswell, 2014).  First, I printed the transcripts and read the transcripts repeatedly and 

extensively to familiarize myself with data and highlighted passages of interests, making notes 

and annotations of interest. Second, I explored potential patterns and organized ideas into groups 

to generate codes. Third, I then re-read the identified codes to consider if different codes could 

be sorted into potential themes and sub-themes. The example of the coding process is presented 

in the Table 4.7. Fourth, I considered if the data within the themes were common and if the 

distinctions between the themes are identifiable. Finally, I refined and defined the themes. The 

collated data for each theme, as shared and described in more detail below, was organized 

coherently and meaningful to support the themes with the participant responses.  
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Table 4.7  

Examples of the Thematic Analysis of Participants’ Task Perceptions 

Extract Coding Themes 

“What does good story-telling look like in this type of task.” Knowledge about the 

desirable quality of the text 

 

Task schema 

“I stopped a lot during writing, pondering what to write next.” Knowledge about related 

writing strategy 

“Obviously, complex sentences are not appropriate in this task.”  Stylistic features  

Alignment “Using words and expressions from the source text is a good way...”  Language use 

“I went back to the reading to see how to organize my thoughts.”  Organizational structure 

  

 Factors that contribute to the task difficulty. Causes for task difficulty are analyzed 

below with descriptions and excerpts from the interview transcripts. A note here is that all the 

excerpts included were edited grammatically when necessary for clarity.  

Task Schema. When participants were asked which writing task was more difficult to 

write, most of them identified the narrative continuation. Four participants revealed that they had 

trouble writing a story. They believed that story telling was much more difficult than giving a 

logic argument. When asked further, participants revealed that their perception of the difficulty 

of the task was dependent upon their experience and knowledge of the genre of writing. For 

example, Lisa, notes: 

Absolutely, writing a story is much more difficult, I … am not a person who has a 

lot of imagination, nor had I written many stories. Even if I had written some 

stories … the task provided all the key information for me to write, not ask me to 

create content myself.  (Personal communication [interview], September 15th, 

2020) 

Andrew also expressed his feelings that narratives were difficult, and expanded upon his 

thoughts:  
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After I read the material, I knew the pre-set plots but I had no idea what to write 

next. For me, I am really not good at storytelling. I cannot even write stories using 

Chinese, let alone with English. (Personal communication [interview], September 

15th, 2020) 

Similarly, considering the formatting, Lily shared that she believed the argumentative tasks were 

easier as she had been trained how to write an argumentative task school. She notes: “Although I 

did not perform well in completing the task, I still think writing an argumentative task is easier” 

(personal communication [interview], September 15th, 2020). In contrast, Ben’s comments are 

noteworthy as he believed writing a narrative continuation was much easier and he showed great 

passion for the narrative genre. He commented:  

Writing a story is easy for me. I have written a lot of stories and I even 

participated in some competitions for storytelling. As for argumentative writing, I 

did not have systematic training about how to make arguments. (Personal 

communication [interview], September 15th, 2020) 

Participant responses are evidence of task schema at work. That is, different participants 

had different knowledge and experiences in completing narrative and argumentative 

writing due to their previous or current educational background and personal preference, 

which lead to differing opinions about the difficulty of the two writing tasks.  

Vocabulary. Participants specifically commented that vocabulary, that includes word 

selection and overall tone of each chosen word, was a barrier for them to write the argumentative 

task. As David notes: “I had thoughts about how to make arguments …like… what kind of 

examples, but I was just not equipped with the vocabulary to do it” (personal communication 

[interview], September 15th, 2020). Participants all agreed that they should use more formal and 
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concise vocabulary in making arguments because they believed that is what is necessary to make 

one’s position clearer and more convincing. However, participants also revealed they were not 

well equipped with a wide range of vocabularies necessary for writing tasks such as an 

argumentative essay and thus were not able to create grammatically accurate sentences. 

Participants did mention that the language in the provided reading helped to support them in 

some way, but it was far from enough for them to articulate their thoughts clearly.  

As for the narrative continuation, participants believed they had more freedom about the 

content creation, and thus they could write more fluently with less concern about the language 

use.  

            Affective Factors. Participants also attributed the task difficulty to some affective factors 

such as their own interest and motivation. According to the participants, the intriguing plots of 

the narrative continuation helped relieve their anxiety and motivated them to express their ideas 

better. For example, Ben noted the following:  

I think writing argumentative continuation is very stressful. I don’t like 

arguments. They are boring, full of facts and statistics. However, when I wrote the 

story, I felt relaxed. I even laughed in the middle of reading the provided material 

or composing the writing because of the interesting plot. (Personal 

communication [interview], September 15th, 2020) 

When asked about their experiences in writing different genres and preference, David noted 

that “although I cannot write good stories. The intriguing plots can motivate me to write 

more words, I am eager to see if my extension make sense or even impress the English 

teacher. Such process is fun” (personal communication [interview], September 15th, 2020).   
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Almost all the participants agreed that they prefer to write narrative continuation because 

of the intriguing plots could motivate them to write. Only Lily said she did not mind which genre 

of writing will be chosen for assignments or practice because she expressed that she would 

complete any assignments well as long as it is tested in the College Entrance Examination.  

Writing Process for the Two Writing Tasks. When asked if the reading prompts 

facilitated their writing in some way, four out of five participants drew upon the reading prompt 

for language support (e.g., coherence, sentence structure, vocabularies) and content support (e.g., 

background information, organizational structure) in completing the writing tasks, except for 

Ben who confidently noted that he did not need to refer to any language in the reading material 

as he believed he was proficient enough to write the story on his own. 

 The reading prompts activated participants’ knowledge (e.g., language use, 

organizational structure) about the genre writing and provide contexts for them to write. 

Participants noted that they aligned with the reading prompt by imitating the writing style such 

as the language use and structures they noticed in each genre writing. As for the linguistic 

features of the reading prompt, they observed that the narrative was characterized by short and 

simple sentences, past tense, and the use of direct quotes of conversations to make the storyline 

flow coherently while the argumentative reading prompt is featured by long and advanced use of 

sentences and vocabularies, a passive voice, and the use of facts to make the position convincing.  

In addition, despite that all participants to some extent referred to the reading prompt as 

guidance, they approached writing the two tasks differently. For example, for the narrative, Lily 

shared the following: 

 I first read the story, tried to find the key points of storyline like characters, time, 

place etc. Then I rechecked the task requirements and drew the storyline on the 
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scrap paper. After I decided how to make it a coherent story, I reread the reading 

material to see what type of language was used in the material. (Personal 

communication [interview], September 6th, 2020) 

According to Lily, she followed a linear structure to complete the task by referring to the reading 

prompt. She first paid attention to the details following the time order of the events and then 

determined how best to extend the story. As for the argumentative, participants shared different 

task-taking process. For example, Andrew noted:  

I first explored the standpoint and the supporting arguments, then I searched my 

brain to see if I had any facts to support the idea. Then I reexamined the reading 

material to find out the way it structures the ideas…I had to learn from the 

material for how to organize my thoughts or they would be messed. (Personal 

communication [interview], September 15th, 2020) 

Participants experienced different processes in completing the two writing tasks. 

They followed a linear structure to finish the narrative continuation task as they 

approached and finish the task following detailed events of the timeline. In contrast, 

whereas participants followed a hierarchical structure to finish the argumentative task as 

they focused more on the macro structure of task and then explored the details to support 

the main point. They all aligned with the provided reading material in some way by 

imitating or borrow the language use appeared in the prompt.  

   Task Comparison for Task Application. Despite having different opinions about the 

task difficulty, participants held similar opinions when asked which type of writing task would 

be more suitable for large-scale tests. The participants overwhelmingly supported the 

implementation of the argumentative continuation task. Overall, they expressed two major 
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reasons for their choice. First, they questioned the fairness of scoring caused by raters’ effect. 

That is, participants expressed concerned about the type of story the raters may prefer. The high 

level of possible subjectivity of the story made participants feel “unsafe” as they would question 

whether or not their writing would meet the raters’ expectation, thus increasing the risk of 

receiving lower scores. For example, David said: 

A story is something that is very subjective. I would be anxious whether my story 

is good enough. I would worry whether raters could understand my story or not. 

What if I wrote a story, I think it is definitely logic and imaginative, but the raters 

think it is a nonsense. (Personal communication [interview], September 15th, 

2020) 

Lily expressed similar concern: 

It is hard to predict the preference of the raters. Take the task we completed 

before as an example, if I wrote ‘Jane died alone in the forest eventually’, will the 

rater judge me as a student without positive outlook and give me a low score? I 

would be quite anxious that my content would fail to meet the rater’s expectation. 

(Personal communication [interview], September 15th, 2020) 

Second, participants believed the story-telling skill was more intuitive and harder to prepare for a 

test. They were less confident that the repeated practice would help them grasp the necessary 

techniques to complete the narrative continuation task successfully. In this regard, they believed 

argumentative writing was much easier for test preparation as it has a reliable structure that they 

could more easily prepare for, and the argumentative tasks often yield less variety in topics, 

meaning the writing task could be more easily predictable and thus, again, easier to prepare for. 
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Interestingly, Ben who showed great interest in story writing also supported the use of 

argumentative continuation task in large-scale tests:  

Although I like writing stories, I have to say it is a kind of ability that can hardly 

be trained, which means it might not be fair enough to demonstrate the language 

proficiency by writing a story. Some people just don’t have that kind of instinct to 

write good stories. (Personal communication [interview], September 15th, 2020) 

Andrew, agreed with Mark stating that “with a lot of training, I still have no confidence 

that I could write a good story, it is just so hard” (personal communication [interview], 

September 15th, 2020) 

The data obtained from the focus-group interview revealed that the greatest aspects 

related to task difficulty were in connection to task schema, vocabulary and affective factors. 

With regard to the writing process, participants revealed they followed a linear structure to write 

the story while they followed a hierarchical structure to finish the argumentative writing task. 

Participants also aligned with both genre or source texts actively to improve the quality of the 

writing. Although participants were more motivated to use narrative continuation for daily 

practice, they preferred argumentative continuation to be used in the large-scale test due to their 

concern about the scoring fairness and test preparation for the narrative continuation task. 

Summary of Major Findings 

This study first explored writing scores in narrative and argumentative continuation tasks. 

The result suggests that there was no genre effect on individual students’ writing scores. Genre 

effect on writing scores was further explored by considering English proficiency. There was no 

effect between the English proficiency level and narrative and argumentative genres. The high 
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proficiency level students performed significantly higher than the low-level students in both 

narrative and argumentative continuation tasks.  

The second question explored textual features of the narrative and argumentative written 

responses. The results revealed that students demonstrated significantly different textual features 

in accuracy, fluency, lexical complexity, syntactic complexity and cohesion. To be specific, 

narrative essays displayed longer length, higher degree of accuracy, higher lexical sophistication, 

and temporal connectives while argumentative essays were characterized by higher syntactic 

complexity, higher use of logical and causal connectives.  

           The third question explored how students perceived and experienced the two writing 

tasks. Judging from the data elicited from questionnaires and interviews, students perceived the 

two writing tasks as the same level difficulty, but for different reasons. The major factors that 

contributed to the task difficulty were knowledge of specific vocabulary, task schema of 

continuation tasks (e.g., limited knowledge and experience) and affect (interest and motivation). 

The alignment effect was also evident in further exploration of the writing process. Students 

made good use of the reading material for language support and writing style for both tasks. 

Despite that the narrative continuation task was perceived as being more interesting, participants 

preferred the argumentative continuation task in large-scale tests due to their concerns about the 

scoring fairness and test preparation for the narrative continuation task. A combination of the 

quantitative and qualitative analysis revealed a comprehensive picture of genre effect on writing 

performance in the continuation tasks. A discussion of the major findings is presented in the 

following to deepen the scope of the research.  
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Chapter 5 Discussion and Conclusions 

What follows is a discussion of the more significant results in relation to the three 

research questions guiding this study. Theoretical and practical implications of this study will 

then be presented, followed by the limitations of this research, and suggestions for future 

research. 

Discussions of Major Findings 

The Genre Effect on Writing Scores  

To review, the results of the paired-sample t test revealed that genre did not have 

significant effect on the writing scores of participants’ written responses, suggesting Chinese 

senior high school EFL learners were able to perform equally well on not only telling a story, but 

also making logical arguments based on the provided reading material. This finding does not 

support my hypothesis made earlier in that Chinese senior high school students would obtain 

higher scores in responding to narrative continuation tasks than the argumentative tasks. 

However, lacking difference in genre effect on writing score observed in this research is aligned 

with previous studies, which included participants with similar English proficiency levels (Jeong, 

2017; Qin & Uccelli; Tasi & Cheng). Also, this finding challenges Liu and Chen’s (2016) 

assumption that the argumentative continuation task will be more difficult for Chinese senior 

high school students to write than narrative continuation task. There are two possible 

explanations for this finding.  

 First, the inherent difficulty of a continuation task might override the potential effect of 

genre type. As suggested by the data generated from questionnaires and interviews in this study, 

particularly in reference to task difficulty, participants perceived narrative and argumentative 

continuation tasks on the same level of difficulty as both tasks required content creation in 
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English. They experienced dual burden of using proper language and extending a coherent and 

logic text in composing the two tasks. The difficulty of continuation tasks has been explored by 

some researchers. With questionnaires shared after an exam from Chinese senior high school 

students, Liu and Chen (2016) found narrative continuation required more higher-order level of 

thinking such as logical reasoning. In addition, Ye and Ren (2019) explored Chinese L2 learners’ 

writing process in completing narrative continuation task, which showed that the learners 

experienced a complex and effortful knowledge transforming process (Bereiter & 

Scardamalia,1987) during composition. The knowledge transforming process involves an 

extensive interaction between writers’ thoughts and the text representation itself (e.g., reading 

material in continuation task), which not only requires writers to retrieve and apply relevant 

knowledge, but also requires writers to actively reorganize or rethink their ideas based on what 

has been provided in the prompt. In completing the narrative continuation task, participants read 

the reading material to help build a representation of the text, then they combined their thoughts 

with the pre-set storyline to make it a coherent and logic story. This process is also a typical 

writing process required in argumentative writing, which call for writers to extensively 

reorganize their ideas into logical arguments (Beauvais et al., 2011). In this sense, narrative 

continuation tasks can be just as challenging as argumentative continuation tasks. Both writing 

tasks requires participants to extend the reading prompts with relative high degree of logic and 

creativity, which may lead the genre effect of the writing tasks to fail to manifest itself before 

participants have enough ability to generate ideas to meet the task requirement. 

It is also important to consider the insufficient task schema for both genres of the 

continuation tasks. Due to the test-oriented culture (Liu, 2010), in which what is tested is what 

often practiced and learned in regular classes, students are quite familiar with the practical style 
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of writing which typically require students to follow a list of the key points and content to write, 

such as with the standard five paragraph essay. As explained earlier, participants do not have 

much task schema for continuation task. Therefore, it is not surprising that the participants, who 

are senior high school students in China, have very limited experience and ability in both English 

storytelling and argument-making, which is particularly true for the participants in this current 

study who noted that they were often asked to engage in practical writing activities to prepare for 

the NMET-Guangdong test. Practical writing (e.g., writing letters or notices) has been used in the 

writing session in the NMET in Guangdong since 2016. This type of writing requires test takers 

to write based on the key information (provided in Chinese language) that appears in the prompt, 

which does not leave much space for content creation as the writing scores depend on if all the 

key information is included in the written responses. Such interpretation could be supported by 

the focus group interviews where students reported that they expressed difficulty in creating 

stories and making arguments as they had very limited exposure to both genres of writing. As 

such, writing a narrative can be as challenging as writing an argument due to their limited 

schema for this type of task.  

In looking at the two-way mixed ANOVA analysis, with language proficiency as a 

between-subjects variable, a significant main effect of English proficiency on writing scores was 

found. As noted earlier, high English proficiency level students significantly outperformed low 

proficiency students in writing scores across the two genre of continuation tasks. This finding 

opposes the hypothesis made based on the previous studies (e.g., Jeong, 2017; Yoon, 2017) that 

there would be an interaction effect of genre type and English language proficiency level on 

writing scores. The finding of this study on the other hand, aligns with ongoing research (Reed, 

1992; Sasaki & Hirose, 1996; Tsai & Cheng, 2009; Way et al.,2000), which reported that no 
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significant interaction effect of language proficiency and genre was found. This suggests that the 

effect of proficiency level on writing scores was not affected by the genre type of the 

continuation task they were responding to. In other words, the high-level group could generally 

outperform the low language proficiency group no matter what genre type of continuation tasks 

they were composing. Such findings are in line with data demonstrating that high English 

proficiency students generally show greater diversity and sophistication in language use (Yang et 

al., 2015). 

The Genre Effect on Textual Features  

As for fluency, it was found that the genre effect on participants’ writing responses was 

significant. This finding is similar to the result of a study by Zhang and Zhang (2017), which 

reported that Chinese college students wrote significantly longer essays in response to narrative 

continuation tasks than the argumentative task. This phenomenon may can be explained by two 

reasons. First, the specific genre characteristics may affect the differences. Narrative writing 

affords more opportunities for test-takers to create more imaginative, intriguing storylines. As 

such, participants can be motivated to express themselves more fully to make the story coherent 

and logical because there is more flexibility. By contrast, argumentative writing has much less 

space for creative or open content creation as participants must rely on and respond to the 

specific focus and support arguments of the reading prompt. Second, the topic of the source texts 

may play a role in influencing the length of written responses. The topics for the writing tasks for 

this study were selected under the guidance of the New English Curriculum Standards for Senior 

High School (Ministry of Education, 2017), and, according to the feedback from teachers about 

the prompts (as described earlier), the topics were more familiar and relatable for participants. 

Therefore, both topics may have motivated students to express their ideas and resulted in similar 
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responses in length for both narrative and argumentative tasks. Nevertheless, participants still 

wrote significantly longer responses to the narrative source text. The topic of the narrative task 

was also deemed to be more interesting during the focus group interview. This study further 

complements current research, such as the study conducted by Xue (2013), which found 

participants wrote significantly longer essays when they respond to the reading material with a 

more interesting topic, which in the case of this study often occurs with the narrative tasks.  

With regards to accuracy, which was graded by the recruited raters based on a three-point 

holistic scale in which the value 1, 2 and 3 indicated to what extent the errors appeared in the 

written responses affect readers’ comprehensibility. Significant difference was identified 

between essays in response to narrative continuation and argumentative continuation tasks. 

Specifically, participants in this study produced linguistically more accurate essays in the 

narrative continuation task. This finding is in contrast with the finding of Zhang and Zhang 

(2017), which revealed that argumentative written responses produced fewer error than narrative 

writing. A possible reason for the finding of this study could be participants’ limited ability to 

take control of long sentences with complex structures. The participants in this study were grade 

11 senior high students, and as noted earlier they tended to align with the linguistic features of 

the reading prompt by imitating aspects such as length of sentence structure. However, unlike the 

college students observed in the study of Zhang and Zhang (2017), the participants in this study 

were less proficient in using long sentences to express their ideas despite the guidance the 

reading prompt provided to write lengthier sentences. The inability of using longer sentences 

correctly to express thoughts may have been the reason why participants’ argumentative 

responses featured more grammatical errors than the narrative one.  

For lexical complexity this study revealed there was no significant difference in the 
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diversity of word use across the genre types. Such finding is in line with other research such as 

that of Yang (2014), which also revealed no significant difference in both lexical diversity in the 

narrative and argumentative written responses. However, unlike Yang’s (2014) study which did 

not find significant difference in lexical sophistication of word use in narrative and the 

argumentative tasks, the finding from the narrative continuation in this study did demonstrate 

significantly higher lexical sophistication (more low-frequency words) than the argumentative 

continuation. In this regard, the result is in line with the research of Chapman (2016), which 

found average proficiency level L2 learners’ writing responses were characterized by low-

frequency vocabularies in responses to open focus prompts. Two reasons might account for the 

finding of the present research.  First, compared with the argumentative continuation task, the 

narrative task provides a greater deal of freedom for content creation. As such, learners are more 

freely able to extend the story towards the direction where they have stronger lexical resources to 

draw upon. By contrast, students are more likely to be forced to use prompt-specific vocabulary 

in response to the argumentative continuation task. Another explanation concerns the alignment 

effect on language use. Wang (2012, 2013, 2016) hypothesized that learners would experience 

typical alignment effect, which is the process whereby the test-taker mimics the language use 

that appears in the reading prompt to complete their written responses. The hypothesis has been 

supported by many empirical studies. For instance, Ye and Ren’s study (2019) on learners’ 

writing process of finishing continuation task found that learners who lack related lexical 

resources would borrow or imitate words and phrases appearing in the reading prompt in the 

process of completing the task. The participants in this study also revealed in the focus-group 

interview that they drew on the language use from the reading prompt of both continuation task 

for support during their writing. This interpretation can be supported by the close examination of 
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word-frequency used in this present study where, as noted earlier, the narrative reading material 

was found to have more low-frequency words than the argumentative prompt.  

Regarding the syntactic complexity, or the sophistication and variation of the sentences 

produced in the written responses, the results of this study indicate that participants written 

responses were significantly affected by the genre of the writing tasks they were assigned.  

Specifically, participants’ argumentative written responses demonstrated significantly more 

complex language use than their narrative responses, which is reflected in other research studies 

as well (Beers & Nagy, 2009, Lu, 2011; Qin & Uccelli, 2016; Ravid, 2005; Yang, 2014; Yoon & 

Polio, 2017). However, different explanations were put forward to account for the syntactic 

complexity across the genres. On the one hand, some research attributes the genre effect on 

participants’ successful use of linguistic features to the different cognitive demands imposed by 

different genres (Robinson, 2001). That is, “L2 learners’ greater use of attentional resources for 

language forms in a more cognitive demanding task would lead to their use of more complex 

language.” (Yoon, 2017, p. 24). On the other hand, other scholars note that the language 

difference elicited from different genres is the outcome of the writers’ efforts to fulfill the genre-

specific functional needs (Beers & Nagy, 2009; Yoon & Polio, 2017). In the present study, 

judging from the participants’ perception as revealed in the questionnaire and interview, the 

results demonstrate that participants’ abilities to use different language structures in different 

genres were due to their awareness of and their experiences of writing in different contexts. Of 

particular note is that in this study, such knowledge of genre difference may not come from 

learner’s previous knowledge or experience, but from their alignment with the source material of 

the continuation tasks, which can be supported by the data elicited from the interview. For 

example, as noted above, participants revealed that after reading the material, they found simple 
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syntactic structures were more appropriate for the narrative context while the complex syntactic 

structures were more suitable for the argumentative one. This finding aligned with other research 

such as that of Ye and Ren (2019), which found the reading material of the continuation task can 

raise participants’ awareness of which kind of language they should employ to serve the 

communicative purposes imposed by narrative and argumentative writing task respectively. 

This study also focused on the local cohesive devices that are used to link adjacent 

sentences or ideas. The results of this study showed that participants employed significant higher 

use of local devices to build lexical and semantic cohesion in the argumentative continuation task 

and was found that different connective devices were used to build cohesion for different genre 

writing. Narrative written responses were found characterized by significantly higher use of 

temporal connectives (e.g., first, then, when finally). This finding is not surprising because it is 

necessary to link the events in narrative writing in a chronological order to make the story flow 

coherently (Biber & Conrad, 2009; Kormos, 2011; Yoon, 2017). Whereas argumentative written 

responses featured significantly higher uses of causal connectives (e.g., consequently, because, 

accordingly) to make logic and convincing arguments.  

Participants’ written responses to the narrative and argumentative continuation task 

demonstrated significantly different textual features in fluency, accuracy, lexical complexity, 

syntactic complexity, and cohesion, which in general supports the hypothesis presented earlier. 

This indicates that narrative and argumentative continuation tasks were able to prompt 

participants to employ different language resources in accordance with the genre-specific tasks 

either from their previous knowledge or experiences or from the reading prompt. 
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Students’ Task Perceptions 

Questionnaires and interviews were implemented to explore students’ perception of the 

two writing tasks. In this section, I will discuss the results elicited from the questionnaire and 

interview concurrently. 

With regards to participants’ perceptions of task difficulty, the results of the 

questionnaires revealed that participants perceived the two writing tasks with a similar level of 

difficulty. It is reasonable that participants perceived the two tasks to be equal in difficulty as 

they had not been exposed to continuation tasks before they completed the tasks for this study 

and therefore, they may have had more limited vocabulary and overall knowledge of the task. 

However, the fact that they did not perceive the argumentative continuation tasks to be more 

difficult than the narrative continuation tasks challenge the general assumption based on studies 

including independent writing tasks (with a lone prompt) that the argumentative genre is more 

difficult than the narrative genre because the former requires learners to engage in higher-order 

reasoning. Extending such line of thinking, Liu and Chen (2016) also observed that the 

argumentative continuation tasks are more difficult for senior high students to write than 

narrative continuation tasks and thus believed the use of argumentative continuation task would 

negatively impact test takers to demonstrate their English proficiency, which does not seem to be 

in line with participants’ perceptions and writing performance (writing score) in this study. The 

source text of the continuation tasks, based on which writers are asked to expand their responses, 

may play a role in moderating the task difficulty imposed by argumentative genre. For EFL 

learners, writing in English is a rather stressful process because they are constrained by limited 

language proficiency, and they need to focus on both language and content during writing, as 

such the consideration to use appropriate syntactic and lexical choices may be quite taxing for 
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EFL learners (Weigle, 2002). Connecting back to Hayes’ (1996, 2012) model of the writing 

process, which also emphasizes the mediating effects of L2 writers’ task-related knowledge such 

as linguistic knowledge, genre knowledge, together with affects such as anxiety and motivation 

on writing process and writing performance. In fact, according to the data elicited from the 

focus-group interviews in this study, the reading prompt of the continuation task provides task-

related knowledge (e.g., linguistic knowledge, genre knowledge) for participants to complete 

their responses. Participants aligned actively with the original source texts for better writing 

quality (e.g., vocabulary, syntactic and organizational structure, coherence), indicating that the 

source text of continuation task could support generating, organizing, and transforming ideas in 

the writing process. This finding is in line with previous studies (Zhang, 2016; Ye & Ren, 2019), 

which revealed the source text of continuation task could moderate Chinese EFL learners’ dual 

burden of content creation and appropriate language use in completing the tasks. The quality of 

the source text of continuation task could reduce cognitive pressures and difficulty in the process 

of writing and thus allow participants to place more attention to develop their logical reasoning 

for their argumentative genre writing. 

Despite the findings demonstrating that the argumentative continuation task and narrative 

continuation task were perceived to be of similar level of difficulty, participants still believed the 

argumentative continuation task was more suitable for the large-scale test. There were two major 

reasons for such a preference. First, participants were concerned that the subjective nature of the 

narrative continuation may lead to fairness issues when raters were awarding scores. 

Specifically, participants raised a concern for the reliability of rating for narrative continuation in 

testing, particularly in high-stake test like the NMET. Whether individuals would be assessed 

similarly from different raters is an essential consideration in evaluating if a test is reliable 
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(Weigle, 2002). If raters are not assessing fairly, of written responses of similar quality, then the 

inferences of students’ English language ability would not be appropriate and fair. As noted 

earlier, the prompt for the narrative continuation task leaves an incomplete story for students to 

expand, based on which individual students can create different endings. But the rubric the raters 

refer to grade the content of the narrative continuation task in NMET are based on a general 

criterion, that is, “the richness of content and fulfillment of task requirement”; which was one 

element the reviewers of the rubric for this study noted as being problematic. The subjective 

nature of storytelling may pose difficulty for scoring because raters from different background 

may have different interpretations and expectations of what a good written story should be. 

Therefore, if the narrative continuation task continues to be applied in the NMET, it is essential 

to conduct studies on how to make the scoring rubric more valid and reliable and how to provide 

essential training to minimize raters’ subjective judgement in rating.  

   The second reason for the participants’ preference for argumentative continuation task 

to be used in the large-scale test concern with the test preparation. They were concerned that they 

may not be able to perform well in the test even with extensive test preparation because they 

believed narrative skills were less likely to be taught in school than the argumentative writing 

skills. Participants’ concern reflected that the narrative continuation task does not seem to 

provide them with the opportunity to draw on test taking strategies such as applying particular 

structures well to compensate for a potential lack in skill with writing ability. In this sense, 

narrative continuation task may play a positive part in pushing students to improve their real 

language proficiency and promoting creative thinking, which had been predicted and assumed in 

the previous studies (Wang, 2012; Yu, 2020). This finding revealed that practical issues from a 

pedagogical perspective with regards to the narrative continuation task such as how to best 
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prepare students so that there would be a more positive washback effect of the continuation task 

on language learning. However, with teachers and students gaining more knowledge from the 

daily practices of narrative continuation tasks, the anxiety and difficulty of preparing for the 

narrative form of writing for large scale test is expected to diminish (Liu& Chen, 2016; Yu, 

2020).  

Overall, this study revealed that the genre did not exert significant effect on the writing 

scores of the continuation tasks, but did have an effect on the participants’ use of linguistic 

features in the written responses including accuracy, fluency, lexical complexity, syntactic 

complexity and cohesion. Participants rated both genre types of writing tasks to be of similar in 

difficulty levels and articulated that they believe both genre type of tasks can help elicit their 

English language proficiency because it provides a context for them to express their thoughts. 

Drawing on evidence collected from task performance and task perception, it can be concluded 

that both genre type of continuation tasks could help participants within this study to demonstrate 

their language proficiency.  

Implications of the Research 

Given the continuation task has been used in assessment contexts in China, the potential 

positive effect of the continuation task on English language teaching and learning, the 

investigation of the effects of genre type of reading material on writing performance in 

continuation tasks could yield both theoretical and practical contributions.  

By exploring participants’ writing scores, textual features of their written responses and 

their perceptions in response to narrative and argumentative continuation tasks, this study may 

expand researchers’ horizon in selecting the research instruments on studying continuation task. 

Unlike previous studies which limited the research focus on continuation task using narrative 
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source texts, this study explored and compared the writing performance elicited by narrative and 

argumentative source texts. The findings revealed that both narrative and argumentative 

continuation tasks can elicit students’ English language proficiency. Although the findings do 

not provide final answer to the question proposed by Wang and Qi (2013), “which genre type of 

reading material for continuation task is suitable for test purpose, narrative or argumentative?” 

(p.718), this study revealed the practical issues such as rating fairness and the effective use of 

continuation task in the classroom to improve students’ language proficiency when 

implementing narrative continuation task in assessment. In addition, this study cast doubt on the 

assumption that argumentative continuation tasks are more difficult for senior high students to 

write than narrative continuation tasks and thus the use of narrative continuation task would be 

more favourable for test takers to demonstrate their actual English proficiency in large-scale test. 

(Liu & Chen, 2016). Thus, this study draws attention to the use of narrative continuation task as 

an assessment tool in the NMET because very limited empirical studies have shown that 

narrative continuation task is actually a better selection than the argumentative continuation task 

to elicit students’ English language proficiency.  

This study holds implications for continuation test design and development in China. In 

this study, participants performed equally well on narrative and argumentative continuation tasks 

in terms of the writing quality scores awarded. The findings seem to suggest both genre types 

can be used for assessment purposes. As such, the results of the present study helps to highlight 

and challenge the validity to prioritize narrative source text for continuation task in the NMET. 

As the NMET plays an important role for senior high graduates in applying for college, the 

backwash effect of prioritizing narrative continuation task in NMET might exert negative impact 

on teaching and learning in senior high schools. For example, teachers and students may tend to 
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make great efforts to hone skills for narrative writing while paying less attention to other genre 

type of writing such as argumentative writing. Such backwash effect which as argued by Tsai 

and Cheng (2009) might hinder EFL students’ development of overall English writing skills. 

Therefore, this study questions the restricted genre selection, focusing on the narrative genre for 

the continuation task in exams such as the NMET. This study also highlights the need to clarify 

the criteria of the rubric used to rate narrative continuation task in the current NMET. The 

experienced teachers invited to provide feedback on the rubric to rate the narrative continuation 

task noted that the rubric was based on very general criteria and lack of manageable statements 

for raters to give reliable and efficient scores, thus the rating may be subjective. For example, the 

rubric expects good writing to be rich in content but does not describe what components are 

essential for “rich in content” clearly, which may raise concerns among both teachers and 

students about the fairness of scoring and the difficulty of test preparation.  

This study also holds pedagogical implications. According to the findings, different genre 

of source text could prompt students to employ different language resources to fulfill the 

continuation task. Therefore, this study offers useful information and possible direction for 

teachers who want to use continuation tasks to improve students’ writing skills. For example, if 

the teachers are intended to boost students’ ability to write complex sentence structures in 

writing, argumentative continuation task would be a better choice than the narrative one.  

 Limitations  

Although this study made efforts to complement current research of continuation tasks in 

Chinese assessment context, there are some limitations that need to be acknowledged. The first 

limitation concerns with the sample. This study involves a quite small sample size (N=86) and 

only a total of 124 written responses (62 for narrative and 62 for argumentative) and 
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questionnaires were included in the final analysis after filtering unreliable and incomplete data. 

This study only included responses who went through all the necessary modes of quantitative 

data collection, that is finishing the two writing tasks and relevant questionnaires to make sure 

the written responses of the narrative and argumentative continuation tasks are more comparable.  

Yet, the sample size has still met the basic requirement for quantitative analysis (N=30), and 

from this perspective it is enough to address the research questions proposed for this study. 

Second, the optimal participants for this study were Chinese senior high EFL 12th graders as the 

narrative continuation task selected from the NMET was originally designed for students at this 

grade level. However, as noted earlier, it was not possible to approach the 12th graders as they 

had demanding schedules to prepare for the NMET. As such, 11th graders were considered as the 

next best participant pool. Also, according to the participants’ instructors, the participants had 

sufficient English language ability to complete the writing tasks used in this research as the they 

were recruited from an elite senior high school in Guangzhou city, which resulted in the majority 

of participants having a good command of English. Of note as well is that the participants from 

Guangzhou city are more easily able to access and experience more top-quality educational 

resources as opposed to the rural areas in China. Therefore, the findings of this study may not be 

generalizable to 11th graders in less elite schools with lower English language proficiency, or 

students who reside in less developed cities or rural areas.  

Another limitation is related to the research instruments. First, this study only asked each 

participant to finish two writing tasks (one narrative, one argumentative) due to the limited 

flexibility of the teachers’ schedule and overall limited time period of this Master’s study. Had 

the participants been given the opportunity to complete two or more tasks of each genre of 

continuation tasks, the result of students writing performance may potentially be different. 
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Second, given the fact that there was no argumentative continuation task available and the need 

to make it comparable with the narrative continuation task, I had to design the argumentative 

continuation task by imitating the format of the narrative task. And while I reached out to various 

professionals to receive feedback and double checked for language difficulty in relation to the 

narrative prompt, there is a possibility that the argumentative prompt may have been less 

reliable. However, as noted above, I found the prompt from a reputable source and ensured the 

creation was in alignment to the narrative prompt to the best of my abilities. Third, although this 

research made great efforts to invite all participant’s voices to be heard in the focus group 

interview, this type of interview may have resulted in some participants not expressing their true 

perspectives due to “group think” (Leshem, 2012), a scenario wherein individuals would not 

share differing perspectives because of peer pressure, anxiety, or self-consciousness. Fourth, this 

study adopted a holistic rubric adapted from NMET-ZJ. Although holistic scoring was 

recognized to be efficient and reliable (Barkaoui, 2007), it may fail to fully capture different 

traits of the different styles of genre writing such as the language use and content. The results 

could have potentially been different had an analytic scoring rubric was adopted.  

Additionally, limitations concerning with the time of the data collection also merit 

discussion. First, the data was collected in November 2020, where the participants were only in 

the 11th grade for just three months. As such, had data been collected later in the school year 

(e.g., May or June) the results might potentially have been different as participants might have 

higher English proficiency level to cope with the writing tasks since they had been in classes 

longer. Second, data was also collected during the COVID-19 pandemic, a time when we all 

people have had to practice social distancing, wear masks and move to online meetings. 

Therefore, I was not able to receive ethical approval to supervise participants to finish the writing 
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tasks or hold face-to-face focus-group interviews. The data were collected with the help of the 

instructors or though the online platforms, which may compromise the reliability of the data. 

Nevertheless, the mixed-method research design could mitigate the way of data collection to 

some extent as both types of data (quantitative and qualitative) contributed greatly to considering 

the genre effect as a whole. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

The limitations mentioned above indicate some directions for the future studies. First, as 

for the research participants, future studies could involve a larger population of students from 

different levels of schools and region. With less command of English language or less 

educational resources, they may response to the narrative and argumentative continuation task 

differently.  

Regarding the instruments used in this research, an investigation of the outcomes of more 

writing tasks (based on familiar topics to students) for each genre would allow for a more 

conclusive understanding of genre effect on writing performance. Future study could also focus 

on comparing writing performance elicited by different task designs of the argumentative 

continuation tasks as at this moment of completing this study and the writing of this thesis there 

does not exist a suitable version. For instance, studies could be conducted on which type of 

prompts (e.g., with opening paragraphs as cues for writing versus opening paragraphs without 

cues). The writing rubric used to rate the written responses could either be replaced or 

complemented by analytic scoring in the future studies because compared with holistic scoring 

used in this research, which score written responses based on general criteria (e.g., grammatical 

accuracy, coherence between ideas), analytic scoring could better reflect the task requirements 

(e.g., language use, content) imposed by narrative and argumentative writing.  
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The time of the data collection also need to be taken care. First, EFL students at their first 

term of second grade may perform less well in writing tasks compared with their last term of the 

school year, as they are EFL learners, and their English proficiency progress fast as time goes by. 

Future studies may as well collect the data at the last term of students’ grade year.  

Although this study found that both narrative and argumentative continuation task could 

elicit students’ language proficiency (based on writing scores and task perceptions), it does not 

provide a conclusive answer to which genre could be more suitable for testing purpose. In the 

future, researchers could apply the Rasch model measures, for example, to provide more 

quantitative evidence into which genre (argumentative or narrative) is more suitable to test for 

language proficiency. For example, future studies could include different facets such as students’ 

written responses and English language proficiency, genre type, raters, and rubric components 

into the Rasch model to explore the interaction of each facet and how they would influence the 

performances in the narrative and argumentative continuation task. In addition, the in-depth 

exploration into cognitive process during task performance though retrospective interviews or 

verbal protocols could also provide insights into which genre would be more suitable for 

proficiency test. 

In sum, as an attempt to explore which genre is more suitable for proficiency testing, this 

study shed light into Chinese senior high school EFL students’ written responses, and their 

perceptions of the argumentative and narrative continuation tasks. The findings provide 

information relating to the task performance, task difficulty and the practical issues in 

implementing narrative and argumentative continuations in the large-scale test. The results could 

hold implications for making test development, test use and writing instruction.
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Appendix B: Narrative Continuation Task 

One weekend in July, Jane and her husband, Tom, had driven three hours to camp 

overnight by a lake in the forest. Unfortunately, on the way an unpleasant subject came up and 

they started to quarrel. By the time they reached the lake, Jane was so angry that she said to 

Tom, “I’m going to find a better spot for us to camp” and walked away.  

With no path to follow, Jane just walked on for quite a long time. After she had climbed to 

a high place, she turned around, hoping to see the lake. To her surprise, she saw nothing but 

forest and, far beyond, a snowcapped mountain top. She suddenly realized that she was lost.  

“Tom!” she cried. “Help!”  

No reply. If only she had not left her mobile phone in that bag with Tom. Jane kept 

moving, but the farther she walked, the more confused she became. As night was beginning to 

fall, Jane was so tired that she had to stop for the night. Lying awake in the dark, Jane wanted 

very much to be with Tom and her family. She wanted to hold him and tell him how much she 

loved him.  

Jane rose at the break of day, hungry and thirsty. She could hear water trickling (滴落) 

somewhere at a distance. Quickly she followed the sound to a stream. To her great joy, she also 

saw some berry bushes. She drank and ate a few berries. Never in her life had she tasted 

anything better. Feeling stronger now, Jane began to walk along the stream and hope it would 

lead her to the lake. 

As she picked her way carefully along the stream, Jane heard a helicopter. Is that for me? 

Unfortunately, the trees made it impossible for people to see her from above. A few minutes 

later, another helicopter flew overhead. Jane took off her yellow blouse, thinking that she should 

go to an open area and flag them if they came back again. 

 

Read the story given above and continue the story. The opening sentence of each 

paragraph is giving below, based on which you are supposed to write at least 150 words 

and involve at least five key words underlined in the given passage. 

 

Pragraph1 

But no more helicopters came and it was getting dark again…. 

 

 

Paragraph2 

It was daybreak when Jane woke up…… 
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Appendix C: Argumentative Continuation Task 

With the internet becoming an indispensable (不可缺少的）part of modern life, making 

friends online enjoys growing popularity, especially among young people. When asked whether it 

is advisable to make friends online, different people may have different opinions. Personally, I 

don’t think it is wise to do so. The main reasons are as follows.  

First, it is not safe to look for friends via the internet. There are too many people online, each 

with different characteristics. So, it is rather difficult to distinguish（辨别） sincere people from 

jokers or weirdos（古怪的人). What’s worse, there are all kinds of lies and frauds (欺诈）online, 

making it harder for us to tell the true from the false. As the cyberspace (通讯空间) is much more 

complicated than the life circle that we can come into contact with in the real world, we may 

possibly get fooled, hurt and even cheated when looking for friends in it. Especially for the youth 

who have less social experience, it is rather dangerous to make friends with almost total strangers 

online.  

Second, it is rather hard to maintain lasting friendship online. For one thing, most online 

friends do not truly trust each other. They may meet and pass time chatting or emailing to each 

other, but they almost never tell personal details such as real names and identities in order to 

protect themselves. For another, most online friends do not feel committed to each other as real 

friends do. They may share their feelings or experiences, but they stay out of each other’s’ life 

circles and seldom give practical help. As the old saying goes, easy come, easy go--it holds true 

for the online. friendship.  

 

Read the story given above and continue the story. The opening sentence of each 

paragraph is giving below, based on which you are supposed to write at least 150 words 

and involve at least five key words underlined in the given passage. 

 

Paragraph 1 

Third, over-reliance on net pals may alienate (使疏远）us from our family and real-life 

friends....... 

  

  

  

  

 

  

Paragraph 2 

In Conclusion...... 

  

  

  
Note: this argumentative text was retrieved online and is publicly available from the website 

(wenku.baidu.com). The prompt is a 2014 excellent writing sample of Chinese National Test for English 

Majors-Band 4. The task difficulty was adapted in accordance to the readability, length, and text 

difficulty of the aforementioned narrative text by using a readability formula in Coh-Matrix.   
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Appendix D: Perception Questionnaire  

Section I: Demographic Information 

1) Student Number: _________________ 

2) Gender: _________________ 

3) Please circle the writing task you have completed today:   

A. Narrative continuation       B. Argumentative continuation  

Section II: Task Perception 

Please rate the writing task you have just completed. You are expected to rate from value 1 to 5 

based on your thoughts and experiences about the written task. There does not exist a standard 

answer. Here comes an example for you to better understand the rating. Taking the item one as 

an example, the closer the score is to the value 1, the easier the task is, whereas the closer 

to the value 5, the more difficult the task is. 

 

Item Description Rating 

 

1 

 

To what extent I felt this task was difficult to complete.       
easy      →     difficult 

1      2      3     4      5 

 

2 

 

My overall experience of completing the task. 

relaxing →     frustrating    

    1      2      3     4      5 

 

3 

 

My ability to perform this task.  

 

poor      →    excellent   

1      2      3     4      5 

 

4 

 

The perceived interest level of this task.  
not interesting at all→ interesting 

1      2      3     4      5 

    

   5 

 

My willingness of completing more similar tasks. 

extremely high→ extremely high 

1      2      3     4      5 
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Appendix E: Outline for Interview  

1. How did you feel about the written tasks? 

2. Can you speak to some of the aspects of the written task you found to be difficult?  

3. In what ways did you refer to the reading materials as a guide for your writing?  

4. What strategies did you use in the writing process? 

5. Which writing task (narrative or argumentative) can better elicit your language 

proficiency? 

6. In your opinion, what genre (narrative or argumentative) do you feel is more suitable for a 

continuation task?  
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Appendix F: Scoring Rubric 

Band (score 

range) 

Descriptor 

Band 5 

(21–25) 

•The continuation is well-connected to the main ideas of the source text. 

• The continuation is rich in content and completely fulfills all task requirements. 

• The continuation uses accurate and diverse grammatical structures and 

vocabulary, with occasional errors that do not affect comprehensibility. 

• The continuation is well-structured and coherent. Sentences within 

paragraphs are effectively connected to each other with appropriate, 

well-selected, and varied transition words and other cohesion devices. 

Band 4 

(16–20) 

•The continuation is connected to the main ideas of the source text. 

• The continuation contains adequate content and adequately fulfills the task 

requirements. 

• The continuation uses relatively accurate and diverse grammatical 

structures and vocabulary with few errors that do not affect comprehensibility. 

• The continuation is structured and coherent. Sentences within 

paragraphs are effectively connected to each other with appropriate and 

varied transition words and other cohesion devices. 

Band 3 

(11–15) 

• The continuation is largely connected to the main ideas of the source text. 

• The continuation contains relevant content and roughly fulfills 

 the task requirements. 

• The continuation uses a variety of grammatical structures and 

vocabulary with some errors that do not affect comprehensibility. 

• The continuation is largely structured and coherent. Sentences within 

paragraphs are connected with simple transition words and other cohesion 

devices. 

Band 2 

(6–10) 

• The continuation is somewhat relevant to the source text. 

• The continuation contains limited content and partially fulfills the task 

requirements. 

• The continuation uses a limited range of grammatical structures and 

vocabulary with some errors that may affect comprehensibility. 

• The continuation lacks structure and coherence. Sentences within 

paragraphs use limited transition words and other cohesion devices. 

Band 1 

(1–5) 

• The continuation demonstrates limited or no relevance to the source text. 

• The continuation contains limited content and fails to fulfill the task 

requirements. 

• The continuation uses a limited range of simple grammatical structures 

and vocabulary with many errors that affect comprehensibility. 

• The continuation is not structured or coherent. Transition words and 

other cohesion devices are inappropriate or missing. 
 

 


