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on students’scores on the two continuation tasks; (i) argumentative continuation task
brought about more complex sentences and words, as reflected by most indicators,
but narrative continuation task led to relatively longer writing, and no significant differ-
ence was found for accuracy; (i) students writings on argumentative task contained
more 4-word phrases that were drawn from the input text, while the writings on nar-
rative task were semantically more related to the reading input. This study provides
another piece of validity evidence for employing continuation tasks in different genres
in language tests and has implications for the writing teaching of Chinese young EFL
learners.

Keywords: Genre, Continuation task, Writing quality, CAF, Alignment

Introduction

As an integrated writing task, the continuation task has received a great deal of atten-
tion in language teaching and assessment (Shi et al., 2020). It requires learners to read
an incomplete text and then write a continuation in a logical and coherent way (Zhang
& Wang, 2022). Many scholars believe it to possess great learning potential due to its
inherent interactive alignment (Pickering & Garrod, 2004). Besides, since it can effec-
tively integrate language input and output, imitation and creation, as well as learning
and application (Wang, 2012), it well suits China’s context of English teaching and learn-
ing, which is characterized by more reading and writing but less listening and speaking
(Jiang & Chen, 2015).

Previous studies have investigated the effects of continuation task on learning from
different perspectives; however, most of them were situated in the contexts of tertiary
education and high school, and few have explored its pedagogical implications on
younger learners (e.g. middle school), who mainly face two challenges in EFL writing:
to write correctively and creatively (Copland et al., 2014). Moreover, since continuation
tasks are considered to be authentic and capable of reducing content-bias and bringing

. ©The Author(s) 2024. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits
@ Sprlnger O pen use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original
— author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third
party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the mate-
rial. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or
exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40468-024-00273-5&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3376-9188

Li and Wang Language Testing in Asia (2024) 14:3 Page 2 of 14

about positive washback, they are increasingly adopted in many large-scale, high-stakes
language tests (Shi et al., 2020). However, only a few of previous studies on task-related
variables have examined the influence of input text genre, which is a key consideration in
designing both reading and writing tasks.

Therefore, this study adds to the current research efforts by investigating how EFL
young learners (i.e. middle school students) perform on continuation tasks with input
texts in different genres, so as to explore its learning potential in the writing teaching of
young EFL learners, and on the other hand to provide more validity evidence for adopt-
ing the continuation task in various English tests.

Literature review

Genre and ESL/EFL writing

Genre refers to the socially conventionalized ways of language use that can serve specific
communicative purposes (Berman, 2008; Grabe, 2002; Swales, 1981). Generally, narra-
tives are agent-oriented, and describe events and actions performed by people according
to the temporal sequence (Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2007); while argumentatives are topic-
oriented, and express an opinion on the basis of facts and logic (Grabe, 2002). These dif-
ferences will influence not only how writers organize the two types of writings, but also
the specific language features (Qin & Uccelli, 2016).

Under the CAF (Complexity, Accuracy and Fluency) framework that measures L2
writing development (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998), many scholars have examined how
genre influences ESL/EFL writing, mostly in terms of syntactic complexity (Zhang &
Liu, 2021). A prevailing conclusion has been that argumentatives are syntactically more
complex than narratives, though by means of different indices (e.g. Bi, 2020; Lu, 2011;
Yoon & Polio, 2016; etc.). In terms of lexical complexity measured by D, Yoon (2021)
found narratives were more complex than argumentatives, quite opposite to the results
of Qin and Uccelli (2016), while Wang et al. (2022) found no significant differences. As
for accuracy and fluency, only Wang et al. (2022) found that argumentatives contained
more errors than narratives, and Yoon and Polio (2016) found no significant difference
in fluency between Chinese college students’ narrative and argumentative compositions.

Results of the effects of genre on writing scores are not consistent either, probably due
to factors such as participant type, task type and condition, etc. For example, in contrast
to the findings of Qin and Uccelli (2016) and Shao (2021) that genre did not influence
students’ scores on narrative and argumentative compositions, Ye and Yan (2010) found
non-English majors’ scores on narratives were significantly lower than those on argu-
mentatives, while Zhang and Liu (2021) found that college students’ scores on narratives
and argumentatives differed with whether they were required to complete their compo-
sitions within the time limit. Using summary writing as the task, Li (2014) found that
students performed better in expository text than in narrative texts.

According to the theoretical writing model of Kellogg (1996), there are six processes
involved in writing: planning, translating, programming, executing, reading and editing,
all requiring the support of ESL/EFL learners’ limited working memory. When learners
are writing compositions in different genres, in order to fulfill the targeted communica-
tive purposes, they need to plan different organizations and use appropriate languages.
However, their “incomplete and unautomatized linguistic system and lack of genre and
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discoursal knowledge” become the extra cognitive burden (Li, 2023, p. 648). Therefore,
genre is an important factor that may influence ESL/EFL learners’ writing performance.

The continuation task

It is believed that the continuation task can enhance student learning because of the
induced alignment between the input text and L2 learners in terms of situational models
and linguistic representations (Wang & Wang, 2015). Peng et al. (2020) construed align-
ment “as a complex process in which learners engage in coordinated interaction with the
input text” (p. 367). There have been prolific empirical studies indicating the effective-
ness of this task. For example, it can generate more gains measured by indices of CAF
(Jiang & Chen, 2015), improve lexical accuracy (Wang & Wang, 2015), help with stu-
dents’ acquisition of a certain grammatical structure (e.g. Jiang & Tu, 2016; Sun & Wang,
2018, 2022; Wang & Cao, 2020; Wang & Wang, 2019; Xin, 2017; etc.). Besides, it also has
positive influence on students’ writing coherence (e.g. Peng, 2017; Zhang, 2016), written
rhetoric (Yang, 2018a), writing anxiety and proficiency (Zhang & Qin, 2020).

As one type of integrated writing tasks, the continuation task may influence test-
takers’ writing performance due to its various task characteristics (Bachman, 1990).
In terms of different task conditions, Shi et al. (2020) investigated how four different
prompts influenced students’ writing scores and strategy use, and Xiao (2013) examined
whether the presence of input text during the writing process influenced the accuracy
of students’ writings. In terms of the characteristics of input text, previous studies have
considered factors such as topic familiarity (Gu et al., 2022), linguistic complexity (Peng
et al., 2020; Xin & Li, 2020), language (L1 vs. L2) (Wang & Wang, 2014), and students’
interest (Xue, 2013).

Despite that genre is essential in L1 and L2 writing research (Tardy, 2006), only a few
have touched upon how it may influence students’ writing in the continuation task. For
example, Guo and Wang (2019) found genre only influenced English majors’ scores on
structure, but not on content, language and the total score. However, Zhang et al. (2023)
found no difference in high school students’ scores on narrative, argumentative and
expository continuation tasks, quite similar to the results of Zhong (2021). Zhang and
Zhang (2017) did not find any difference either in lexical or phrasal alignment in English
majors’ continuation writings, but Zhang et al. (2023) found that narrative continuation
task produced more alignment effects than argumentative one by means of indices of
LSS (Latent Semantic Similarity) and LSM (Language Style Matching).

As mentioned earlier, ESL/EFL learners’ limited knowledge of language, genre and
discourse may demand more processing loads when they are writing compositions of
different genres. However, in the case of continuation task that combines reading and
writing, the input text may serve as the “scaffold” and hence influence learners’ writing
process and outcome. Yet, results in this regard are quite inconclusive, both in terms of
scores and alignment effects.

Research gaps and research questions

To sum up, as a type of learning task, continuation tasks can enhance student learning
at various levels. This effect is estimated to be medium according to the meta-analysis
of Ren and Lv (2021), with genre serving as an important moderator. Meanwhile, as a
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type of integrated writing task, continuation tasks are increasingly adopted in large-scale
English tests, which means that validity evidence about this type of task should be col-
lected on a continual basis. However, previous studies have been mainly conducted in
tertiary education and high school and focused on narrative continuation tasks, and
more importantly, results of cross-genre comparisons have been inconsistent.

Therefore, this study aims to extend the current research by examining how younger
EFL learners from middle school perform on continuation tasks with input texts in dif-
ferent genres, so as to explore its learning potential in the writing teaching of this group
of learners, who may differ with learners in high school and university in the following
ways.

First is their English proficiency level. According to CSE (China’s Standards of Eng-
lish Language Ability, Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2018),
middle school students are roughly at Level 3 of the Elementary Stage, while high
school students are at Level 4 of the Intermediate Stage and university students’ Eng-
lish proficiency levels may range from Level 5 of the Intermediate Stage to Level 7 of
the Advanced Stage (Zhu & Cao, 2020). This means that the linguistic system of this
younger group is more limited than that of students in high school and university, which
may result in different patterns of using the input text as the “scaffold” (i.e. alignment).
The second and related one is their working memory capacity. Generally speaking, one’s
working memory capability increases across the life span (Cowan, 2014). So it is reason-
able to assume that middle students may have more limited working memory, which, in
combination with their lower level of English proficiency, will cause greater cognitive
burden when they complete the continuation task and give rise to different results from
previous studies. The third is their previous experience with continuation task. Since the
continuation task has been adopted in NMET (National Matriculation Entrance Test)
for several years, high school students are quite familiar with this task type; however,
middle school students have done little exercise of this type, since it has not appeared in
the senior high school entrance examination of the province in the present study.

Based on these considerations, this study aims to address the following research
questions:

(1) How does genre influence Chinese young EFL learners’ scores on continuation
tasks?

(2) How does genre influence Chinese young EFL learners’ continuation in terms of
CAF?

(3) Will input texts in different genres produce different alignment effects?

Methods

Participants

Participants included 30 nine-graders (16 males and 14 females) from a middle school in
northern China, with an average age of 15 years old. They were from two intact classes
and taught by the same English teacher. Two months before this study, the participants
had taken an English test that was administered by the local municipal government to
nine-graders of several middle schools and aimed to prepare students for the coming
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provincial senior high school entrance examination. Their mean score was 85.34 out of
120 (SD=9.86), with the highest score being 99 and the lowest 71.

Prior to this study, all the participants and their English teacher were informed of
the research purpose and that the results would be irrelevant to their evaluation at the
school and their identities would remain confidential throughout the whole research

process.

Instruments

On the basis of CSE (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2018),
which states that nine-graders roughly correspond to Level 3 and they should be able
to “explain in simple terms the causes, processes, and results of events with generally
accurate wording” and “use simple phrases to comment on familiar things and provide
reasons, with generally coherent expression” (p.12), this study adopted the following
two continuation tasks: Task 1 required students to read an incomplete story, in which
the narrator was laughed at due to his limp, and then complete the story; while Task
2 required students to read a passage that introduced different sports popular in pri-
mary and middle schools, and then comment on sports. Both the input texts had been
judged by the English teacher to be appropriate in terms of language and topic. Although
the Chinese translations of the two texts were also provided to the students in case they
didn’t understand the input, Coh-Metrix L2 readability (McNamara et al., 2014) was cal-
culated to be 27.375 and 22.95 for narrative and argumentative tasks respectively. One-
sample T-test showed no significant difference (¢t=11.373, df=1, p<0.05).

Data collection and analysis

The participants finished Task 1 first and then Task 2 a week later, as required by their
English teacher, both within 30 min and with no less than 100 words. Then all the hand-
written continuations were typed into electronic documents, and two small corpus were
established, one containing 30 narrative continuations and the other one 30 argumenta-
tive ones.

In order to answer the above-mentioned three research questions, data analyses
involved three steps. Firstly, all the 60 continuations were double-rated by two experi-
enced English teachers according to the rubrics of NMET (Zhejiang version). The total
inter-rater reliability was estimated to be 0.855 (0.905 and 0.847 for narrative and argu-
mentative continuations respectively).

Secondly, the 60 continuations were analyzed in terms of various indices under the
framework of CAF. Table 1 lists all the indices and the methods of how they were
obtained. Table 2 lists the coding reliability of those manually-coded indices. Drawing
on previous studies (e.g. Bi, 2020; Jiang & Chen, 2015; Lu, 2011; Shi et al., 2020; etc.), this
study adopted nine and six indices to analyze syntactic and lexical complexity respec-
tively; however, comparatively fewer indices were available to analyze accuracy and flu-
ency, with only two and one respectively.

Thirdly, in order to find out the influence of genre on alignment, this study ana-
lyzed the frequency of 4-word phrases that were drawn from the input texts by
students and LSS to measure alignment at syntactic and semantic levels. 4-word

phrases were considered to be able to show how particular structures were borrowed
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Table 1 Indices of CAF

Dimension Indices Methods
Complexity
Syntactic Mean Length of Sentence (MLS) Coh-Metrix
Mean Length of Clause (MLC) Manual coding
Mean Length of T-unit (MLT) Manual coding
Clause/T-unit (C/T) Manual coding
Dependent Clause/Clause (DC/T) Manual coding
Words before main verbs (WBV) Coh-Metrix
Number of modifiers before NP (NM) Coh-Metrix
Passive voice density (PD) Coh-Metrix
Syntax Similarity of adjacent sentences (SS) Coh-Metrix
Lexical Type-token ratio (TTR) Coh-Metrix

Measure of Textual Lexical Diversity (MTLD) Coh-Metrix
Incidence of content words (InCW) Coh-Metrix
Concreteness for content words (CCW) Coh-Metrix
Imageability for content words (ICW) Coh-Metrix
CELEX Log minimum frequency for content words (LogMF) Coh-Metrix

Accuracy error-free T-units/T-units (ET/T) Manual coding
errors/T-units (E/T) Manual coding

Fluency Words (W) Coh-Metrix

Table 2 Coding reliability of manually-coded indices

Manually-coded indices Narrative Argumentative Total
T-unit 0.974** 0.906** 0.968**
Error-free T-unit 0.903** 0.828** 0.908**
Clause 0.984** 0.953** 0.980*
Dependent Clause 0.871%* 0.737*%* 0.809**
Error 0.737** 0.869** 0.795**

Notes: *p <0.05, **p < 0.01

(Wang & Wang, 2014) and analyzed by means of the n-gram function of AntConc.
Since alignment in written expressions is more associated with similar semantic
network, rather than the borrowing of exact words (Wang & Wang, 2015), LSS was
considered to be a more accurate indicator, which ranges from 0 to 1 (Zhang et al.,
2023). The higher the LSS value is, the more similar the input text and the continua-
tion are (Landauer & Dumais, 1997).

Results

Research question 1: influence of genre on scores

Table 3 lists the results of paired-samples T-test of students’ scores of narrative and
argumentative continuations. It can be seen that students performed only slightly
better on narrative continuation (mean =16.77) than on argumentative continuation
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Table 3 Comparison of scores between genres

Genre N Min Score  MaxScore  Mean Score  Std. deviation  Paired-samples
T-test
t df p
Narrative 30 4.00 245 16.77 6.10 0897 29 0377
Argumentative 30 55 235 15.89 574

Table 4 Comparison of syntactic complexity indices between genres

Index Mean Std. deviation t df P
1 MLS_NA-MLS_AR -0.941 8.688 -0.593 29 0.558
2 MLC_NA-MLC_AR -1.936 1322 -8.022 29 0.000**
3 MLT_NA-MLT_AR -2.511 1443 -9.530 29 0.000**
4 WBV_NA-WBV_AR -0.516 1.638 -1.724 29 0.095
5 NM_NA-NM_AR -0.232 0.207 -6.123 29 0.000**
6 PD_NA-PD_AR -0477 7712 -0.339 29 0.737
7 SS_NA-SS_AR 0.014 0.091 0.841 29 0407
8 C/T_NA-C/T-AR -0.048 0.104 -2.546 29 0.016
9 DC/T_NA-DC/T_AR -0.076 0.118 -3.541 29 0.001**

Note: **p < 0.01

(mean =15.89); however, this difference is not statistically significant (¢£=0.897,
df=29, p>0.05).

Research question 2: influence of genre on CAF indices

Influence of genre on syntactic complexity

Altogether there were nine indices used to show the influence of genre on syntactic com-
plexity of students’ continuations, five from Coh-metrix analysis (i.e. MLS, WBV, NM,
PD and SS) and four through manual coding (i.e. MLC, MLT, C/T and DC/T). Table 4
lists the results of paired-samples T-test of these indices. Bonferroni adjustment were
conducted to all ps to avoid false positive, making the critical value of significance 0.0056
(0.05/9) (Lu, 2010).

It can be seen that five out of the nine indices (i.e. MLS, WBYV, PD, SS and C/T) did
not show any difference between genres, while the other four indices (i.e. MLC, MLT,
NM and DC/T) were significantly influenced by genre. To be specific, compared with
argumentative continuations, narrative continuations contained much shorter clauses
(t=-8.022, df=29, p<0.0056) and T units (¢=-9.53, df=29, p <0.0056). Besides, in nar-
rative continuations there were much fewer modifiers before noun phrases (t=-6.123,
df=29, p<0.0056) and dependent clauses per T unit (t=-3.541, df=29, p <0.0056).

Influence of genre on lexical complexity

To compare lexical complexity, this study chose six indices from Coh-metrix analysis —
TTR, MTLD, InCW, CCW, ICW and LogMF. Table 5 lists the results of paired-samples
T-test of these indices. Again, Bonferroni adjustment was conducted by dividing 0.05 by
6 (i.e. 0.0083).
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Table 5 Comparison of lexical complexity indices between genres

Index Mean Std. deviation t df P
1 TTR_NA-TTR_AR -0.018 0.108 -0.927 29 0.362
2 MTLD_NA-MTLD_AR 0.177 32.795 0.030 29 0.977
3 INCW_NA-INCW_AR -59.717 79.287 -4.125 29 0.000**
4 CCW_NA-CCW_AR 17.773 32578 2.988 29 0.006**
5 ICW_NA-ICW_AR 13479 29613 2493 29 0.019
6 LogMF_NA-LogMF_AR 0.304 0.392 4.249 29 0.000**

Note: **p < 0.01

It can be seen that half of the six indices showed significant influence of genre on
lexical complexity, i.e. InNCW, CCW, and LogMF. This means narrative continuations
contained much fewer incidences of content words (¢=-4.125, df=29, p<0.0083); but
the concreteness (1=2.988, df=29, p<0.0083) and CELEX Log minimum frequency
(t=4.249, df=29, p<0.0083) of these content words were much higher than those in
argumentative continuations. These three indices demonstrate that students’ narrative

continuations were much easier to understand than argumentative ones.

Influence of genre on accuracy and fluency
This study used indices ET/T and E/T to measure the influence of genre on accuracy,
and W on fluency. Table 6 lists the results of paired-samples T-test of these indices.

It can be seen that neither of the two indices of accuracy (ET/T and E/T) showed any
significant difference (ps>0.05), indicating that genre did not exert any influence on the
accuracy of students’ continuations. However, students’ narrative continuations seemed
to be much longer, with an average of 24.233 words more than argumentative ones,
though this difference was not statistically significant enough (p =0.052).

Table 6 Comparison of accuracy and fluency indices between genres

Index Mean Std. deviation t df P

ET/T_NA-ET/T_AR 0.021 0.194 0.586 29 0.563
E/T_NA-E/T_AR -0.055 0.265 -1.138 29 0.264
W_NA-W_AR 24.233 65472 2.027 29 0.052

Table 7 Syntactic alignment in students’ continuations

Frequency of 4-word  Narrative Argumentative X>-test
phrases

X df p
Aligned 7 (1.92%) 15 (7%) 9.568 1 0.002**
Non-aligned 358 (98.08%) 199 (93%)
Total 365 214

Note: **p < 0.01
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Research question 3: influence of genre on alignment

Influence of genre on syntactic alignment

This study used the frequency of 4-word phrases that were drawn from the input texts to
gauge the influence of genre on syntactic alignment in students’ continuations. Table 7
lists the results of alignment of 4-word phrases.

It can be seen that students tended to borrow 4-word phrases more frequently when
they were completing argumentative continuation task. To be specific, among all the
4-word phrases in narrative and argumentative continuations, students borrowed 7 and
15 times from the input texts, which accounts for 1.92% and 7% respectively of the total
4-word phrases. x’-test showed significant difference (y’=9.568, df=1, p<0.01), indi-
cating that there might be more syntactic alignment in the process of completing argu-
mentative continuation task.

Influence of genre on semantic alignment

LSS analysis was conducted to investigate the degree to which students’ continuations
were semantically related to the input texts. Table 8 lists the results of LSS analysis, as
well as the paired-samples T-test.

As shown in Table 8, compared with argumentative continuations, students’ nar-
rative continuations were more semantically similar to the input text, with an average
LSS value of 0.59 (t=4.502, df=29, p <0.01), suggesting that narrative continuation task
might induce more semantic alignment.

Discussions

Examining the continuation task from the perspectives of both language testing and
language learning, this study found that firstly, when scored holistically, students’ con-
tinuations did not show significant difference between different genres of the input text;
however, genre did have an impact on how students used the language to complete the
continuation task, which could be shown by various indicators under the CAF frame-
work on the one hand, and on the other hand by students’ different ways of interacting
with the input texts. These findings will be discussed in this section regarding the effects
of genre of the input text on students’ writing scores and language use.

Continuation task as a testing task: genre and writing scores

When used to assess students’ EFL writing ability, continuation tasks in different genres
were found to be able to bring about consistent performance measured by holistic score,
similar to the results of Zhang et al. (2023), Zhong (2021) and Guo and Wang (2019).

Table 8 Semantic alignment in students’ continuations

Genre Sample Min Max Mean Std. deviation Paired-samples T-test

t df p
Narrative 30 038 0.72 0.59 0.07 4.502 29 0.000**
Argumentative 30 0.23 0.77 047 0.13

Note: **p < 0.01
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These studies, involving students from middle school, high school and university and
using continuation task as the testing task, seem to offer support for the shared-writing-
ability conjecture (Kim & Crossley, 2018), which suggests that students’ writing ability
will not vary substantially under different testing conditions. Another possible expla-
nation is that, despite the differences in overall English proficiency level and working
memory capacity among the three age groups, the “scaffolding” function of the input
texts may offset those differences to the extent that nuances in learners’ continuations
of different genres cannot be reflected by a holistic score. In addition, the data screening
process in this study might be another cause for the non-significant result — those argu-
mentative continuations that were off the point due to students’ little experience with
the continuation task were excluded from subsequent analysis, out of the consideration
that the variable genre might get contaminated.

However, when continuation task is employed to test students’ writing ability, it may
be still premature to draw such a conclusion that genre does not matter, due to the lim-
ited number of studies in this regard. Like previous studies involving other types of writ-
ing tasks, genre may be interweaved with other factors like students’ writing proficiency,
education level, testing condition, topic, to name a few. The intricacies of genre-related
test-methods effects require more investigation, especially with continuation tasks
increasingly used in large-scale language tests.

Continuation task as a learning task: genre and language use

Despite that genre effects of the continuation task on holistically-scored writing quality
may not be so obvious, as the present study shows, genre did influence students’ use of
language in a number of ways.

Firstly, guided by the CAF framework that is usually used to assess students’ writing
development, this study found that students’ argumentative narrations contained more
syntactically complex structures, as shown by the four indicators — MLC, MLT, NM and
DC/T; besides, there were more content words in argumentative continuations, and
they were much more abstract and appeared with a lower frequency in CELEX, mak-
ing argumentative continuations more informative and more difficult to understand
than narrative ones. Similar results about the comparative complexity of narrative and
argumentative writings have been obtained in previous studies like Bi (2020), Lu (2011),
Yoon and Polio (2016) and so on. However, the results of syntactic complexity in present
study differed with those of Bi (2020), which also included students in middle school but
only found significant difference in C/T and not in MLC and MLT. This might be due to
both statistical and experimental reasons. Statistically, this study used Bonferroni adjust-
ment when doing multiple comparisons, while Bi (2020) used p=0.05 as the critical
value. Experimentally, this study adopted repeated-measure design to control individual
differences, while Bi (2020) compared the writings of two groups of students with similar
writing proficiency.

As for the accuracy of students’ continuations, results of different studies vary a lot.
Some found no significant difference between two genres (e.g. this study; Guo & Wang,
2019; Yoon & Polio, 2016), some found students wrote more accurately in argumenta-
tive continuation (e.g.Leng, 2018; Zhang & Zhang, 2017) and some found the opposite
(e.g. Yang, 2018b). These discrepancies indicate that how genre influences the accuracy



Li and Wang Language Testing in Asia (2024) 14:3 Page 11 of 14

of students’ continuations may be mediated by other factors, such as their education lev-
els (junior high, senior high or college students), English proficiency levels (Elementary,
Intermediate or Advanced stages) and indicators for accuracy (T unit-based indicators,
error numbers of different types, or sub-score of language), and hence deserves more
research efforts.

Similarly, the results about the genre effects on fluency are inconclusive, too. Com-
pared with Zhang and Zhang (2017) that found students wrote much longer in narrative
continuation, this study showed a tendency for narrative continuation (mean=142.6) to
be longer than argumentative one (mean=118.4), but the difference was not statistically
different (p=0.052), probably because participants in the present study (nine graders)
were not as proficient as those in Zhang and Zhang (2017) and hence not able to tell
their stories freely to reveal the genre effect.

In a word, genre effects of the continuation task differ with dimensions of CAF,
with complexity difference being the most obvious. As mentioned earlier, genre influ-
ences learners’ continuations mainly through different demands of the limited working
memory capacity, which has been found to be more significantly associated with CAF
measures than overall writing proficiency (Li, 2023). In addition, the differences and
similarities between genres in terms of CAF might partially support the Common Core
Hypothesis (Leech & Svartvis, 2002), which suggests that when students complete mul-
tiple writing tasks in tandem, it is likely that their writings of different genres will share
some characteristics. Therefore, as Zhang et al. (2022) commented, in order to account
for L2 writing processes and products, it is desirable to “model both shared and distinct
linguistic features of texts in different genres” (p. 7).

Secondly, this study found that different genres of continuation tasks may help stu-
dents to interact with the input texts in different ways. To be specific, students borrowed
more 4-word phrases from the input text in their argumentative continuations, suggest-
ing that argumentative continuation task might bring about syntactic alignment. This
is different from the results of Zhang and Zhang (2017) and Leng (2018). One possible
reason is that they counted the number of aligned phrases manually and did not specify
the length of phrases. Another reason might be that, since the English proficiency levels
of participants in this study were comparatively lower, hence when they were completing
argumentative continuation task, which might be more cognitively demanding for their
age, they had to resort to the input text and borrow phrases in the writing process.

In addition, students’ narrative continuations were found to be more semantically
associated with the input text, suggesting a stronger lexical alignment of narrative con-
tinuation task. This is consistent with the results of Zhang et al. (2023), probably because
middle school students have already been familiar with the narrative genre and are able
to spare some cognitive capacity to continue the story with language consistent with
their own proficiencies. However, the LSS values of this study were much lower, proba-
bly because leaners in this study were less trained in how to complete continuation task.

Conclusion

This study examined the influence of input text genre on Chinese young EFL learners’
performance on the continuation task. Taking continuation task as a type of test task,
this study found that genre did not influence students’” writing scores, offering another
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piece of validity evidence for using it in various testing programs. Taking it as a learning
task, this study revealed varying genre effects on the dimensions of complexity, accuracy
and fluency, and also on how students interacted with the input text syntactically and
semantically, suggesting that teachers may use input texts in different genres to achieve
their goals of training.

There are some limitations in this study. First, with only two continuation tasks, one
narrative and one argumentative, used to compare students’ performance, there might
be some measurement errors. Future research could increase the number of tasks to
assess students’ performance more accurately. Second, in the comparison of linguistic
features, like many previous studies, this study used much more indicators of complex-
ity than indicators of accuracy and fluency. This will cause trouble not only for cross-
study comparisons of complexity, but also for the accurate measurement of accuracy and
fluency. Future studies could find out the most influential complexity indicators on one
hand and develop more tools to facilitate the analyses of accuracy and fluency. Thirdly,
although the two input texts were evaluated by the learners’ English teacher in terms
of language and topic, more direct evidence should have been collected from learners
themselves, so as to eliminate the possible influence of factors other than genre.
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