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A B S T R A C T

Secondary-school learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) in China constitute a
rapidly growing yet understudied population. This study examined Chinese secondary-
school EFL learners’ writing performance in two genres, argumentative essays and
narratives. Crossgenre research on native language writing has documented that, at the
macro-text level, secondary-school students’ narratives are typically of higher quality than
their written essays; while at the lexico-syntactic level, essays display higher complexity
than narratives. To investigate cross-genre differences in EFL learners, 200 English written
texts (100 essays; 100 narratives) were collected from 100 EFL Chinese secondary school
learners and scored for quality, lexico-syntactic, and genrespecific discourse features.
Unlike prior research on native language writing, no significant differences in quality
ratings were found across the two genres. However, in line with prior research, results
revealed that argumentative essays displayed a higher lexico-syntactic complexity.
Regression analyses identified distinct sets of predictors of writing quality ratings for each
genre. Controlling for length, lexico-syntactic complexity and diversity of organizational
markers were identified as predictors of argumentative essay quality. Conversely,
controlling for length, narrative quality was only predicted by the frequency of stance
markers. Results are discussed in relation to pedagogical implications and directions for
future research.

ã 2016 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Since its first appearance in the literature in the 1980s (Swales, 1981; Tarone, Dwyer, Gillette, & Icke, 1981), the notion of
genre and its application to language teaching and learning has attracted increasing attention in writing studies, and
particularly in second or foreign language writing (Tardy, 2006, 2011). Genre refers to conventionalized or socially
recognized ways of using language within certain discourse communities (Swales, 1981). In writing across genres, English-
as-foreign-language (EFL) writers face the dual challenge of recognizing privileged forms of discourse within a
communicative context and at the same time deploying their available linguistic resources to serve that function
appropriately. The last decade has seen significant developments in genre-based pedagogies designed to support second
languagewriters’ understanding of how language is structured to achieve social purposes (Gebhard&Harman, 2011; Hyland,
2007; Johns, 2011; Swales,1990). However, themajority of empirical studies evaluating EFLwriting focused solely on a single
genre – argumentative writing in academic context –without examining how EFL writers perform across genres. Moreover,
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considerable EFL writing research has focused on the post-secondary years, with only minimal research devoted to
understanding secondary school students’ performances.

The current study investigated secondary school Chinese EFL students’ writing performance in two different genres:
narrative and argumentation. Writing performance is defined by two major constructs: 1) holistic writing quality ratings
evaluated by experienced EFL teachers; 2) text-based lexical, syntactic, and discourse features. By comparing writing
performance across narrative and argumentative genres, this study seeks to reveal differences in performance that result
from the genre-specific language demands faced by these learners. Two main questions drove this study. First, do EFL
learners’ overall writing quality ratings and/or lexico-syntactic features vary by genre? Second, which lexico-syntactic and
discourse features predict overall writing quality ratings within each genre?

The ultimate goal of this line of research is to generate findings that would inform the design of pedagogical approaches
that will be specially attuned to the needs of Chinese EFL students as they learn to participate in two prevalent discourse
genres: narrative production and evidence-based argumentative writing.

1. Theoretical framework: a sociocultural pragmatics-based view

A sociocultural pragmatics-based view of language development understands language learning as the result of
individuals’ socialization and enculturation histories (Halliday, Matthiessen, &Matthiessen, 2014; Ninio & Snow,1996; Ochs,
1993; Snow & Uccelli, 2009; Uccelli et al., 2015). This view of language entails that being a skilled language user in some
social contexts does not guarantee adequate performance in other social contexts. From a pragmatics-based developmental
perspective, learners are first enculturated at home into the language of face-to-face interaction, which typically prepares
them for colloquial conversations in their respective communities (Heath, 1983, 2012; Ochs, 1993). However, being able to
successfully participate in academic discourses has been documented as a challenging task for many colloquially fluent
monolingual or bilingual students with scarce opportunities to be socialized into more academic discourse (Schleppegrell,
2004; Snow&Uccelli, 2009; Uccelli et al., 2015). In the context of his researchwith heritage language speakers growing up in
English-dominant countries, Cummins proposed the well-known distinction between Basic Interpersonal Communicative
Skill (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). This distinction has triggered substantive research that
documents both the more challenging nature of CALP and also the often unsupportive instructional conditions inwhich it is
expected to be mastered (Cummins, 1980, 1991).

Writing is a highly complex task that integrates cognitive processing, deployment of linguistic knowledge, and awareness
of the social context in which the written communication takes place (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 2013; Flower & Hayes, 1981;
Gee, 2001; Graham& Perin, 2007). The performance onwriting is expected to be influenced by the writer’s ability to flexibly
use a variety of language forms and functions that are attuned to different communicative contexts, specific audiences, and
purposes (Hyland, 2009; Ravid & Tolchinsky, 2002; Schleppegrell, 2002). Certain types of texts are believed to be
linguistically and cognitively more demanding than others and the frequency of exposure to different communicative
contexts differs remarkably across individuals. Consequently, we anticipate that EFL learners might be able to excel at
writing in one genre but not in another.

The present study was conducted to advance our current understanding of EFL writing by addressing two research gaps.
First, this study focuses on secondary school EFL learners, an understudied population in L2 writing research. Second,
informed by a pragmatics-based view of language in which writers are understood as not necessarily equally skilled across
all uses of language, this study compares EFL students’ writing performance across genres. Adolescent second language
learners represent the largest and fastest growing population in international settings, yet research that documents their
needs in writing development to inform instruction is scarce (Leki, Cumming, & Silva, 2008; Matsuda & De Pew, 2002;
Ortmeier-Hooper & Enright, 2011). Though recent studies have investigated adolescent L2 writing development in some
English-dominant contexts (Enright & Gilliland, 2011; Fránquiz & Salinas, 2011), in EFL settings, adolescents continue to be
an understudied population. In China, more specifically, the majority of recent empirical studies focused on undergraduate
or graduate learners (Li & Wharton, 2012; Liardet, 2013; Liu, 2013; Miao & Lei, 2008; Qin & Karabacak, 2010). Additionally,
many genre-based studies using L2 corpus focused on advanced academic discourse such as academic research articles
(Marco, 2000; Swales et al.,1998) orwriting across academic disciplines (Hardy& Römer, 2013). Yet, less is understood about
EFL adolescent learners’ writing and how their skills might vary across argumentative and narrative genres.

2. Writing performance across two genres

Narrative and argumentative texts are two distinct discourse genres defined by different communicative functions
(Berman, 2008; Grabe, 2002; Paltridge, 2001). The progress in mastering new genres in one’s native language has been
characterized by Martin (1989) and Schleppegrell (2004) as moving progressively across three categories: (1) personal
genres (e.g., narratives); (2) factual genres (e.g., procedures); and (3) analytic genres (e.g., argumentative essays). Recent
empirical data on native language writing development support this developmental sequence, showing that while written
narrative structures tend to be well mastered by around age ten, argumentative writing constitutes a later developmental
accomplishment (Berman&Nir-Sagiv, 2007). A number of empirical studies examiningwriting produced bymiddle and high
school students further suggest that adolescents are typically able to produce higher-quality narratives than argumentative
essays (Crowhurst, 1980,1990; Engelhard, Gordon, & Gabrielson, 1992; Hall-Mills & Apel, 2013; Reed,1992; Scott &Windsor,
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