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Introduction

Academic English is no one's first language (Culp, 1999).  This basic premise can help us

to understand why First Year Composition (FYC) programs exist – a way to acculturate students 

into the conventions of academic writing.  Similarly, Miller (2011) has described the importance 

of meaningful awareness of the needs of English as a Second Language (ESL) students, a 

justification for the separation of ESL language skills from other coursework.  ESL students 

attending universities are likely to have access to a transition or bridge program (Harklau, Losey,

and Siegal, 1999).  These programs provide opportunities for students to continue language 

development while moving into direct application of the skills they have developed (Rance-

Roney, 1995).  However, bridge students consistently report that some skills, particularly written 

grammar, vocabulary, spelling, and note taking, end up feeling more important for university 

success than others (Braine, 1996).  Where reading and listening are essential for receiving input,

speaking and writing become the primary performances of knowledge (Brown, 2010).  The 

productive skills of speaking and writing are not inherently superior to the receptive skills of 

reading and listening (Green, 2013).  However, in an FYC course, where the content, procedures,

and evaluations are all centered on the skill of writing, produced texts can appear much more 

significant than in lecture and multiple-choice-test-based courses that rely on listening, reading, 

and recall more than they do production (Ferris and Hedgcock, 2004).  ESL courses language-

centered, rather than academic centered – with the exception of Content and Language Integrated

Learning or English for Academic/Specific Purposes style courses – while FYC classrooms are 

much more focused on academics (Elbow, 1973 ; Ellis, 2003).

ESL bridge courses that focus on writing are intended to prepare students for academic 
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work, as such it is reasonable to expect matriculated ESL students to have experience with the 

kinds of writing expected in FYC.  However, Matsuda (2001), Larsen-Freeman (2003), and Reid 

(1995) have described the skills-focused approach to ESL composition as problematic 

considering the demands of FYC courses.  ESL composition tends to emphasize small-scale 

issues, such as grammar, spelling, and vocabulary, without necessarily providing a strong 

foundation in rhetorical knowledge – specifically, issues of audience awareness, tone, and 

formality – expected of new FYC students.  FYC scholars, including Elbow (1973), Burke 

(1974), Bruffee (1984), and Hartwell (1985) have encouraged a movement away from skill- and 

drill-focused writing instruction, instead emphasizing writing as a process, rather than a means to

a specific product.  The different approaches may be understood through the lens of Krashen's 

(1980; 1998) Input Hypothesis and Swain and Lapkin's (1995) Output Hypothesis.  The skills-

focused approach depends significantly on the student memorizing, understanding and 

manipulating small-scale structures that must be gleaned from extensive input.  By contrast, the 

process and social approach emphasizes issues of audience and culture, planning and revision: 

artifacts of varying types of output.

Where textbook studies (e.g., Ramanathan and Kaplan, 1996; Reynolds, 1993) have 

examined ESL and FYC texts for evidence of bottom-up, top-down, input- and output-emphasis, 

few, if any, studies have closely examined the assignments completed by students in each 

context.  The present case study, informed by Krashen (1991) and Swain and Lapkin (1995), 

appropriates Littlejohn's (2010) model of task evaluation to formalize potential differences in 

assignment activities based on input length, source, nature, and form, as well as expected output 

length, nature, and form. It serves not only to highlight a contrast between the ESL and FYC 

contexts, but also as a test of Littlejohn's model as appropriate for this type of comparison.
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Literature Review

Theories of Language Learning

Two significant theories for development of writing skill are the Input Hypothesis, 

described by Krashen (1980, 1991), and the Output Hypothesis, outlined by Swain and Lapkin 

(1995).  While ESL Composition scholars (e.g. Matsuda, 2001; Silva-Corvalan, 1994) and 

Rhetoric/Composition scholars (e.g., Bruffee, 1984; Burke, 1974) alike have indicated that 

sociocultural development through interaction is a significant contributor to writing success, 

others, like Elbow (1998) and Bartholomae (1986) have pointed out that in many circumstances, 

writing is individualistic and expressive, a strong suggestion that social context and awareness 

are not necessary for successful writing.  As composition pedagogy, both ESL and FYC, moved 

toward a more interactive and social model, questions about the quantity and quality of input and

output remained, particularly as composition scholars (e.g., Hairston (1992) and Trimbur (1993))

continued to debate the appropriateness of non-writing (input) content in FYC courses.  

Additionally, Yancey (2004) and Banks (2015) advocated for renewed attention to different kinds

of composition, including the need to acknowledge new voices, new technologies, and 

alternative forms of output.

Krashen (1980) presented the Input Hypothesis as the theory that the bulk of language 

learning happens through input.  Learners hear, read, or see patterns emerge as a result of 

exposure to comprehensible language.  The suggestion followed that input is comprehensible if 

the majority of the content is understood by the learner.  There must be language present that the 
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student does not immediately comprehend, however.  Krashen described this as input i+1.  For 

the student to advance in ability, the input must contain mostly known language, with additional 

vocabulary, constructions, or other features that the student is able to notice and contextualize 

meaning for.  As the student is exposed to more input, these features are learned and normalized. 

The notion of i+1 continues that the student be exposed to more and more advanced input as he 

or she progresses, but that input never be so advanced as to be beyond understanding.

While agreeing that input is a significant contributor to development, White (1987) has 

argued that Krashen’s (1984) formulation of the Input Hypothesis is insufficient for several 

reasons.  Most notably, learners may struggle to acquire grammatical features that are “internally 

driven,” meaning they lack any sort of extra-linguistic context from which the students may 

glean meaning.  White continued in saying that while the concept of i+1 is useful in theory, 

Krashen provided no practical framework for determining what kinds of texts were 

comprehensible and which were not.  Finally, while the Input Hypothesis explains growth in new

features or structures, it “will not be able to show the learner how to retreat from certain non-

target forms: the input hypothesis is geared to handling additions to intermediate grammars, 

rather than losses” (White, 1987, p. 97).

In light of these criticisms, the vestigial impact of the Input Hypothesis on composition 

studies could be seen clearly in the often troubled relationship between literature studies and 

writing (Ritter and Matsuda, 2012).  For political as well as pedagogical reasons, literary input 

had been removed from many FYC courses (Khitzaber, 2009).  The overriding concern was that, 

while providing a great deal of input, the literary canon was too complex to be mimicked, with a 

greater time devoted to literary analysis and understanding of texts than to production and 

writing (Russell, Parker, Street, and Donahue 2009).  In essence, composition scholars made the 
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argument to move from literature-as-input because it was beyond i+1; the time dedicated to 

understanding the symbolism, imagery, and metaphor of texts could be better spent evaluating 

arguments and argument structures in texts that were more accessible and, significantly, more 

authentic.

The Input Hypothesis has been extended beyond language to include the learning 

environment itself.  According to Lin and Ho (2007), input in the form of instructional style or 

procedure can also follow the i+1 model.  Importantly, classroom environments, activities, or 

instructions may at first be incomprehensible, with development only taking place when students

have a basic understanding that is expanded upon.  Advanced students understand a range of 

classroom and assignment approaches that may be unfamiliar to less-experienced students, which

is a key consideration in bridge course development (Zheng, 2008).

The second theory to consider is the Output Hypothesis described by Swain and Lapkin 

(1995).  Under this theory, students develop language ability through use, rather than input.  The 

critical component of the Output Hypothesis is some form of feedback that tells learners if their 

communication has been successful and allows them to make modifications if it has not.  

Because of the necessity of feedback, Uggen (2012) suggested that it is perhaps better to 

understand the Output Hypothesis as a sequence of output-input-output, rather than output-only.  

With an output-input-output model, Ene (2014) found that ESL writing courses could benefit 

from briefer assignments, as they provide more frequent, more concise, formative feedback, 

rather than the largely summative feedback seen in longer assignments.  This was echoed by 

Rashid and Chan (2017), although they associated feedback with improved confidence, and 

therefore increased output.

In considering an output-only model, a significant criticism was provided by Krashen 
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(1994) and de Bot (1996) with the observation that output in formal learning environments is 

significantly outweighed by input.  Students spend a great deal more time listening to lectures 

and reading material than they do producing their own language.  Despite this limitation, there 

has been evidence that students develop language through experimentation and feedback for 

large-scale structures like scripted interactions and narratives (Burger, 1989) and small-scale 

grammatical features like Spanish gender and tense markers (Russell, 2014).

However, some learning environments depend on student experience as input – such as 

the experience of being a non-native speaker in the United States.  In these circumstances, 

language development happens as students work with language to describe what they know, and 

there is no question about the comprehensibility of the input.  Shedadeh (2002) has suggested 

that an output-first perspective encourages the development of metalinguistic awareness, as the 

learner must work on how to say what they know, rather than devoting cognitive resources first 

to understanding, then to speaking.  This aligns with one of Swain and Lapkin's (1995) primary 

claims: that an emphasis on output turns declarative knowledge into procedural or implicit 

knowledge.

Both of these theories can be seen underlying assumptions about the most effective ways 

to teach (or learn) a language.  Ellis (2003), Harwood (2010) and Tomlinson (2010) have 

described two perspectives on language learning that are relevant here: top-down and bottom-up 

processing.  Top-down processing focuses on communication, with less emphasis placed on 

issues of grammar, vocabulary, or other individual components of language.  By contrast, 

bottom-up processing uses small components of language to build up to larger-scale 

communications.

In lower-proficiency ESL classrooms, there has been a historical emphasis on bottom-up 
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processing as it made logical sense to begin with the basics of letters, sounds, pronunciation, 

vocabulary, and grammar before moving on to sentences and paragraphs (Zamel, 1995).  

Matsuda (2006) was concerned that this bottom-up approach remained even as students became 

more proficient.  Braine (1996) reiterated this concern, as students moving from ESL writing 

courses into FYC courses were trained to identify small-order issues of vocabulary, grammar, 

and spelling that may not have been as relevant in top-down courses that emphasize organization 

and argument structure.  Evans, Hartshorn, and Anderson (2010) have advocated for increased 

consistency in ESL program assessments, a notion that Tomlinson (2014) extended to 

programmatic and cross-programmatic issues.  Potential differences in perspective, top-down or 

bottom-up emphasis, create inconsistencies that may be problematic for learners moving out of 

ESL programs.  While a raw view of input and output does not provide any insight into top-down

or bottom-up approaches, understanding how much ESL students are expected to listen to, read, 

or view before producing their own work is a first step in evaluating what kinds of training ESL 

students are receiving.

First Year Composition Pedagogy

FYC pedagogy shares its early roots with linguistic analysis of texts (Russell, Parker, 

Street, and Donahue 2009).   As a result,  composition pedagogy was limited to grammar drills, 

vocabulary exercises, and rote memorization for generations prior to the Expressivist Movement 

in the early 1970s (Elbow, 1973).  The expressivists sought to move from a bottom-up to top-

down orientation largely because employers routinely complained that college graduates had 

command of English grammar, but still “could not write,” leading Elbow (1973) to suggest that 
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writing should be focused more on expression and communication than prescriptive 

requirements.  As a result, he championed freewriting as a way to teach students how to convey 

their thoughts.  The goal was communication of a thought, idea, or concept, with the smaller-

order issues of grammar, vocabulary, spelling, and punctuation left to an editorial phase.  

Ultimately, this led to a process of repeated drafting and revision that is still common in 

composition courses.

The shift to process pedagogy did not resolve problems with text content.  While students

may have been more aware of drafting and revision, Macrorie (1970) described a problem with 

student perceptions of good writing: they knew more or less what it was supposed to sound like, 

but not what it was supposed to say.  Students, he claimed, were distracted by “sounding 

academic,” and as a result, created profoundly overcomplicated sentences, paragraphs, and 

essays that diminished communication.  Macrorie identified an emphasis on specific language as 

the core of this problem: students felt forced to explain, in as much detail as they could, ideas 

that were simple.  When it came to expressing complex ideas, they relied on words and phrases 

used to pad out simple ideas, leaving a wordy, but otherwise meaningless, description.  Elbow’s 

(1973) freewriting provided an opportunity for students to write and revise all of the filler words 

out, leaving meaningful, comprehensible output.

Elbow's (1973) freewriting methodology was not accepted without resistance.  Macrorie 

(1970) indicated that the students themselves often felt ill-prepared to support an essay of any 

real length using only their lived experience – doing so felt like an attempt to make the 

insignificant seem meaningful.  However, he did remark that a pure avoidance of student 

experience was cynical, concluding that as students become more capable writers and editors, 

they become more aware of how their experiences fit into a larger context, and how open to 
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critique that context is.

As Burke (1974) and Bruffee (1984) have remarked, though, writing and editing are 

insufficient in learning communication.  Bruffee insisted that conversation was also a critical 

element of learning.  Students engaged in conversation about their writing, potential 

improvements, or more general discussions about paper topics routinely submitted superior work

because they had a better sense of what a reader might be expecting or thinking.  Bruffee's view 

of the conversational nature of writing aligns with the feedback tenet of Swain and Lakpin’s 

(1995) Output Hypothesis: students must experiment [with writing] to determine what works and

what doesn't, but they must have immediate access to feedback to make that determination 

(Bruffee, 1984, p. 10).

The process approach to writing incorporated top-down ideas.  Bartholomae (1986) 

described writing as a practice of social construction wherein the student must use his or her 

knowledge of the language and its patterns in combination with an awareness of audience and 

social situation to produce meaningful communication.  Bartholomae explained that the 

academic writer “invents the university” each time he or she begins to write, as he or she must 

situate him or herself and the writing to be done within the context of peers, teachers, academics,

and college graduates, and all of the expectations of style, content, and meaning those groups 

require.  Evidence of this is found in composition textbooks.  Ramanathan and Kaplan (1996) 

examined ten FYC texts, finding what they call “implicitness” in writing; terms like “voice,” 

“audience,” “tone,” and “style” arose frequently and without elaboration.  Ramanathan and 

Kaplan suggest that these terms, unexplained, are sources of confusion for L2 writers, as the 

terms rely on sociocultural knowledge the writers may not have – in essence, the kind of 

invention conceptualized by Bartholomae is more difficult because it requires an innate 
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understanding of context that may be unavailable or unfamiliar.

Where each of these scholars addressed slightly different issues in composition 

pedagogy: content, specificity, audience awareness, and identity, Hartwell (1985) addressed the 

place of grammar in the composition classroom.  Where many advocated for a complete removal

of grammar, Hartwell suggested the need for an understanding of multiple levels of 

grammaticality based on the any required declarative knowledge (in his view, this declarative 

knowledge was limited to the study of linguistics), need for cultural or personal expression, and 

the need for clarity.  The most significant element of Hartwell's perspective was that students 

must learn appropriate contexts for different methods of communication, including context-

appropriate attention to grammar.  Pedagogically, the imperative was to acknowledge and respect

the social, cultural, and individual identities of students, while also encouraging the development

of academic grammar.

As an outgrowth of these approaches to writing pedagogy – freewriting, collaboration, 

communication - bell hooks (1994) acknowledged the value of a more critical approach to 

instruction, one that removed barriers to writing – disassociating writing teaching from rules and 

requirements.  She emphasized the need to empower students to take charge of their own 

learning by challenging assumptions about power and identity.  Where old-traditional writing 

instruction worked with grammar drills and vocabulary, expressivism hoped to achieve 

communication, critical pedagogy has taken the extra step of promoting positive social change.  

The degree of top-down perspective has shifted even further up, viewing writing teaching not 

just as a set of essays, a single essay, a collection of paragraphs, sentences, or words, but instead 

through the potential for what that writing is able to do.  Empowered students will be 

intrinsically motivated to use context-appropriate spelling, grammar, vocabulary, and 
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organization, and mindful and intentional when they do not.  A significant problem with critical 

pedagogical theory is that significant assumptions were made about a learning writer’s social or 

cultural knowledge. 

ESL Composition Pedagogy

As a field of study, ESL composition arose from increasing student diversity particularly 

in American universities (Matsuda, 1996; Royster, 1996).  When few non-native speaking 

students were attending university, many of the difficulties faced by ESL writers had been 

pushed into writing centers and remediation classrooms despite those being unprepared, 

undertrained, and understaffed to accommodate large numbers of ESL students (North, 1984).  In

an early evaluation of ESL composition classrooms, Zamel (1995) was concerned that there was 

still an emphasis on bottom-up processing in ESL classrooms.  Hyon (1996) had suggested a 

genre approach to ESL writing that had shown promise.  By describing different conventions of 

various forms of writing, students develop knowledge of social conventions alongside grammar 

and vocabulary.  The genre approach to ESL composition shared top-down features with other 

composition classrooms, as it encouraged students to think about and practice how they 

communicate in different contexts.  However, Matsuda (1996) raised issues with genre teaching, 

notably that students who are asked to work beyond the set genres may struggle more than those 

from a traditional, bottom-up classroom, as the native cultural sources of genre conventions may 

still be largely off limits to them.

The genre perspective of writing was further complicated by a growing awareness of the 

political nature of ESL classrooms (Benz, 2001).  In addition, it became clear that there was not a
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one-size-fits-all approach to ESL writers, who come not only from different language and 

cultural backgrounds, but also exhibit a wide range of language skills (Rahilly, 2004).   Zhang 

(2010) described the problem of genre through ESL student exhaustion with narrative and 

personal writing.  In ESL courses, there was abundant use of personal writing and expression in 

the developmental or foundational stages, as students did not require knowledge of a target 

language to know how they feel.  He continued that students were likely to have practiced some 

form of personal writing in their native languages, making transfer of skills from the native 

language writing to target language writing easier, concluding that as the students developed 

their target language writing skills, there was not as much need for personal expression, because 

the goal of writing was summary, synthesis, and analysis.

Considerations of skill transfer were not limited to text-only products.  Similar to 

Yancey's (2004) and Banks' (2015) calls to incorporate more diverse voices and mediums into 

FYC classrooms,  Shin and Cimasko (2008) argued for the use of multimodal texts as a potential 

benefit for ESL student reading comprehension.  Bourelle, Bourelle and Jones (2015) determined

that while viewing and evaluating multimodal materials had a generally positive impact on 

written composition, Ericsson, Hunter, Macklin, and Edwards (2016) indicated that multimodal 

production had a greater effect.  The general attitude of Yancey and Banks was that using diverse

voices and media democratizes composition, while Ericsson, Hunter, Macklin, and Edwards 

(2016) showed that such democratization has positive outcomes for student learning as well.  

Gilmore (2007) supported the notion of extending possible materials in ESL contexts, as the 

restriction of materials leads to inauthentic learning environments that do not contain the types or

kinds of texts (multimedia and otherwise) that students are expected to navigate outside of ESL 

programs.
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An additional attempt to democratize the ESL writing classroom came from Larsen-

Freeman (2003), who advocated for a model of ESL composition teaching that moved beyond 

language scaffolding by providing functional, pragmatic information alongside writing 

instruction, rather than personal expression.  While this may have been seen as an extension of 

genre-learning, the purpose of this approach was for students to develop not just literal 

construction knowledge, but an understanding of how and why constructions are used.  This 

mirrored output-oriented learning, as students monitored not just what they write, but how they 

write it – the focus on communication retains a nuance of meaning.  While Larsen-Freeman saw 

the need for communicative learning, she also acknowledged that students needed to work with 

material in pieces that are small and comprehensible.

As theories of writing, genre awareness and functionalism aligned with other composition

scholars, ESL and otherwise – there was a general trend toward multimodal products, 

communicative writing, audience understanding, and a shift away from grammar.  However, 

Barnard and Scampton (2008) have taken the firm position that grammar, vocabulary, and 

spelling simply cannot be learned from communicative study alone.  Muncie (2002) described 

ESL grammar instruction as “a confused issue, as teachers recognise that the stress in the 

methodology that reaches them is very much against grammar in favour of meaning and 

communication, while on the other hand students and curricula continue to place grammatical 

concerns at the forefront of their needs” (p. 181).  While grammar is appropriate for low-

proficiency students, or high-proficiency students in some contexts, Kennedy (1993) indicated 

that the majority of ESL students, of all levels, and in nearly all skills, were more concerned with

their written grammar than anything else.  She suggests that this is an effect of the visibility of 

grammar errors, the frequency of corrections, and the perception that correct grammar is 
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necessary for communication, an apparent leftover from the bottom-up approaches taken in low-

proficiency ESL courses.

Comparative Textbook Studies

While there is some disagreement on bottom-up and top-down, input and output 

orientation among ESL composition scholars, investigations into ESL composition textbooks 

seem to support Zamel’s (1995) concern about bottom-up learning.  Lee and Bathmaker (2007) 

evaluated textbooks used in an ESL context in Singapore, focusing specifically on issues of 

register.  He suggested that register is often difficult for ESL students due to a lack of instruction,

context knowledge that may trigger more or less formal language, and the forms themselves.  In 

his evaluation of the Step Ahead textbook series, Lee and Bathmaker found that students were 

presented primarily with contractions as informal elements without elaboration.  He noted that 

the texts referred students to a process of purpose/context/culture which informed language use, 

that language use was dependent upon proficiency, but only the performance itself would 

actually be evaluated.  This placed significant emphasis on output, but the references to 

performance rather than communication suggested that it accepted bottom-up considerations for 

acceptable language.

By contrast, Ramanathan and Kaplan (1996) evaluated textbooks used in FYC contexts. 

The texts took the form of writing handbooks, expanded how-to guides for understanding and 

analyzing arguments.  However, where terms related to audience, culture, and context could have

been elaborated, the texts instead encouraged students to “discover forms” in their writing, what 

Ramanathan and Kaplan termed an “inductive approach to learning” (p. 23).  In spite of the 
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process orientation suggested by Elbow and Burke, the textbooks also showed a significant focus

on product rather than process.

To better understand potential differences in texts used in the two contexts, Reynolds 

(1993) compared textbooks in both ESL and FYC contexts.  She noted an inconsistency in the 

ESL texts to define, model, and practice thesis-statement writing.  She also noted that ESL 

textbooks were less likely to present any sort of problem solving methodology for writing 

difficulties, and that not all textbooks presented audience as an important consideration in 

writing.  Her final criteria, “encourages top-down thinking,” was only present in three of seven 

evaluated ESL textbooks.   Also significant is a continued disparity in assumed cultural 

knowledge of audience, voice, purpose, and organization in ESL textbooks.

From these studies, a distinction in ESL and FYC contexts that may be described as 

bottom-up versus top-down appeared to remain.  However, as Tomlinson (2011) has warned, the 

way a textbook is prepared does not necessarily indicate how it is used.  A better insight may be 

derived, then, from materials prepared, modified, edited, and presented by teachers themselves.  

Tomlinson has warned that textbook publishing is sometimes its own limiting force, repeating 

what has been “successful enough” in the past, hence repeating outdated methods.  However, 

none of the textbook evaluation models are appropriate for teacher-created materials; they 

emphasize student interest and learning outcomes that may be widely variant in an actual 

classroom; materials produced, modified, or otherwise presented by a teacher are likely already 

designed to interest and engage students in tasks that suit their outcomes.

Littlejohn's Model
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Littlejohn (2010) has provided a framework for the evaluation of materials which he 

claimed was removed from the pedagogical motivations that drive materials development.  This 

is significant because it avoids the question of why particular skills or abilities might be 

emphasized in different contexts, allowing for a specific view of what students are being asked to

do, how much they're being asked to do, with whom, using, and importantly producing, what 

kinds of content.

Using Littlejohn's (2010) model, materials are divided into single tasks or activities that 

may be evaluated based on input and expected output. For example, an assignment that asks a 

student to locate a research article, summarize its main point in writing, then describe in writing 

how the author supports his or her claims is evaluated as four different tasks; (1) locate an article,

(2) read the article for main ideas, (3) summarize the main point in writing, (4) write about how 

the author supported his or her ideas.  Each of these actions, while making up the whole of the 

assignment, uses different sets of skills and requires focus in different areas.  The model provides

several major categories of evaluation: mental operation (how students work with language), 

content (input and output), and interaction.

Content is broken into input and output content, while each is divided based on its length 

and form.  Input content can be oral, written, or audiovisual, and may be limited (words or 

phrases), graphical texts (such as advertisements), or extended (extended oral discourse being 5 

minutes or more, while extended written discourse is 2 pages or more).  Output content follows 

the same path; output may take different forms (oral, written, or selected on a page), and it may 

be limited (words or phrases), or extended (5 minutes or 2 pages).  This division of activities into

individual elements is consistent with Littlejohn's (2004) description of the model, as well as 

Izadpanah's (2010) use in evaluating task-based learning.   Littlejohn's (2010) model also 
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includes genre as a category for evaluation, as students may be asked to reflect on a text, produce

their own poem in response to a poem, or produce a piece of nonfiction.  

Because this model focuses on what students are tasked with, rather than what learning 

objectives are being met or what teaching practices are being used, it is a powerful tool in 

evaluating student experiences in different contexts.  Textbook evaluations have noted 

differences in approaches in ESL and FYC contexts, but it remains to be seen if those underlying 

assumptions are reproduced in the materials created by instructors specifically for their students. 

Where textbooks are limited to some extent by the existence and methods of other textbooks, 

homework assignments, as created or used by teachers, provide a clearer image of the day-to-

day, week-to-week expectations of students.  

In general, both ESL Composition and Composition scholarship seem to be moving 

toward output-oriented and top-down pedagogical positions.  However, it is clear that scholars 

seem to disagree on best practices for moving forward.  The question of output genre and 

frequency remains open, although both agree that experimentation and feedback are important.  

Interestingly, neither ESL Composition or Composition scholars seem to be concerned with 

input, despite the importance placed upon it by Krashen (1980)  Using Littlejohn's model, and 

informed by Krashen (1980) and Swain and Lapkin (1995), it is clear that we can evaluate 

potential differences in input and output form, length, and nature as potential areas of difficulty 

for students moving from an ESL classrom into the FYC classroom.  Based on Braine’s (1996) 

observation that students have difficulty understanding assignment expectations, it is possible 

that a difference in approach to materials creation contributes to confusion in ESL students 

entering FYC classrooms.   The following questions are unresolved:
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Using Littlejohn's (2010) model of materials evaluation, what similarities and differences are 

there, if any, in homework assignment materials given to students in advanced ESL courses and 

those given to students in First Year Composition courses?

a.  What differences are there, if any, in the …

i.  Length of input

ii.  Form of input

iii.  Source of input

Based on Krashen's (1980) claim that input must be comprehensible to students, it was expected 

that input materials in ESL contexts would be shorter than those in FYC courses.   Similarly, 

more of the ESL course input content was expected to be instructor-provided than student-

provided (either through research or samples of their own writing).

b.  What differences are there, if any, in the …

i.  Length of expected output

ii.  Form of expected output

It was expected that the length of output will be reduced in the ESL context, based on Krashen’s 

(1990) criticism of the output hypothesis; the students were expected to produce less output 

based on more input.  Based on Yancey (2004), the FYC courses were expected to use a wider 

variety of expected output forms, including multimodal assignments.

Methodology
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Context

Participants for this study were instructors recruited from two English learning 

environments provided on campus at Ball State University: the Intensive English Institute (IEI), 

an ESL bridge program designed to prepare non-native English speaking students for the 

language demands of academic work, and the FYC program, designed to prepare all students for 

the writing demands of academic work.  Two full-time instructors from each program 

volunteered to submit major assignment sheets, as deliverable to students.

Materials for this study were collected from IEI Writing Level 5 and from IEI Writing 

Level 6 – the two most advanced courses – because it was at this stage that IEI students could 

begin taking general university courses alongside their language instruction, the final step of the 

bridge program.  One of the first steps following IEI matriculation was to enter into the FYC 

program.  The participating IEI instructors had been teaching for four and greater than ten years. 

The IEI instructors' native languages were English and Serbian.  Both instructors held Master's 

degrees in TESOL.

Participating FYC instructors provided materials from English 103 courses, as English 

103 was the first university writing course required for both ESL and native-speaking students.   

The participating instructors from FYC had been teaching for six years and greater than 15 years,

respectively.  Both were native speakers of English.  Both instructors held doctorate degrees in 

rhetoric and composition.

All participating instructors received their graduate education at Ball State University, 

where the programs were housed.  While language background may have had an influence on 
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how one instructor may have experienced learning English, the professional training offered by 

the IEI, as well as its programmatic expectations, offered consistency in how assignments were 

designed.  The two FYC participants were graduate teaching mentors, an indication that their 

assignments and pedagogical practices had the full approval and support of the English 

Department for modeling and replication by newer teachers.

Data

Assignment sheets were analyzed using Littlejohn's (2010) model below.  The data were 

made up of input and output form, source, and nature frequencies drawn from an analysis of the 

assignment sheets.  In this study, an assignment sheet was defined as a document that detailed the

objectives, requirements, and goals of a writing assignment.  There were a total of six ESL 

context assignment sheets (n = 6), three from IEI level 5 (n = 3), and three from IEI level 6 (n = 

3).  The FYC instructors provided a total of eight assignment sheets (n = 8), divided evenly at 

four each.  Where necessary, outside material referred to by assignment sheets was also collected

and analyzed.

Analysis and Coding

Coding.  The materials and input were coded following Littlejohn (2010).  For this study,

the model was expanded regarding the length of production (50 words), as the writing 

classrooms were always expected to require more than 50 words to be produced for major 

assignments.  Based on Littlejohn's original output nature schema, which included the broad 
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genres of fiction, non-fiction, and song, elements described as “mental operation,” including 

comparison, hypothesis (“the learner is to hypothesise an explanation, description, solution, or 

meaning of something”), and personal expression were included in output nature as 

compare/contrast, cause/effect, and narrative genres of writing.  For items with a subcode, as 

represented in the second column, the subcodes were exclusive with the main code (for example,

an assignment was not coded as F3a as well as F3).  The coding scheme has been divided based 

on input and output form, source, and nature.

Table 1

Modified Littlejohn (2010) Input Form Codes

Code Subcode Label Description Example

F1 Graphic Pictures, illustrations, 
photographs, diagrams, etc.a

A political 
cartoon

F2 Written words/phrases Individual written words, 
phrases, or sentences

A list of 
vocabulary 
words

F3 Extended discourse, written Texts of more than 50 written 
words which cohere, 
containing supra-sentential 
featuresa

A written 
story

F3a Extended discourse, written Written texts of less than 1 
page (250 words) which 
cohere, containing supra-
sentential features

A feature 
newspaper 
article

F3b Extended discourse, written Written texts of between 2 and 
5 pages (500 and 1250 words) 
which cohere, containing 
supra-sentential features

A magazine 
article

F3c Extended discourse, written Written texts of greater than 5 
pages (1250 words) which 
cohere, containing supra-
sentential features

A book 
chapter

F3d Extended discourse, written Written texts of greater than 50 A novel, a 
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pages which cohere, containing
supra-sentential features

book

F4 Extended discourse, aural Texts of more than 50 spoken 
words which cohere, 
containing supra-sentential 
featuresa

A dialogue on
tape

F4a Extended discourse, aural Less than 60 seconds of 
spoken discourse

A radio 
advertisement

F4b Extended discourse, aural More than 5 minutes of spoken
discourse

A political 
speech

F5 Audiovisual text Video with sound A TV 
commercial

ALittlejohn (2010, p. 208-9)

The additional input form codes of extended written discourse of less than one page, two to five

pages, five or more pages, and greater than 50 pages, as well as extended aural discourse of less

than 60 seconds or greater than 5 minutes (all indicated in bold), were added to provide better 

granularity in evaluating length and mode of input, based on Yancey's (2004) call for 

multimodal rhetoric in FYC.  Possible input for assignments was coded based on explicit 

references to graphical, audiovisual, or textual source material.  For some assignments, multiple

modes of input were present – most frequently graphical and textual input.  For these situations,

the assignment was counted as having both features.  Where there were not explicitly 

referenced page numbers or word lengths, as was the case when students were required to 

gather their own material, input was evaluated based on the types of text referred to by the 

assignment sheet (for example, newspaper articles), then referenced against average lengths of 

that text type.  As reported in Corcoran (2016), there is variation in average length between 

publishers, though an average of all publishers is approximately 600 words for a non-feature 

newspaper article.  This was relevant in three ESL context assignments and five FYC 

assignments. 
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Table 2

Modified Littlejohn (2010) Input Source Codes

Code Subocde Label Description Example

S1 Materials Content supplied by course 
materialsa

A section in 
the course 
textbook

S2 Teacher Content supplied by the 
teachera

Teacher 
recounts own 
experiences

S3 Learner Content supplied by the 
learnera

Student 
recounts own 
experiences

S4 External Content not supplied in the 
classroom or via materialsa

An 
encyclopedia 
article

S4a External, supplied by 
teacher

Content not supplied in the 
classroom, but provided or 
directed by the instructor

A selection of
potential 
external 
articles, with 
minimal 
agency

S4b External, supplied by 
student

Content not supplied in the 
classroom, determined and 
selected by the student

An external 
reference for 
research 
purposes; a 
newspaper 
article, 
encyclopedia 
entry

ALittlejohn (2010, p. 208-9)

The source of input materials was determined by explicit references in the assignment sheets.  

When assignments used input from course materials, such as essays in textbooks, the textbooks 

were collected so that the length of those inputs could be determined.  Content supplied by the 

learner is, according to Littlejohn (2010), information or knowledge based on the student's lived
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experience.  While Elbow (1974) suggested that lived experience is a part of all writing, only 

assignments that invited students to provide their own interpretations, attitudes, opinions, 

experiences, or reactions were counted for this feature.  The bolded subcodes of external 

material supplied by teachers compared to learners were added to draw a distinction between 

material that students choose and material that students are assigned, consistent with Ellis 

(2003) and Green (2013).

Table 3

Littlejohn's (2010) Input Nature Codes

Code Subcode Label Description Example

N1 Non-fiction Informative, factual materiala A newspaper 
article

N2 Fiction Fictional textsa A story about
imaginary 
characters

ALittlejohn (2010, p. 208-9)

Littlejohn's (2010) model allowed for fiction and non-fiction input content. Considering the 

overwhelming non-fiction nature of academic writing (Bartholomae, 1995; Wray and Lewis, 

1997), it was assumed that input was non-fiction unless specified otherwise.  This did not 

preclude the possibility that students would select satirical or questionably factual articles in 

their quests for newspaper articles, but in general, the articles would have sought to present 

fictional information in the same rhetorical style as non-fiction material (Mar and Oatley, 2008).

Table 4

Modified Littlejohn (2010) Output Form Codes

Code Subcode Label Description Example

O1 Graphic Pictures, illustrations, A plan of 
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photographs, diagrams, etc.a one's house

O2 Extended discourse, written Texts of more than 50 written 
words which cohere, 
containing supra-sentential 
featuresa

A story in 
writing

O2a Extended discourse, written Texts of less than 2 pages (500 
words) which cohere, 
containing supra-sentential 
features

A newspaper 
style article

O2b Extended discourse, written Texts of 2-3 pages (500-750 
words) which cohere, 
containing supra-sentential 
features

A magazine 
style article

O2c Extended discourse, written Texts of 4-5 pages (1000-1250 
words) which cohere, 
containing supra-sentential 
features

A newspaper 
style article

O2d Extended discourse, written Texts of 6 pages (1500 words) 
or more which cohere, 
containing supra-sentential 
features

An analytical 
book review

O3 Extended discourse, aural Spoken discourse of more than
50 words which cohere, 
containing supra-sentential 
featuresa

An oral 
account of an
event

O3a Extended discourse, aural, 
individual

Spoken monologue of more 
than 50 words, which cohere.

An individual
presentation

O3b Extended discourse, aural, 
group

Collaborative spoken dialogue 
of more than 50 words which 
cohere.

A group 
presentation.

ALittlejohn (2010, p. 208-9)

Output data were coded based on the required word counts given in each assignment sheet.  The

additional codes for written output were generated to correlate with input lengths to enable a 

comparison based on Krashen (1980) and Swain and Lapkin (1995).  For assignments that 

spanned two potential codes, such as 600-900 words, assignments were coded along the lower 

boundary according to (Ramineni and Williamson, 2013), who found that students typically 
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meet the minimum word count and stop writing.  The two additional, presentation-style forms 

of output were included in the event that an additional, oral component were to take the place of

continued writing, per Yancey (2004).  

Table 5

Modified Littlejohn (2010) Output Nature Codes

Code Label Description Example

ON1 Non-Fiction Factual textsa A newspaper 
article

ON1a Compare/contrast Texts that compare and 
contrast two or more subjects, 
objects, or topics

A comparison
of two 
competing 
brands of 
toothpaste

O1Nb Cause/effect Cause and effect essays which 
describe relationships between 
actions and consequences.

An essay 
describing 
the need for 
stricter gun 
control laws.

ON1c Narrative A narrative describing a 
sequence of events, may be 
personal or otherwise

A story about
the events of 
the past week

ON2 Fiction Fictional textsa A story about
imaginary 
characters

ALittlejohn (2010, p. 208-9)

Following Bartholomae (1995) and Lewis and Wray (1997), output nature was assumed to be 

non-fiction unless otherwise specified.  The additional categories of compare/contrast, 

cause/effect, and narrative were included based on Zhang (2010) and Macrorie (1970), who 

described the benefits and drawbacks of explicit instruction in argument structure or information 

management – what Littlejohn (2010) labeled “mental operation.”

In sum, each assignment sheet was coded based on its input and expected output.  Input 
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form included graphical elements, length of extended written discourse, or audiovisual 

components.  The source of the input included course materials, external input supplied by the 

students, external input supplied by the instructor, and input based on learner prior knowledge or 

experience.  The input was also coded based on its nature as fiction or non-fiction.  Assignment 

output was analyzed based on the form of expected output, including graphical output, varying 

lengths of extended written discourse, and oral discourse in the form of presentations.  Output 

nature was coded as fiction or non-fiction, with subcategories for comparison and contrast, cause

and effect, and narrative.

Statistical Analysis.  After coding, the data was analyzed using a Chi-square test of 

independence to compare the ratio of frequencies of each code in each context.  The learning 

contexts (IEI and FYC) were categorical variables, while the codes relating to input, input 

source, input nature, expected output, and expected output nature were frequency observations.  

The feature frequencies were counted and evaluated as percentages of each context's 

assignments, then counted as percentages of the total number of assignments in both contexts.  A 

Pearson's Chi-square test of independence examined the strength of the relationship between 

each assignment feature and each context.  A strong association meant that context was a 

predictor of a particular feature, while a weak association meant that there was no relationship 

between context and a feature.  

This non-parametric test was superior to a mean comparison (such as a t-test) because it 

was a better reflection of the relationship between input and output form and nature, as these 

features cannot be measured numerically.  The Chi-square test was an effective tool for 

examining input and output length because it captured the variety of assignments given in a way 
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that would have been less clear using means.  In addition, a view of frequency ratios provided a 

better picture of how often a particular feature emerged in each context, despite a difference in 

the overall number of assignments compared.  

Results and Discussion

The results of this study are divided into two sections.  The first concerns the data derived

from examining the input of assignments in ESL and FYC contexts.  The second concerns the 

data derived from the expected output of assignments in ESL and FYC contexts.  The data is 

further divided into sections based on form, source, and nature of input, as well as form and 

nature of output.  

Assignment Input Analysis

Input Form.  The form of input for assignments demonstrated a wide variety.  In the ESL 

context, all but one assignment used some form of written discourse as input.  The FYC context 

used a mixture of written, graphical, and oral discourse as input.  See Table 6 for assignment 

input form data.  In the ESL context, 33% of assignments used written input of 500-1250 words, 

while 38% of FYC assignments used 500-1250 words.  A Pearson’s Chi-square test of 

independence was used to determine the strength of the relationship between context and 

assignment input of this length, X2 (1, N = 14) = .3, p = .87).  The relationship was not found to 

be significant.  The learning context does not appear to be a strong predictor of this type of input,

as it was common in both contexts.  
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Input of 1250 words or more appeared in each context.   In the ESL context, 50% of 

assignments (n = 3) were counted for this feature.  The FYC also had 50% of assignments  (n = 

7) with input of 1250 words or more.    The Chi-square test examined if there was a relationship 

between context and input of this length, X2 (1, N = 14) = 0, p = 1.0).  These results did not 

indicate a connection between learning context and this form of input.  

100% of ESL assignments and 87.5% of FYC used either 500-1250 or 1250 or greater 

words of extensive written input.  This was notable because it indicated a consistency of written 

input length between each context.  Although the FYC input seemed to be slightly longer in 

general, both contexts used each type of input.  This was an indication that while there may have 

been slightly more written input in the FYC, it is not beyond the ability of ESL students, as they 

would have demonstrated similar work with extended written input in at least some of their 

assignments.

The FYC had several assignments with less written input than was found in the ESL 

context.  12.5% of FYC assignments (n = 1) used input of under 50 words.  The Chi-squared test 

of independence examined if this feature was related to learning context, X2 (1, N = 14) = .81, p 

= .37.  There was no significant relationship found.  25% of FYC assignments (n = 2) used input 

of less than 250 words, compared to the ESL context's zero.  The Chi-squared test of 

independence examined if there was a relationship between learning context and this type of 

input, X2 (1, N = 14) = 1.75, p = .19).  No significant relationship was found.  The presence of 

these briefer written inputs in the FYC context was not matched by assignments with reduced 

expected output.  Instead, many of these assignments expected students to use personal 

experience, observation, or opinion.  This will be discussed further in the section on input source.

The FYC data contained several forms of input not seen in the ESL context.  25% of FYC
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assignments (n = 2) used some form of graphical input in the form of advertisements and 

political cartoon images.  The Pearson’s Chi-square test of independence examined if there was a

relationship between graphical input and learning context, X2 (1, N = 14) = 1.75, p = .19.  No 

significant relationship was found.  12.5% of FYC assignments (n = 1) required the students to 

interview another student and use the interview as input for the assignment.  This was regarded 

was 5 minutes of oral discourse, as the brief conversation was the primary material expected to 

be described in the writing. With only one assignment with this form of input, the Pearson’s Chi-

square test of independence examined if there was a relationship between context and this type 

of input, X2 (1, N = 14) = .81, p = .37).  No significant relationship was found.  The FYC used a 

final form of input not seen in the ESL context, animated cartoons as audiovisual texts.  Again, 

this only appeared relevant to one assignment, and the Chi-square test did not find a significant 

association with learning context, X2 (1, N = 14) = .81, p = .37).

In the ESL context, extended written discourse was the most consistent input form.  In the

FYC context, three assignments used both extended written discourse and another form of input: 

the two assignments that used graphical input and the one assignment that used an audiovisual 

text all required students to review written texts for additional information in writing about the 

graphics or cartoons observed.

There were no instances of words or phrases, extended written discourse over 50 pages, 

oral discourse under 50 words, or oral discourse under 60 seconds observed in assignments in 

either context.  The lack of shorter prompts is consistent with Elbow (1973), who said that small 

prompts are more appropriate for shorter, informal assignments, rather than full essays.  The lack

of extended written discourse over 50 pages is consistent with Khitzaber (2009) who suggested 

that literary work provides too much input to be useful.
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Table 6

Input Form Data

ESL FYC Total % ESL % FYC % Total X2 p

Graphic 0 2 2 0 25 14.3 1.75 .19

Written words <50 0 1 1 0 12.5 7.1 .81 .37

<250 words 0 2 2 0 25 14.3 1.75 .19

500-1250 words 2 3 5 33.3 37.5 35.7 .3 .87

1250+ words 3 4 7 50 50 50 0 1.0

Oral discourse over 5 minutes 0 1 1 0 12.5 7.1 .81 .37

Audiovisual text 0 1 1 0 12.5 7.1 .81 .37

Words/Phrases 0 0 0 0 0 0 – --

Written discourse > 50 pages 0 0 0 0 0 0 – –

Oral discourse under 50 words 0 0 0 0 0 0 – --

Oral discourse under 60 seconds 0 0 0 0 0 0 – --

The form of input in each context was determined by what was specified in the 

assignment materials.  In all of the ESL documents, students were directed to locate external 

research materials.  These were specified as newspaper articles.  One example from an ESL 

assignment sheet describing a 1200-1500 word research paper:

(1)

Minimum requirement is 5 sources.  However, more sources may be necessary 
depending on the quality of your sources and the content of your paper.  

The assignment sheet does not clarify the length of these input sources, but it was assumed that 

they would reasonably exceed 250 words each, thus a coding of extended written input of greater

than 1250 words.  An equally vague account can be seen in an ESL assignment from a different 

instructor:

(2)
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Your draft is to be between 600-900 words in length with at least 3 sources. Papers should
be in APA format and use Times New Roman font size 12.

However, the ESL assignment sheet in (2) made references to “newspaper articles or blogs” in 

one place, which lead to an assumption that these three sources may be shorter than something 

like an academic research article.  Analyses of word length in a typical newspaper article vary 

from 1021 words in The New York Times to as short as 244 words for Fox News (Corcoran, 

2016).  It was assumed that the typical word length fell somewhere between those two values, 

such that assignments expecting two newspaper articles could be expected to have between 500-

1250 words of input, although that number could be expanded or reduced based on the articles 

chosen by the student.  The same evaluation was used for the FYC assignments, although the 

instructions were generally more explicit:

(3)
You need to incorporate 2 newspaper sources.  These should be newspapers which you 
find using the BSU library databases.  While there are other appropriate sources, for this 
assignment, only the ones specified may be used.  So don’t randomly Google or use 
websites!  (emphasis original)

In the FYC assignment sheet (3), the instructor gave clear instructions to use newspaper articles 

as sources.  Later in the assignment, she said that students should avoid using peer-reviewed 

scholarship, perhaps to reduce the possibility of being overwhelmed by the quantity of input.  

The restriction is outlined clearly in (4):

 (4)
You will need to use 2-3 newspaper or magazine articles found using the BSU Library 
databases as sources for this essay.  (No websites – actual publications only, although 
these may be found on-line.) For this assignment, use scholarly journals ONLY if you 
absolutely cannotfind an article in a magazine.  (emphasis original)

33



The prohibition against academic journals in the FYC could be understood as an extension of 

Krashen’s (1980) “i+1” theory of input.  Where input difficulty had traditionally been a concern 

applied to second or foreign language learning, one of the FYC instructors restricted students 

from using scholarly journals in every assignment submitted – a suggestion that this material was

too difficult or complex to be useful as input.  In contrast to the ESL i+1 issue, though, it could 

not be assumed that the FYC students would not be able to comprehend scholarship.  Instead, 

this was explained by Macrorie (1970) in considering what kinds of texts we want our students to

be able to produce: FYC students are unlikely to have the expertise required to produce such 

texts, so providing a high standard of input for emulation is counterproductive.

There was no similar restriction found in the ESL context, although some assignments did

specify newspaper articles.

The extent of written input should not be surprising given the shared context of a writing 

classroom.  Both contexts seemed clustered around written input of at least 500-1250 words, 

frequently more.  While this data did not clarify the complexity of the input, it did demonstrate 

that there was not a significant difference in the length of input between the contexts.  This did 

not, however, address the question of graphical input.

The presence of non-textual inputs in the FYC context was notable, although not 

statistically significant.  Despite its lack of significance, the importance of graphical input was 

evident when examining the role it played in assignments.  From one FYC assignment:

(5)
Cartoons are often rich in political and social commentary. For this assignment, chose 
[sic] a cartoon that you find interesting. In your paper, demonstrate that you understand 
the core principals of rhetoric; discuss the cartoon’s rhetorical appeals (ie: ethos, pathos 
and logos). Focus on the parts rather than the whole. You will need to do some research in
order to better understand the content of the cartoon.
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In this assignment, students were expected to select a single image political cartoon and three 

newspaper articles to support the discussion of the cartoon.  As the focus of a rhetorical analysis, 

though, the graphical input was of primary significance, rather than supplemental input.  The 

expectation was that students could analyze the cartoon well enough to determine important 

arguments or issues that they could later complicate or extend upon using external material as 

additional input.  A similar approach was taken to a similar, more collaborative assignment:

(6)
Find 3-4 advertisements from different time periods; the library has a large selection of 
past and current periodicals that you can use in your search. These ads might be for a 
specific product, marketed throughout the last 30 years. You will look at the 
advertisements and (a) discuss their rhetorical appeals and (b) discuss now those 
rhetorical appeals are relevant to their time and place. You will ground your analysis in 
research; you will use secondary sources (at least 6-8) to make your analysis. 

Based on Larsen-Freeman (2003), Hyon (1996), and Matsuda (1996), the extent of written input 

in the ESL context and the use of non-textual input in the FYC context may be related to 

different perspectives of academic genre.  This is consistent with the research emphasis in ESL 

composition courses noted by Matsuda (1996) and Reynolds (1993).  The use of multimodal 

elements is consistent with calls from Yancey (2004) and Banks (2015).  While the data did not 

explore the specific genre of each assignment, research by Matsuda (2001) supported the notion 

that research and source collection/evaluation are skills developed in ESL contexts.  Where the 

FYC also used written material as research, composition scholars have worked to extend the 

genre of academic writing to contain multimodal elements as a way to improve student 

understanding of rhetoric (Yancey, 2001).

A different view of writing genres between contexts was helpful in complicating Braine’s

(1996) observations.  Matsuda (1996) indicated that some genres are more accessible to non-
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native speakers, and problems arise when students are expected to evaluate material of an 

unfamiliar genre.  Where Braine was concerned with the complexity and length of written input, 

the data indicate that this is not a likely source of confusion.  The use of graphical input in FYC 

courses and the potential problems it may or may not cause for ESL students presented a new 

line of inquiry.  Shin and Cimasko (2008) have suggested that incorporating multimodal 

elements more directly into ESL composition classrooms is a benefit to communicative ability.  

From the present data, it may also benefit students moving from the ESL advanced writing 

courses into the FYC.

Input Source.  Both the FYC and ESL contexts relied on external, student supplied input in the 

form of outside research material collected by the students.  See Table 7 for input source data.  In

the ESL context, 83.3% of assignments (n = 5) used this source of input, with only one 

assignment relying on the student's lived experience.   In the FYC, 62.5% of assignments  (n = 6)

relied on external, student supplied material.  A Pearson Chi-square test of independence was 

performed to determine if there was a relationship between context and external, student supplied

input, X2 (1, N = 14) = .81, p = .39.  No significant relationship was found.  

For 37.5% of FYC assignments (n = 3), input material was taken from textbook essays.  

The FYC textbooks contained these essays by design, but it was noted that they were not used 

for all assignments.  It was unclear if the ESL context course books contained additional readings

or if the assignments submitted simply did not use them.  A Pearson Chi-square test of 

independence was used to determine if there was a relationship between context and materials as 

input, X2 (1, N = 14) = 2.86, p = .09.  These results did not indicate statistical significance.

In the ESL context, students were generally directed to use whatever sources they found 
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interesting and meaningful, although one assignment specified newspapers or blogs.  The 

unspecified input contrasted with the FYC assignments, which provided clear guidelines for the 

types of sources to be located.  Even though both contexts made use of student provided external 

content, limitations were only consistently evident in the FYC assignments.  One potential 

explanation for this was offered by Gilmore (2007), who suggested that lowering the restrictions 

on external materials in ESL classrooms provides for a more authentic language learning 

environment – the materials collected by students are not selected, approved, or otherwise 

influenced by instructors, which helps the learners develop the skills of locating, reviewing, and 

evaluating source material.

To sharpen the contrast, in 12.5% of FYC assignments (n = 1) an instructor provided a 

selection of outside essays that the students were able to choose from.  The Chi-squared test of 

independence examined if there was a relationship between context and teacher supplied external

output, X2 (1, N = 14) = .81, p = .37.  No relationship was found.  The students did not have to 

locate or evaluate the appropriateness of these sources for the purpose of the assignment.  The 

materials-sourced input was located in the course textbook, provided as a series of non-fiction 

essays that the students chose from to evaluate.  From one FYC assignment description:

(7)
CHOOSING AN ARTICLE for this ESSAY

There are five articles in Identity that you will choose from to complete this assignment:

“Why Should Married Women Change Their Names? Let Men Change Theirs” pages 24-28
“Why Americans Hate This ‘Immigration’ Debate”  pages 70-73
“The Most Praised Generation Goes to Work” pages 220-225
“Farewell, June Cleaver: ‘Non-Traditional Families’ and Economic Opportunity” pages 318-321
“The Way We Live Now: I Tweet, Therefore I am” pages 346-349

Glance at all five, then choose the one that interests you the most.  This will be the article you use to 
create your rhetorical analysis.
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In this assignment, there is a very clear limitation on other input. The assignment sheet 
continued:

(8)
RESOURCES FOR ESSAY 1
Your essay will be created out of your own reading of the article.  No SECONDARY SOURCES (work 
that others have done) is allowed.  We’ll cover using sources in later essays. (emphasis mine)

The materials-based approach differed from the assignments given in the ESL context, which had

no material-provided input, encouraged the free use of secondary sources, and discouraged the 

inclusion of personal opinion or experience.  The continued limitation of any secondary sources 

in (8) was an indication that the instructor had full control over the input for the assignment, 

leading to greater uniformity in analysis.  Thus, the focus of the assignment was more directly on

the analytical skills of the student, rather than on their research abilities.

The difference in assignment focus was consistent with Matsuda’s (2001) view of genre: 

the rhetorical analysis essay could be viewed as a genre that demands the student explain his or 

her own understanding without consulting others.  While this did not suggest ESL students were 

incapable of conducting this kind of analysis, the restriction on secondary sources may be 

difficult for non-native speakers who have learned to rely on other authors as a way to explain 

complex ideas, especially when that behaviour was modeled, required, and praised in the ESL 

context.

A further difference between the two contexts was found in the number of assignments 

that used student experiences as input.  In only 16.7% of the ESL context assignments (n = 1) 

were students encouraged to reflect on and include their own experiences or opinions, compared 

to 62.5% of FYC context assignments (n = 5) that explicitly encouraged students to rely on their 

own experiences, attitudes, and opinions.  The Chi-square test of independence examined if there

was a relationship between context and the use of learner experience as input, X2 (1, N = 14) = 

38



2.94, p = .09.  A weak relationship was found, but it was not statistically significant.

Table 7

Input Source Data

ESL FYC Total % ESL % FYC % Total X2 p

Materials 0 3 3 0 37.5 21 2.86 .09

Learner 1 5 6 16.7 62.5 43 2.94 .09

External, Teacher Supplied 0 1 1 0 12.5 07 .81 .37

External, Student Supplied 5 5 10 83.3 62.5 71 .73 .39

Teacher experience 0 0 0 0 0 0 – --

The FYC assignments had more explicit references to the inclusion of personal opinion or

experience.  62.5% of the FYC assignments (n = 5) had sections of the assignment sheets 

dedicated to personal experience:

(9)  
Your essay will be created out of your own reading of the article.

(10)
PRIMARY SOURCES
*  Your own observations and experiences

(11)
PRIMARY SOURCES
*  Your own beliefs and observations will make this essay personal. When you use your own 
experiences and observations, you build ETHOS.

(12)
PRIMARY SOURCES
*  Your own observations and experiences (emphasis original)

(13)
An autoethnography is a form of research writing that involves self-reflection. How does your own 
lived experience inform your understanding of a topic? What biases or perspectives do you have as a 
result of your own involvement with an issue? 
…
It is not required that you include information from outside sources in this paper, but if you choose to, 
cite the sources using MLA or APA style. 
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This was compared to only 16.7% of ESL context assignments (n = 1).  In that one ESL context 

assignment, the use of personal opinion was only expected after two full assignments using 

exclusively secondary sources:

(14)
 Your final essay (3) will be where you finally state which side is correct or has a better argument in your 
opinion.

The finding that the ESL context avoids personal opinion echoes Villanueva (1997), who 

suggested that the goal of avoiding first person and the removal of personal opinion is a 

pedagogical shortcut to avoiding unsubstantiated claims.  If the goal of the ESL context writers 

was to create objective reports of the material they had read, then it was perhaps useful to avoid 

personal experience.  However, in the FYC context, there seemed to be a strong connection 

between what the students were reading and how they responded to it – how they felt, reacted, or

understood the texts.  Macrorie (1970) indicated that the avoidance of individuality in writing 

was a cynical response to student abilities – that it assumed students were unable to articulate 

and support their opinions.  While the data here did not validate such a claim, there was a clear 

difference in how each context used personal experience as input for writing assignments.

In the FYC context, the use of personal experience was consistent with Elbow (1973), 

ignoring the concerns raised by Macrorie (1974).  To Macrorie, the integration of personal 

experience was necessary for strong writing, but students needed to be to be comfortable, honest,

and critical before doing so.  The avoidance of personal experience in the ESL context was 

consistent with Zhang (2010), who suggested that ESL students may simply be tired of writing 

about their experiences, as personal writing is used extensively in developmental courses.

Input Nature.  The data on input nature was consistent between both contexts, with all fourteen 
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total assignments using non-fiction input.  Only one assignment in the FYC used fictional input 

in the form of an audiovisual, animated cartoon, which did not appear to be statistically 

significant, X2 (1, N = 14) = .81, p = .37.  The animated cartoon was a separate entity from the 

static political cartoons used for other assignments.

Assignment Output Analysis

Output data was drawn from the requirements listed in each assignment.  All assignments in both

contexts required some sort of extended written output.  In the ESL context, assignments 

required exclusively written output, while the FYC context had more variation in what students 

were expected to produce.  See Table 8 for output form data.

Table 8

Output Form Data

ESL FYC Total % ESL % FYC % Total X2 p

Graphic 0 5 5 0 62.5 35.71 5.8 .02

<500 words 2 0 2 33.3 0 14.29 3.11 .08

500-750 words 3 1 4 50 12.5 28.57 2.36 .12

1000-1250 words 0 6 6 0 75 42.86 7.88 < .01

> 1500 words 1 1 2 16.7 12.5 14.29 .05 .83

Individual 
Presentation

0 1 1 0 12.5 7.14 .81 .37

Group Presentation 0 1 1 0 12.5 7.14 .81 .37

Written Output.  In both ESL and FYC context, all assignments had some form of expected 

written output.  In the ESL context, 33.3% of assignments expected output of less than 500 

words.  These were the shorted assignments observed in either context.  A Pearson Chi-square 
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test of independence was used to examine the relationship between context and expected output 

of less than 500 words, X2 (1, N = 14) = 3.11, p = .08.  This approached statistical significance, 

suggesting a weak relationship between shorter assignments and the ESL context.

Both the ESL and FYC contexts had assignments with an expected output of between 500

and 750 words. 50% of ESL context assignments (n = 3) and 12.5% of FYC context assignments 

(n = 1) met this criteria.  The 500-750 word text represents the most consistent length of ESL 

assignments, while the FYC only had a single assignment in this category.  A Pearson Chi-square

test of independence was used to determine the relationship between context and this length of 

output, X2 (1, N = 14) = 2.36, p = .12.  No significant relationship was found.  

There was, however, a significant relationship between context and essays of the 1000-

1250 word length.  75% of FYC assignments (n = 6) met this criteria, while no ESL context 

assignments had output of this length. A Pearson Chi-square test of independence was used to 

determine if there was a relationship between context and this length of output,  X2 (1, N = 14) = 

7.88, p < .01.  There was a statistically significant relationship between context and this expected

output.  The implication of this result was that when compared to the ESL context, the FYC was 

significantly more likely to expect students to write between 1000-1250 words.

Both contexts contained one assignment of 1500 words or more, although the precise 

nature of these assignments was different.  In the ESL context, this was an individual production,

while in the FYC, the 1500 word assignment was a collaborative essay.  Littlejohn's (2010) 

model does include subcategories for interaction, however, it was unclear from the assignment 

sheet alone what form of collaboration was required by the assignment.  A Pearson Chi-square 

test of independence was used to determine if there was a relationship between context and 

assignments with expected output of greater than 1500 words, X2 (1, N = 14) = .05, p = .83.  
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Regardless of collaboration, there was not a significant relationship.

The above results were an indication that students in both contexts were expected to 

produce similar quantities of writing.  While the FYC had a higher average expected output, it 

could not be concluded that FYC students are always expected to write more than ESL students.  

The FYC was more consistent in its expectation of 1000-1250 words, but the data showed that 

ESL students were at least occasionally expected to write similar amounts.  Rashid and Chan 

(2017) suggested that lower proficiency writers may benefit from briefer assignments as they can

help to develop skills and confidence with writing.  What was unclear from the data was if the 

shorter ESL assignments were intended to practice certain skills for use in later assignments.  

From the overall assignment descriptions in one of the ESL courses:

(15)
This session you will write 3 essays, 600-900 words each. All the students will be writing under the same 
theme, but on a different topic. You will get to learn about an ongoing conversation about a topic. After 
researching different aspects of the issue in essays 1 & 2, and presenting the literature/opinions/issues about
the topic are, you will be able to combine what you have found out and make your own claim about the 
issue. 

The assignment descriptions of those first two essays made similar demands regarding the 

author's position, but no comment about individual skills to be used later.  From the first two 

descriptions:

(16)
For this first essay you will look at one side of an issue and summarize the arguments being made by those 
authors who support it. You DO NOT have to state your own opinion on the topic or even make an 
argument. The main purpose of this essay is to compile a review of what literature is out there on this one 
side of your topic. Your thesis for this paper will then be more of a summarizing explanation of the main 
ideas used to argue this first side of your issue/topic. 

This can be easily compared to the description of the second essay:

(17)
Your second essay will look at another side to your issue/topic. This should be sufficiently 
different/opposite than the side you summarized in your first essay. Like the first essay you will focus on 
summarization and NOT on making an argument or stating your opinion. In this paper, you will go through 
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the same steps you did for the first but simply with a different side, and therefore, different sources. 

The third essay did, however, comment on the student's need to think critically.  It was unclear if 

this was seen as an outgrowth of the summarization seen in essays one and two:

(18)
Your final essay (3)will be where you finally state which side is correct or has a better argument in your 
opinion. Make sure to build your argument/claim well enough to convince your reader. Use enough 
explanation of the positives of your chosen side in order to outweigh the opposite points. You will need to 
list BOTH sides of the issue but ultimately come to a sufficient argument for one side or the other. This will
require some critical thinking, synthesizing and genuine addressing of the arguments in question. 

While not explicitly mentioned, this assignment sequence does seem to be connected to Swain 

and Lapkin's (1995) Output Hypothesis insofar as students were required to write (provide 

output) about their topics from two opposing viewpoints before attempting to articulate or 

explain their own positions.  The reason this fell within the view of Output Hypothesis was that it

was possible the students knew or understood their positions previously, but were expected to 

write out the objective facts as a way to developing a deeper understanding – writing to learn.  

Further, because Swain and Lapkin claimed that extensive output can develop declarative 

knowledge into procedural knowledge, the practiced use of external sources and summarized 

information in the first two essays may have led to easier, more fluid output as the author's 

introduced their own perspectives in the third.  Unfortunately, it was not clear from the data what

opportunities, if any, existed for feedback.  Ene (2014) suggested that while shorter assignments 

may be useful for lower-proficiency ESL writers, they were significantly less useful without 

opportunities for feedback, but that shorter assignment length made feedback easier to 

understand and incorporate.

A different potential explanation for the shorter length of ESL assignments arose from 

references made in the assignments: the use of summary.  When the FYC assignments mentioned

summaries, it was for the purpose of limiting.  By contrast, the ESL assignments seemed to 
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emphasize the use of summary.  By returning to elements of (16) and (17), along with a 

description from a third ESL assignment, we may see this clearly:

(19)

For this first essay you will look at one side of an issue and summarize the arguments being made by those
authors who support it. 
…
Your thesis for this paper will then be more of a summarizing explanation of the main ideas used to argue 
this first side of your issue/topic. (emphasis mine)

(20)
Like the first essay you will focus on summarization and NOT on making an argument or stating your 
opinion. (emphasis mine)

(21)
A summary should include the most important ideas in the article.  A summary should 
also be well written paragraph including a topic sentence that introduces the source.  You 
will be graded on the content and the writing style of your summary.  (emphasis 
mine)

These three examples, taken from the set of ESL assignments, indicate that output should be 

dependent very much on input.  Because there is less opinion, there isn't as much to say.  The 

emphasis on summary can be compared to the FYC assignments, which, if mentioning summary 

at all, make clear that it is to be limited to particular sections:

(22)

The basic sections you should include in your rhetorical analysis are as follows: 
* A brief summary of the significance of your cartoon in a broader context, directed 
toward proving that your topic is worth digging into (emphasis original)

(23)
SUMMARY PARAGRAPH 
Write a one-paragraph summary (around 100 words) of the article, which identifies the central claim 
(or thesis) and key points the author is making.  Be sure to identify the article title and author’s name 
in your summary.  Don’t dwell on the “small stuf” – you don’t want to include examples or details in a 
summary.  Also remember that a summary does not include your opinion on the topic – it is a factual 
description of the points the author is making.  Summaries may be as simple as a description of points 
made in the order that they appear.  (For example, “Brooks begins his essay identifying how today’s 
students have been ill-prepared for adulthood due to the constant interference of their parents. He 
then…”) Or, you may choose to just highlight the overall points the author makes.  (For example, 
“Brooks’ essay considers the many issues that today’s students face due to their parents’ interference.
The problems this has caused include…”) (emphasis original)
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In the ESL output, summarizing input material can only be expected to produce so much.  

Because the ESL assignments are restricted (or at least discouraged) in expressing opinion, there 

is considerably less to write about.  By comparison, the FYC students are expected to be brief in 

their summaries, using the rest of the expected output to describe an otherwise limitless input – 

their own experiences, observations, and attitudes.  In considering Swain and Lapkin's (1995) 

Output Hypothesis, it can be argued that restricting output to a particular genre (summary) allows

for greater clarity in feedback, as the inputs and patterns of expected output are constrained.  As 

the students work to master that specific genre, they can expand out to other written genres.  By 

contrast, it seems that the FYC makes assumptions about the students' abilities to summarize as 

well as making assumptions about what will fill the remainder of the output.

The restriction on summary in the FYC context was traced back to Khitzaber's (2009) 

explanation of the avoidance of literature in FYC: first year literary analysis often depends too 

much on summary and repetition of plot or character points, resulting in texts that are heavy on 

summary and light on analysis.  Apprehension of summary in the rhetorical analysis assignment 

above makes clear that the students are expected to produce more insight – derived from 

personal experience – than a repetition or paraphrase of the input.  If the data highlighted one 

area of difficulty for students moving from ESL bridge courses and into FYC courses, it was that 

the role of summary is significantly diminished.  Littlejohn's (2010) model creates space for the 

use of summary as a mental operation, but as the data above show, the assignment authors take 

very different perspectives on the appropriateness and useability of summary to sustain extensive

writing.  

Graphical Output.  Where both contexts at least acknowledged the use of summary output, only
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the FYC had assignments that required graphical output.  62.5% of FYC assignments (n = 6) had

a graphical output component.  The Chi-square test of independence was used to determine if 

there was a relationship between context and graphical output, X2 (1, N = 14) = 5.8, p < .02.  The

results did not indicate significance.  When present, graphic output was never the sole output; for

these assignments, graphical output was supplemental to extended written discourse.  However, 

the assignments with this requirement made clear that additional text was not an acceptable 

alternative to the graphical output, and likewise, that graphical output was not a replacement for 

the required amount of text.  

The use of graphical output in FYC courses is consistent with Yancey (2001).  However, 

the lack of graphical output in the ESL context contradicts the advice of Shin and Cimasko 

(2008).  In this data, it was suggested that the FYC was more engaged with both multimodal 

input and output.  This was explained readily by viewing the stated course goals of English 103:

(25)
Course Goals  
Understand that persuasion—both visual and verbal—is integral to reading and composing
Understand how persuasive visual and verbal texts are composed for different audiences and different 
purposes
…
Compose texts in various media using solid logic, claims, evidence, creativity, and audience awareness 
(emphasis mine)

No such goals appeared in the ESL context master syllabus.  The graphical output component 

was different between the two contexts, though not statistically so.  However, for students exiting

the ESL program and entering the FYC, it was possible they would have been exposed to a new 

genre of input and expected output.

Other Output.  Along with graphical output, two other forms of output were exclusive to FYC.  

12.5% of assignments (n = 1) were expected to conclude with individual presentations, while 
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12.5% of assignments (n = 1) were expected to conclude with group presentations.  The Pearson 

Chi-square test of independence was used to determine if there was a relationship between 

context and individual presentations as output, X2 (1, N = 14) = .81, p = .37. No relationship was 

found.  Additionally, the Pearson Chi-square test of independence was used to examine the 

relatsionhip between context and group presentation as output,  X2 (1, N = 14) = .81, p = .37.  No

relationship was found.

The use of presentations was specific to the FYC context.  This was explained by 

referring to Bruffee's (1984) description of writing as a social act, one that requires individuals to

interact with the text as well as their fellow human beings, face to face.  Bruffee's focus on 

collaborative learning was a significant influence in FYC pedagogy.  Interactive learning in ESL 

contexts was encouraged by Ellis (2003) and Tomlinson (2014), but it did not appear from this 

data to extend to ESL writing.

Output Nature.  All assignments required non-fiction outputs in both contexts.  Prior to data 

collection and analysis, it was hypothesized that some assignments might make reference to 

types of written output that could be analyzed, specifically compare/contrast, cause/effect, and 

narrative.  References to this kind of output were not present in any of the assignments analyzed. 

However, three ESL assignments and two FYC assignments made explicit references to 

summary.  Summary was not added to the Chi-square analysis because, while the act of 

summarization is mentioned, the purpose and scope as described in the assignments require 

further elaboration than the non-parametric test allows.

Table 9
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Output Nature Data

ESL FYC Total % ESL % FYC % Total X2 p

Non-fiction 6 8 14 100 100 100 -- --

Fiction 0 0 0 0 0 0 -- --

Compare/contrast 0 0 0 0 0 0 – --

Cause/effect 0 0 0 0 0 0 – --

Narrative 0 0 0 0 0 0 – --

Input and Output Together

While beyond the immediate scope of this project, the results of this analysis did hint at 

another important area of comparison.  Where Krashen (1991) and Swain and Lapkin (1995) 

have taken different perspectives on the function of input and output, it is yet unclear if there can 

be an ideal balance of the two.  Swain and Lapkin acknowledged that output is dwarfed by input,

but in examining these assignment sheets (and limiting our understanding of input to only the 

direct input material), it seemed plausible to investigate the relationship between the amount of 

input we offer and the amount of output we expect in different contexts.  At first glance, it 

appeared that the FYC students do more writing based on the input required.  It was unclear to 

what extent the graphical, spoken discourse, and audiovisual input supplement the written.  

A simplified analysis supported this hypothesis.  The mean extended written input of the 

ESL students was 950-1250+ words, with a mean expected output of 667-792 words; a ratio of 

1.4:1 to 1.57:1 input to output.  The FYC mean input was 881-1163 words, with a mean expected

output of 1000-1219 words; a ratio of .881:1 to .95:1 input to output.  This analysis was 

significantly limited, however, by the possibility of either context using input far beyond 1250 

words.

Taken together with the individual input and output findings, the difference in these ratios
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may also be explained by the emphasis on summary and synthesis seen in the ESL assignments.  

The act of summary is, at its most basic level, a reduction in the number of words.  Without the 

inclusion of personal experience, attitudes, observations, or beliefs, it is easy to see how there 

would be more input than output.  By contrast, the FYC assignments expected students to expand

upon, draw connections within, and evaluate the claims presented by different kinds of input.  

There was not enough data to draw a firm conclusion on this point, particularly because there 

were inputs that were not written, and as a result, not included in the mean input quantities.

Summary

The input and output data above were derived from the assignment sheets provided to 

students in two contexts.  While there were no statistically significant findings in the input data.  

However, there were differences in the data.  The FYC made greater use of course materials as 

input.  In addition, the FYC context was more likely to include or rely on student experiences as 

learner-sourced input.  Finally, the FYC was more likely to make use of graphical input.  There 

were two primary significant findings from the output data.  A statically significant relationship 

emerged between the FYC learning context and expected output of 1000-1250 words, as well as 

a weaker relationship between the FYC learning context and graphical output. 

Table 10

Summary of Statistically Significant Results: FYC Associated Outputs

ESL FYC Total % ESL % FYC % Total X2 p

Written Output 1000-1250 
words

0 6 6 0 75 42.86 7.88 < .01

Graphical Output 0 5 5 0 62.5 35.71 5.8 .02
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As discussed, many of the differences between the ESL and FYC contexts could be explained in 

numerous ways: differences in genre, purpose of the courses, perspectives on student abilities, 

the use of collaboration, or the usefulness of multimodal texts.  The data did not lend itself 

directly to any of these potential explanations – further research is required to substantiate any 

such claim.
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Conclusion

The main findings of this study were that no significant differences appeared in the input 

materials between the ESL and FYC contexts, while two significant differences arose in the expected 

output.  The significant differences were in the FYC's expected output of 1000-1250 words and the 

FYC's  expectation of graphical output.  The FYC consistently required essays of 1000-1250 words, but

the ESL context had individual assignments that exceeded the FYC's in length.  Because the ESL 

context had at least some assignments of the same length or more, the length of the expected output did

not appear to be an issue for transitioning from the bridge program to the FYC.  In addition, the use of 

graphical input did not seem a likely candidate for difficulty.  According to Shin and Cimasko (2008), 

multimodal texts and assignments in the ESL context should help with both understanding and 

production in writing, although it may be necessary to investigate the exact nature of graphical inputs 

to make a better determination of the effect.

Despite a lack of statistical significance, the evaluation of assignment materials lead to some 

observations that deserve elaboration.  There were some differences in the input source – the ESL 

context made rare use of personal experience as input, and had no assignments that relied on course 

materials.  However, both courses appeared to encourage research-supported writing.  It seemed that 

the IEI course work favoured objective, impersonal research reports as the pinnacle of academic 

writing, providing few opportunities for the students to include their personal experiences in their work.

This contrasted with the FYC, wherein nearly all assignments invited students to react and reflect upon 

the input material.

Both of these outcomes were consistent with previous research.  Matsuda (2001) described the 

use of research assignments in ESL courses, while Macrorie (1970) and Elbow (1973) espoused the 

benefits of personal writing.  Despite a potentially different view of how personal experience was 

integrated into writing, the data do not support any conclusion that difficulties faced by ESL students 



moving into FYC were caused by significant differences in input.  There were no significant 

differences in input source, refuting the hypothesis that the ESL context would have more external, 

teacher-provided material.  In fact, the opposite turned out to be true – the FYC was much more 

conservative about its input material.  How this might influence ESL student performance is not clear.  

For students who have become accustomed to summarizing and presenting the work of others, the 

elimination of secondary sources may be uncomfortable.  

Because the use of personal information was not statistically significant between the two 

contexts, it could not be concluded that the use of personal information was an issue.   Given the 

restrictions on research material placed on FYC students, it appeared that students in FYC courses were

not expected to engage with overly complex, scholarly material, whereas no such restriction appeared 

in the ESL context.  One explanation for this was that in the process of teaching research writing, ESL 

students must master the skills of selecting and evaluating source information, including information 

that may be too complex.  The decision to avoid a difficult source is eliminated in the FYC context, 

where limitations on source material may help to maintain a focus on analytical writing rather than 

source selection, reading, or reading comprehension.  A more complete study of the way ESL students 

use or rely on secondary sources may prove illuminating.

Regarding the length of input, there were no significant differences found in the input form, 

refuting the hypothesis that the ESL context would have shorter input texts. The FYC used a greater 

variety of input forms, but future research is needed to better understand what effect that may have.  

There were no significant differences in the nature of input material, though the FYC did use one 

fictional audiovisual text as input.

Due to the lack of significant findings relating to input and most features of expected output, it 

did not strongly appear that, using only Littlejohn's (2010) model, significant areas of difficulty would 

be present between the two contexts.  Both contexts used extensive written discourse as input, both 

contexts expected extensive written discourse as output, and both contexts significantly relied on 



externally sourced, student-located input material.  

Additionally, this model does not fully investigate Matsuda's (2001) concern about top-down 

and bottom-up approaches to ESL composition.  Further study may be able to draw out a relationship 

between summary-focused work, the reduction of input into reduced output, or other features 

highlighted in this model.  As it is, however, this application of Littlejohn (2010) did not provide a clear

or detailed enough view of each assignment, its purposes, or required skills, to make such a 

determination.  What this study did challenge, however, is Krashen's (1991) statement that input often 

exceeds output.  In the ESL context, this was determined to be true.  In the FYC context, however, this 

is false (assuming, again, that the textual input for the assignment was the only input, which is a 

reductive, overly simplistic assumption).  This may be explained by examining input and output as 

factors related to student proficiency.  Further study may indicate that higher proficiency students are 

freer to produce more extensive output by incorporating multiple writing skills (such as summary, 

reflection, and response), but these features were not under direct examination here.

Limitations

Where this study provided a brief insight into the assignments provided to students in two contexts, it 

was limited in scope.  A more robust data set, including more assignment information from the ESL 

context, including more than the highest proficiency levels, would have provided a better account of 

their writing experience.  In addition, a greater scope could have included assignments from both 

semesters of the FYC program, which would have created a more complete map of how skills learned 

and practiced in the ESL context might transfer from different stages of the ESL program to different 

stages of the FYC program.  There seemed to be something of a mismatch between the heavy research 

focus of Level 5 and Level 6 writing when compared to the more reflective, almost personal writing in 

English 103, this cannot be understood as an indication that similar skills are not practiced at different 



stages of either the ESL program or the FYC program, only that the assignments evaluated did not 

seem to emphasize precisely the same skills.

In addition, Littlejohn's (2010) model provided a clear framework for evaluating very specific 

features of the assignments, but was clearly limited in other areas.  One significant example is that 

assignment sheets were not created equally; in some circumstances, the assignment sheet itself would 

be 1250+ words, while in others, it would be a 25 word prompt.  This variation in assignment detail 

was not captured with the model because it was instructional rather than input in Krashen's (1980) 

conception.  Importantly, the view of assignment materials did not in any way capture additional 

instruction, explanation, elaboration, or guidance offered by the instructor, peers, or textbooks.  Where 

it was assumed, based on Reid (1995), that the ESL assignments would be more explicit in their 

instructions, the FYC assignment sheets absolutely dwarfed the ESL assignments in terms of length, 

including very detailed instructions and definitions.  The length of the assignment sheets themselves 

may pose a challenge for ESL students, but that question was not addressed by this study.

A final, and perhaps most severe, limitation was that this analysis was performed without regard

for how the assignments may have been evaluated.  Assessment would have been the logical area for 

highlighting a top-down or bottom-up approach, as the evaluation criteria would have emphasized 

smaller order (grammar, syntax, spelling) or larger order (organization, audience awareness, cohesion) 

issues.  A related weakness was that this study did not evaluate informal, preparatory work – practices 

of brainstorming, outlining, or drafting – that may occur differently in each context.  An evaluation of 

supporting assignments would be necessary to determine if there continued to be a gap between ESL 

and FYC as process-oriented writing courses as described by Matsuda (2001) and Larsen-Freeman 

(2003).

Future Research



This study attempted to answer questions about the transition between ESL bridge courses and 

the FYC program.  Even in the limited sampling provided here, statistically significant results emerged.

There are a number of questions raised here that demand further attention.  Notably, the difference in 

quantity and type of input – the inclusion of graphical and textual input, specifically – seems to be a 

worthy area of exploration.  It may not be the case that there are large differences in expected output, 

but a more detailed view of the content and organization of that output may prove meaningful.  Where 

it was clear that the ESL context placed a greater emphasis on summary than FYC, this was only 

specific skill that emerged explicitly from the assignment sheets.  A closer analysis of assignments and 

how they are explained, including clarifying questions from students during class time could provide a 

more detailed image of the student experience.

A comparison of ESL and FYC writing evaluation also seems to be open for investigation.  

While Green (2013) has written extensively on the creation, validation, and use of rubrics in ESL 

evaluation, and Rezaei and Lovorn (2010) have investigated the validity and reliability of writing 

rubrics more generally, there have been few, if any, studies comparing the categories, criteria, or point 

distributions of ESL and FYC rubrics.  Where Littlejohn's (2010) model opened the discussion into 

what kinds of writing, and using what kinds of input, students are expected to produce, it is necessary 

to understand the expected goals of that writing to develop a complete understanding of potential 

differences in each context.  An important consideration absent from this analysis was stated 

assignment goals, largely because they were absent in both contexts.  While Elbow (1974), Burke 

(1974), Bruffee (1984), and Hartwell (1985) may take significant issue with any focus on the expected 

product, it is of inevitable concern for students, instructors, and program directors alike.  The simplest 

way to investigate the goals of writing in these contexts is to clarify how they are assessed.

A final area of future research, then, addresses the concerns of Elbow (1974), Burke (1974), 

Bruffee (1984), and Hartwell (1985) as well as Matsuda (2001), Larsen-Freeman (2003), and Reid 

(1995).  This application of Littlejohn's (2010) model was focused on final products: what the students 



were expected to produce, and what input they used to produce it.  This ignored a significant 

development in both ESL and FYC pedagogy – the process approach to writing.  Further study is 

needed to determine what, if any, relationships exist between process teaching in these two contexts.  

There is significant debate (see Emig, 2009; Hayes, 2011) regarding any sort of universal writing 

process among FYC students, and it is worth investigating to what extent the process approach is used 

– and if it follows similar pathways - in ESL composition classrooms.  Research in this area has the 

potential to improve our understanding of process generally, while also simplifying the transition from 

one process approach to the next.
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