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Abstract 
Task-based research in second language (L2) writing has attracted increasing attention since the emergence of genre-based and cognitive perspectives. These research strands have investigated the relationship between task types and L2 writing performance, particularly in terms of complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF). However, preliminary reviews suggest that several issues remain insufficiently understood, including which task types have been investigated and how CAF dimensions have been operationalised in L2 writing research, how these dimensions respond to varying task demands, and the extent to which and how learners’ cognitive processes may contribute to the observed variability in writing performance. By integrating genre-based and cognitive perspectives, this thesis seeks to address these issues through four complementary studies. The systematic review in the first study provides the foundation for the subsequent experimental studies. 

The first study systematically reviewed 31 empirical studies to synthesise evidence on the effects of task type on CAF. The review revealed that argumentative tasks were the most frequently investigated task type and that complexity was examined in all studies, whereas accuracy and fluency received comparatively less attention. Across pairwise task comparisons, increased variability when moving from tasks with lower cognitive demands (e.g., narrative tasks) to those with higher cognitive demands (e.g., argumentative tasks) emerged as the most prevalent pattern across all three CAF dimensions. These findings highlight an imbalance in the task types investigated and the CAF dimensions examined, as well as inconsistencies in the patterns of CAF variability across task comparisons.

The second paper reports on an empirical study that examined CAF variability across descriptive, narrative, and argumentative writing tasks produced by 48 L2 English learners from diverse first-language backgrounds studying at Australian universities. The data were analysed using linear mixed-effects models in SPSS. The results revealed statistically significant overall task effects across all three CAF dimensions (p < .05). The pairwise comparisons further indicated that complexity was significantly higher in argumentative texts than in the other text types, whereas fluency was significantly highest in narrative texts. 

In the third study, a further analysis of the same corpus examined ten syntactic complexity metrics was undertaken using the L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyser (L2SCA) tool, with statistical analyses conducted using linear mixed-effects modeling. The results indicated that task type significantly affected syntactic complexity on nine of the ten metrics, with coordinate phrases per T-unit (CP/T) being the only metric that did not reach statistical significance. Argumentative texts generally exhibited greater syntactic complexity than descriptive and narrative texts, while complex nominals per clause (CN/C) was the only metric which consistently differentiated all three task types.

The final study, following the two experimental studies reported above, examined participants’ reflections on their cognitive processes before, during, and after writing. Adopting a mixed-methods approach, this study collected data through post-task questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. The results showed that the majority of participants reported engaging in pre-task planning across all three task types, with more participants reporting planning ideas than planning grammar. During online writing, participants generally reported being aware of and consciously allocating their attentional resources to both linguistic form and meaning while completing the writing tasks, although the extent of this engagement varied across individuals. Regarding post-task monitoring, more than half of the participants in each task type reported revising their texts after writing, although the types of revisions varied among participants. These findings provide partial support for explaining the observed variability in complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF), as well as in the syntactic complexity of the written texts.

Collectively, the findings demonstrate that task-induced variability in L2 writing is multidimensional and may reflect the interplay between task demands, linguistic performance, and learners’ cognitive processes. By integrating evidence from research synthesis, performance-based analyses of participants’ L2 writing, and participants’ cognitive reflections, this thesis provides a more comprehensive account of how task demands interact with linguistic performance and cognitive processes in L2 writing. The findings have implications for task design, language assessment, and future research on task-based L2 writing.
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