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Abstract: Undergraduate learning is a multifaceted concept that many researchers have investigated to 
promote student engagement, academic performance, etc. Exploring factors promoting learning among 
undergraduates in FYW programs, which are required for undergraduates might potentially contribute to 
sustainable, cross-disciplinary undergraduate education. This study used the 10-year longitudinal grade and 
survey data at San José State University (SJSU) and the data was collected from Academic Years (AYs) 2015 to 
2020, and five student surveys constituted the sample size of 18,101 students. In 2016, SJSU changed the 
remedial writing course to college writing courses. Since then, students need to complete an online module 
course before placing themselves into a one-semester or two-semester writing course. The previous study 
showed that students with higher writing comfort and confidence tend to place themselves into a semester-
long class. Regression analysis was applied to examine the relationships among factors promoting learning 
among those students. University admitted students from various diversity and backgrounds, the results of 
this study suggested that what students chose and persisted in were more important in advancing their 
academic success rather than prior learning experience or psychological factors before the class. 

Keywords: student learning; learning satisfaction; prior learning experience; first-year writing 
program 

 

1. Introduction 

Student learning is a multi-faceted concept and many studies have investigated this issue from 
the following perspectives: the relationships among student learning, student engagement, and 
technology [1], gender disparity [2], and teachers’ instructions and feedback [3]. As universities 
offered various programs and access to students, it has been a constant search to find a way to 
enhance student learning. Previous research also found that students who play an active role in the 
decision-making process might increase their ownership of the learning outcomes [4–6]. Students 
would be more invested in their learning if they were the ones choosing their academic journey. Such 
educational practice creates an opportunity for undergraduates to choose and be responsible for their 
academic journey. Traditionally, college students were placed into courses; however, the directed 
self-placement policy has offered students to play a more active role in their learning. 

In 2017, California State University (CSU) issued Executive Order 1110, which revised the policy 
for first-year student placement in writing and quantitative reasoning courses. Complying with 
Executive Order 1110, San José State University (SJSU) has implemented Directed Self-Placement 
(DSP) in writing courses. Before DSP’s implementation, students were placed into courses via 
placement exams, Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) scores, and college-equivalent courses taken 
before entering SJSU. After the academic year 2016, students have been placing themselves in their 
first-year writing courses via the DSP process [7]. The DSP process at SJSU incorporates five modules 
including reading essays, writing exercises, and surveys that allow students to explore how they are 
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as readers and writers. By doing so, DSP empowers students to choose the First-Year Writing 
Program (FYW) course that best meets their needs. Through the DSP process, students choose courses 
based on their prior learning experiences and learning needs. 

Psychological factors influence how students acquire new knowledge and skill, perceive their 
own learning, academic performance, and motivation [8,9]. Psychological factors such as higher 
levels of confidence and satisfaction can promote the academic ability for high school students [10]. 
As students need to complete their writing and reading surveys before choosing their FYW course 
and then another learning satisfaction survey after the class, such survey might provide a glimpse of 
how psychological factors affect their learning. The collected survey data might provide us an 
opportunity to explore how undergraduates choose their academic journey based on their prior 
learning experiences and psychological factors. Then, how those aforementioned factors affect their 
chosen academic journey in the FYW program. It also informs who are the students in the First-Year 
Writing program and whether their academic journey diverged. Finally, it might suggest factors other 
than prior learning experience as well as psychological factors that truly affect students’ academic 
journey. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. First-Year Writing Programs & Undergraduate Learning 

FYW or first-year writing courses (FYC) have long served as an introductory experience for 
freshmen, regardless of location or institution type [11]. The common goals of FYW programs 
including transitioning students from high school to college-level courses [12], instilling confidence 
in and preparing to become capable writers and helping students realize their potential as writers 
and critical thinkers [13]. It is important to note that while these FYW programs share similar goals, 
each institution designs its curriculum differently. 

Research also showed that FYW courses could foster student retention [14] as well as be 
instrumental in developing literacy skills such as description, discussion, and reflection. FYW courses 
also help students transition into college-level courses by developing habits of mind and practicing 
college-level research writing. It is worth mentioning that these courses tend to have capped 
enrollment and smaller class sizes to allow for in-class discussion, small group work, and peer review. 
It has been shown that these practices enhance peer connection and student-faculty interaction, both 
of which likely contribute to student retention [15]. 

FYW also develops metacognitive awareness as students develop their sense of responsibility 
for and ownership of their learning outcome [16]. The writing process built into the FYW curriculum 
– drafting, writing, revising, and reflecting - fosters metacognition, or how students self-regulate and 
monitor their learning [17]. The development of metacognition could lead not only to improve 
writing skills but could also contribute to postsecondary education outcomes [18]. At SUSU, students 
are first asked to explore themselves as readers and writers through the Reflection on College Writing 
[19] before their FYW courses. The goal of this online course is to facilitate student learning by the 
following steps: 

1. Students reflect on their literacy journey and prior learning experience. 
2. Survey their level of comfort and confidence in writing and reading. 
3. Understand available FYW course options 
4. Choose their writing FYW course 
5. Share why they choose the course with their future FYW instructors 
6. After completing the course, students complete exit survey to report their learning experience 

and satisfaction. 

2.2. Reflection of College Writing & Undergraduate Learning 

Previous studies found that developing autonomy during college years prepares students for 
future employment by making decisions and owning the consequences of decisions [20,21]. Although 
providing choices might empower students and potentially prepare them for the future workforce, 
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they might not be able to make sound decisions based on short-sighted interests. Students could make 
choices that might decrease their initial but increase their long-term expense [22]. By exploring factors 
related to students’ chosen academic journey, this study could identify such factors and promote 
student learning. 

Psychological factors have been found to affect student learning. For example, students’ stress 
level affects their intrinsic and extrinsic motivation among freshmen in Psychology class [23]. For 
example, psychological factors related to psychological problems such as stress level might also affect 
teaching and learning [24]. They found that fast-paced online English language teaching could result 
in stress both on teachers and students and affect the effectiveness of teaching and learning. Students 
prefer less stressful online interactions with their peers and teachers [25]. These studies suggested 
that decreasing levels of stress and increasing comfort might be an important factor in promoting the 
success of online learning environment. 

Besides the abovementioned psychological factors, students who left their prior learning 
environment which shapes their overall learning experience can also affect their learning. Leaving 
environment might cause psychological discomfort such as anxiety, loneliness, irritability, and 
discomfort [26]. The environment can also refer to students’ prior learning environment or how it 
affected their learning experience. Other factors could also suggest how well students adjusted their 
learning environment. For example, if a student is highly satisfied with their learning experience, 
they would recommend others or would choose the same academic journey again [27]. The high level 
of student satisfaction suggests the learning environment might be more inclusive and ease the 
transition. Another study also found that 36% of undergraduates reported their learning cognition 
during online education [28]. 

2.3. Theoretical Framework & Research Questions 

Metacognition has been found indispensable to independent learning and development [29]. 
Students immerse themselves in Reflection of College Writing (RCW) and explore how they are as 
writers. Students employ their metacognitive skills by reflecting on and ultimately assessing their 
performance to determine which course would best help them learn. In RCW, students reflected on 
their literacy narratives in the first module and then explore their writing/reading comfort and 
confidence in the subsequent modules. After that, students chose their preferred writing course based 
on the learning experience from the previous three modules. After students completed RCW, which 
is the online module before the actual writing course, they chose and enrolled in their own writing 
course. After completing the writing course, they also filled out an exit survey to assess their writing 
and learning experience in class. Figure 1 shows the theoretical framework of this study is 
hypothesized student learning is related to prior learning experience, students’ perception of writing, 
reading/writing comfort and confidence, and finally learning satisfaction. 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical Framework. 

Student 
Learning

Perception 
of Writing

Learning 
Satisfaction

Writing/Reading

Comfort & 
Confidence

Prior 
Learning 

Experience
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Previous studies found that writing comfort, writing confidence, reading comfort, and reading 
confidence contribute to student learning [30]. As such, this study continues to explore whether these 
aforementioned factors have a causal relationship with student learning. Prior learning experiences 
in this study include students’ high school Grade Point Average (GPA) as well as their writing 
experience before college. As for perception of writing, it refers to whether students perceived 
themselves as strong writers after completing their first-year writing course. Learning satisfaction in 
this study refers to whether students would enroll in the same course again. 

2.4. Research Questions 

Students reflect on who they are as readers and writers while unpacking their college writing 
requirements through their prerequisite writing course, which is RCW. Once they have completed 
the RCW, they can choose their first-year writing course. In this study, we examine how prior 
learning experiences affect their FYW program learning experience in general. We then explore how 
psychological factors affect their learning in the FYW program through different courses. It also 
intends to explore how students’ perceptions of themselves as writers related to their FYW program 
learning. Ultimately, this study aims to answer the following questions: 

1. How is students’ overall learning in the FYW program? 
2. To what extent do prior learning experiences influence students’ course choices? 
3. To what extent, do prior learning experiences, perception of writing, writing/reading comfort 

and confidence affect student learning?  

3. Method 

This study aims to explore how psychological factors influence student learning by using FYW 
program data. We first explore who are the FYW program students, including their prior academic 
backgrounds and demographics. We then examine student learning experience in the FYW program. 
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the purpose of our study and our methods of 
collecting data. Excel and Tableau were used to clean and recode the data. Tableau and SPSS were 
used to conduct data analysis for this study. This data contains 5 survey datasets and students’ grade 
data. The following section describes the terminology, data collection and analysis procedure. 

3.1. Definition 

Writing comfort and writing confidence were measured by using a 10-item survey to assess 
students’ perceptions of their writing ability. Both of these two surveys have an almost strong 
reliability index based on this current sampling population. The reliability for the reading survey was 
.6 while .73 for the writing one; thus, suggesting the overall consistency of both surveys. Thus, we 
considered using these two surveys to report out students’ level of comfort and confidence. Students 
evaluated themselves on a scale from 1 to 4 on which 4 representing a higher level while 1 
representing a lower level of comfort and confidence.  

3.2. Reading Comfort 

The total scores for reading comfort ranged from 0 to 12; we discovered that 75% of students 
scored in the range from 8 to 10. Reading comfort represents the cumulative results from the 
following three survey items:  

• I was able to find a comfortable reading pace to read and understand both samples. 
• I did not strain to keep pace with the sentence length or complexity in Sample A 
• Sentences in Sample B slowed me down, but I was able to adjust and maintain a comfortable 

reading pace. 
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3.3. Writing Comfort 

The total scores for writing comfort ranged from 0 to 16; 67% of students scored from 10 to 13. 
Writing comfort was determined using the composite scores of the following four items: 

• I easily located examples from my reading to formulate my own ideas about college writing. 
• I felt comfortable composing this essay to present in a classroom work, to a real audience that 

includes my fall writing instructor. 
• I would feel comfortable participating in a workshop of this draft, giving advice on my peers’ 

drafts and asking for their advice on my draft. 
• I completed this assignment within the suggested time frame. 

3.4. Reading Confidence 

The total scores for reading confidence ranged from 7 to 28; we determined 73% of students 
scored in the range of 17 to 22. Reading confidence contains the total scores of the following seven 
items:  

• Sample B was harder for me to read than sample A, but I feel confident that I could finish the 
reading in a single study period. 

• I will feel confident participating in a class discussion of either or both samples. 
• I feel confident to quote from, summarize, and respond to Professor Sommer’s essays in writing. 
• To feel confident about my understanding of the meaning in these essays, I would need time to 

look up words. But I would feel confident doing so without direction from a tutor or instructor. 
• I could complete both of these reading assignments in a single week, along with the other work 

I will have scheduled, in class and out of class, this fall. 
• I could complete both of these assignments independently, without the help of a tutor or friends. 
• After experiencing this reading assignment, I feel prepared for the demands of college reading. 

3.5. Writing Confidence 

The total scores for writing confidence ranged from 0 to 20 with 63% of students scoring in the 
range of 13 to 16. Writing confidence contains the combined scores of the following 5 items:  

• The single, brief prewriting exercise was enough for me to confidently draft evidence and ideas 
for my readers. 

• I am confident that I effectively integrated examples from my reading into my writing to 
convincingly illustrate my definition and estimation of college writing and its demands. 

• I felt confident using the lessons I learned in high school writing courses to complete this college 
writing assignment. 

• With classroom instruction alone, I feel I could be successful in a course that required me to 
write, revise, and edit six to eight such integrated reading and writing assignments in a single 
semester. 

• After completing this college writing assignment, I feel confident that I am prepared to meet the 
challenges of college writing 

3.6. Data Collection 

The five survey datasets have been collected via different approaches since the inception of this 
study. The surveys were collected via three methods from 2015 to 2021: paper survey, Qualtrics, and 
Canvas. The exit survey, for example, has been completed by freshmen who completed either ENGL 
1A or Stretch from the AY 2015 to 2021. If students did not enroll in either of those courses then they 
do not receive the invitation to complete the exit survey. The survey was first conducted as an in-
class paper survey (Fall 2015-Spring 2016), before we switched to Qualtrics (Fall 2016 to Spring 2020), 
and then finally to Canvas (AY 2020-2021). Choice, Writing, and Reading surveys were distributed 
via Canvas to all freshmen who enrolled in RCW at SJSU. The number of survey respondents by the 
survey is shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Survey Response Rate. 

 

3.7. Data Analysis 

The data analysis of this study is separated into descriptive statistics and regression analysis. 
The total number of descriptive statistics is varied by the number of survey participants who 
responded to the items or the actual number of students who received a letter grade at the end of the 
class. Thus, the total number of each item as well as the academic outcomes by courses would be 
different. For example, the total number of students who completed a two-semester course is 1,844 
for a yearlong course and 8,841 for a semester long course. Among all those students who completed 
the course, 4,598 students completed all 5 survey and that is the sample size for regression analysis. 

The regression analysis is applied to examine whether the underlying theoretical assumption 
regarding prior learning experience, perception of writing, and psychological factors such as 
confidence, comfort, and learning satisfaction influence student learning in the FYW writing 
program. In this study, we examine how well the predictors can explain the outcome variable: 
student learning. The predictors in the model are learning satisfaction, high school GPA, writing 
comfort, writing confidence, reading comfort, reading confidence, perception of the strong writer, 
and prior writing experience. The theoretical assumption of a such regression model is that these 
predictors can explain certain aspects of student learning among students in FYW programs at SJSU. 
Table 2 displays the demographics of the data by headcounts and percentages. 

Table 2. Demographics of the Participants. 

 

Survey Total Number Number of Respondents Response Rate

Choice Survey 18,764 16,600 88%

Exit Survey 15,646 9,560 61%

Language Survey 16,773 14,896 89%

Writing Survey 18,764 18,009 96%

Reading Survey 18,764 18,101 96%

Total 88,711 77,166 87%
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4. Results 

The result section is reported by course choice factors and student learning, psychological 
factors, and student learning— reading/writing comfort and confidence in the First-Year Writing 
program. Finally, this study explores how students’ perceived writing competency affects their 
learning. 

4.1. Course Choice Factors & Learning 

As part of the RCW (the requisite course for DSP at SJSU), students compose a paragraph to their 
FYW instructor explaining their course decision. In Sample 1, we see that the student has opted to 
take the single-semester ENGL 1A course based on their levels of comfort and confidence in prior 
English course experience. Because the student had kept pace in both AP English and various courses 
at their local community college, they feel prepared to navigate the faster-paced, semester-long 
writing course at SJSU. 

Sample 1: 

“In each of my essays you will notice a strong point in the work achieved. However, stated, my 
paragraphs in my essays do lack continuous growth and explanation. I believe that I could achieve 

the critical level of writing if I just apply myself to the time needed. After briefly and critically 

thinking upon the best choice for me to take within my college career, I have decided to choose English 

1A.   

In my first year of taking Advanced Placement and college courses within the San Jose city college 

community, I found myself being at a comfortable pace despite the challenges that came within. With 

learning ways of writing I applied them with practice throughout the year improving more as the 

days came. I believe that this course, with that being said, will help me to achieve the writer of great 

ability within the structured pace and learning management. I hope as the year progresses, my 

writing will too.” 

This sample illustrates how this student decided to choose their writing course. Sample 1 aligns 
with the results in Figure 2 regarding how students rate the most important factor in making their 
course selection. The average high school GPA is 3.43. Students who had a below 3.43 GPA are 
highlighted in yellow while those who had a above 3.43 GPA are highlighted in blue. 
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Figure 2. Factors in affecting students’ course selection. 

These survey responses show that students’ prior learning experience—their history with 
writing course in high school was the most important factor in making course selection. Students also 
chose courses based on their placement tests and exemptions (e.g. AP course recognition); however, 
these factors played a far lesser role than their course histories. The results also reveal that students 
who chose Stretch found that the extra semester allowed them to have more time and space to 
improve their learning experience. The level of difficulty students experienced in the RCW 
assignments also helped them choose their courses. If they could finish assignments very quickly, 
they usually enrolled in ENGL 1A rather than Stretch. Finally, we learned that around 7% of students 
chose their writing course based on their advisor’s recommendation. The results showed that 66% of 
students chose their writing course based on their prior learning experience. We then further 
explored whether there are any differences in academic performance among those students with a 
different prior learning experience. 

The following graph shows the extent to which SJSU freshmen chose their FYW courses based 
on their previous high school GPA. The course choice has been revised based on the available courses 
in 2016, at which point LLD 1 and LLD 2 were no longer available to SJSU students. Students were 
invited to join the Honors Program—Humanities 1A. The choice survey results showed that 87% of 
respondents had indeed enrolled in the course they had chosen. Thus, Figure 3 is close to the actual 
enrollment but not exact as 13% of students changed their choices when enrolling in courses. 

 

Figure 3. Students’ Average High School GPA by Courses. 

The majority of students who chose Stretch – as well as those who chose LLD 1 or LLD 2 - had a 
below-average high school GPA, while students who chose ENGL 1A had a slightly high school GPA 
compared to their peers. The results suggested that these students might not do as well as their peers 
did back in high school. However, these prior academic differences do not affect their academic 
performance in Stretch or ENGL 1A. The final grades of students within the following categories: 
Pass (A-C/CR), Fail (D-F, NC), Incomplete (I), Unauthorized Withdrawal (WU), and Withdrawal (W). 
The average course pass rate in the class is highlighted in the grey line. ENGL 1A was the default 
choice before implementing RCW. The result showed that students who had choice to enroll in 
ENGLA 1A had a higher pass rate compared to their peers who did not have that choice. 
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Figure 4. Students’ Academic Outcomes by Courses. 

The results evidenced that the pass rates of students who chose Stretch versus ENGL 1A were 
virtually the same. The results suggest that students can determine their writing proficiency (at the 
time of placement) through RCW and place themselves in the course that best meets their needs. The 
results also showed that students’ high school GPAs had little impact on their FYW course outcomes. 
Although students who chose ENGL 1A had a higher high school GPA than those who chose Stretch, 
their pass rates in these two courses are the same at 94%. 

4.2. Psychological Factors: Reading/Writing Comfort and Confidence 

In the paragraph to their FYW instructors, many students indicated they chose Stretch English 
to allow them more time to work through readings, activities, and major assignments. This decision 
was often directly related to their level of comfort and confidence. In Sample 2, we see one student’s 
desire to “get used to college writing” at “a comfortable pace.” The student has already identified 
areas in which they hoped to improve (e.g. essay length, organization, and clarity), which suggests 
an awareness of their strengths and weaknesses. They seek to improve their writing – and gain 
comfort and confidence as writers – by taking the course that allows them to have more time and 
space to improve their writing. 

Sample 2: 

“I am so excited to be in your Stretch English class in the Fall Semester! I chose to take the Stretch 

English class because I feel that I am not a strong writer when it comes to long essays or essays that 

have a broad topic. And from the reading that I have done, college essays seem to consist of at least 

3-4 pages. I think that this course would be the right one for me because having that extra time would 

allow me to get used to college writing at a comfortable pace. I believe that taking this course would 

help me to develop as a writer at SJSU by helping me improve at conveying my thoughts onto my 

writings in an organized way and to also write long essays that are easy for the reader to 

understand.” 

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 15 November 2023                   doi:10.20944/preprints202311.0900.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202311.0900.v1


 10 

 

Comfort and confidence in both reading and writing are shown through the average scores of 
students in a given class. Here, we have broken the scores up into two courses: two-semester Stretch 
and one-semester ENGL 1A.  

 
Figure 5. Average reading/writing comfort and confidence by courses. 

On average, students enrolled in ENGL 1A scored themselves higher in reading/writing comfort 
and confidence compared to their peers enrolled in Stretch. This result suggests that students who 
enrolled in ENGL 1A had placed themselves into the single semester course because they had a 
higher level of confidence in reading and writing. However, the level of writing/reading comfort and 
confidence do not appear to be directly related to academic outcomes, as shown in the following 
figure—Figure 6.   

 

Figure 6. Average reading/writing comfort and confidence in ENGL 1A. 

The higher levels of writing/reading comfort and confidence cannot predict whether students 
would complete the course they had chosen. For example, students who either failed to complete or 
withdrew from ENGL 1A had higher “writing confidence” compared to their peers who passed. 
Similarly, students who did not complete or withdrew from ENGL 1A tended to also have higher 
“reading comfort” compared to their peers who passed. The results suggested that higher levels of 
psychological factors such as reading confidence could not predict whether students could complete 
the courses. Here we also see that students who completed Stretch had slightly different results 
compared to their peers in ENGL 1A.  

 

Figure 7. Average reading/writing comfort and confidence by academic outcomes in Stretch. 
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These results demonstrated that students who completed Stretch had similar levels of 
reading/writing comfort and confidence, regardless of their grades. The results showed that students’ 
final Stretch grades had little to do with their prior reading/writing comfort and confidence before 
the Stretch class. 

4.3. Students’ perception as a good writer or reader 

This course gave me the support I needed, but also challenged my skills as well. 

-Students’ comments on Spring 2020 Exit Survey 

 

At the end of the writing class, students were surveyed to ascertain whether the class had made 
them a “strong” writer. Students were prompted to respond with a “yes” or “no.” We have shown 
the results by two different courses. These responses are also highlighted by academic outcomes as 
shown in Figure 8.    

 
Figure 8. Students’ perception of their writing competency. 

More than 91% of students perceived themselves as good writers after completing their FYW 
courses. This number suggested positive student learning experiences either in one-semester ENGL 
1A or two-semesters Stretch. 

4.4. Factors affecting student learning 

Outlier analysis was applied to analyze the predictors. The results showed that outliers existing 
among high school GPA, the level of writing comfort, writing confidence, reading comfort, and 
reading confidence. As those surveys were completed before students start their FYW program, it 
can show how students came to the program with various levels in psychological factors such as 
writing comfort, writing confidence, reading comfort, and reading confidence. As students entered 
SJSU with various high school GPA, outliers show the breadth of academic backgrounds that 
students had. As for other predictors, outliers were not detected. As the survey data of these 
predictors were collected after FYW program, it can also show students have similar learning 
experience after completing FYW program. 

The outcome variable is academic grades in FYW program. Based on the results of regression 
models, writing comfort, reading confidence, and reading comfort are excluded in the final model. 
Among the predictors, reading comfort and confidence as well as writing comfort were not 
significant. Thus, these three predictors were excluded in the final model. The final model as shown 
in Table 3 reveals that the predictors can explain 8% of the variance in academic grades in FYW 
programs according to the value of R². 
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Table 3. Demographics of the Participants. 

 
Note: Outcome Variable is the academic grades in the FYW program. 

5. Discission 

The results showed that students had an enriched learning experience in the FYW program 
regardless of their backgrounds. The student body in the FYW program is diverse as revealed in 
demographics, prior learning experience, and psychological factors. Students came to the FYW 
program with those prior learning experiences and various levels of writing competency as suggested 
by outlier analysis. Their level of writing confidence, writing comfort, reading comfort, or reading 
confidence also varied; however, that did not impact much on their learning outcome. In other words, 
we did not find that higher levels of those abovementioned psychological factors affect students’ 
academic success. Previous studies also found that anxiety or students’ negative or positive emotions 
are related to their academic performance [31–33]. It is also similar with how other studies found that 
how writing is being taught as part of the communication models [34]. 

Students’ prior learning experience initially affect their course choice but that does not suggest 
course completion. It is a common belief that students’ high school GPAs reflect their prior academic 
preparation and another study also found that higher high school GPA decreases the likelihood of 
failing or withdrawing from class [35]. In this study, students who had a higher high school GPA 
tended to enroll in the one-semester ENGL 1A rather than the two-semester Stretch. In contrast, 
students who had a lower high school GPA tended to enroll in the two-semester Stretch. The results 
showed that 73 one-semester writing course withdrew from the course regardless of their prior 
academic preparation and higher levels of writing/reading confidence and comfort. Although 
students who enrolled in the two-semester Stretch had lower levels of writing/reading confidence 
and comfort as well as academic preparation compared to their ENGL 1A, their academic 
performance is similar (94%). The result suggested that a lower high school GPA and lower levels of 
writing/reading comfort and confidence did not determine their final grade or course completion. 
Students’ persistence is the key factor whether students complete their chosen course. 
Undergraduates persist with their choice and understand the challenges they have to take in an 
accelerated one-semester class. The result is similar with other studies regarding student persistence 
in online courses in higher education [36,37]. 

Prior learning experience and psychological factors might affect the initial course choices of 
students; however, students’ persistence in choices predict their course completion in the FYW 
program. In the FYW program, undergraduates who chose the accelerated one-semester ENGL 1A 
need to persist by completing the challenges of more work and assignments. Undergraduates’ 
willingness to take on challenges is crucial for their learning [38] and that also advances later success 
in life [39]. When students persist with their choice and take on challenges during the course, their 
endeavor throughout the journey might help with later success. 

The COVID-19 pandemic affected how colleges deliver education, universities have no choices 
but to adopt online learning as the primary mode of instruction. This shift has profound impacts 
upon student learning as well as their learning satisfaction. Students no longer had the choice to 
choose their preferred modality during that semester as online is the sole and only choice. Students 
who chose in-person or hybrid course had to switch into online mode during that semester. Another 
study found that undergraduates’ learning satisfaction is related to their performances in an online 

Standardized 

Coefficient

B Std. Error Beta

Learning Satisfaction 0.535 0.116 0.068 4.598 <.001

Perception of Writing 0.983 0.18 0.08 5.468 <.001

High School GPA 1.309 0.08 0.237 16.38 <.001

Prior Writing Experience 0.148 0.05 0.045 2.971 0.003

Writing Confidence 0.045 0.016 0.043 2.831 0.005

Predictors
Unstandardized Coefficients

t Sig
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module [40] as well as their success [41]. The post-pandemic FYW study found that students had a 
higher level of learning satisfaction when they can choose their preferred modality [42]. Other study 
conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic also found that students’ preferences rather than their 
prior experience in technology affect their performance [43]. Through choices again, students could 
create a learning experience best suited to their needs and preferred modality. 

Another study found that students’ level of learning satisfaction is considered a crucial indicator 
for determining the quality of online education [44]. Online education was first applied as a 
supplement to traditional in-person modality [45]; however, the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated 
such a trend. During the COVID-19 pandemic, at least 1.5 billion students worldwide have enrolled 
in some form of online education [46] in asynchronous and synchronous mode [47]. During that 
transition, both faculty and students might find insufficient time to teach and learn [48–51] and 
inevitably affect aspects more than learning satisfaction [52,53]. Yet another study found that a 
webinar is more effective in promoting knowledge compared to online and in-person modality; 
however, students had lower learning satisfaction in a webinar, online in contrast to an in-person 
modality [54]. This could be a direction for future exploration of how faculty and students perceive 
teaching and learning in post-pandemic university. 

The results of the regression model also affirmed that the academic journey that students 
undertook in class might be the key. Since students chose the class that best aligns with their needs, 
what students experience in courses including curriculum content or pedagogical techniques are 
essential. Other studies about college teaching [55] or second language acquisition also suggested 
that pedagogy mattered [56–58]. Pedagogical techniques, specifically what students experienced in 
class impact their learning. Some FYW instructors applied contract grading to their year-long courses. 
A study explores whether that created any impact upon student learning and found that FYW 
students who are in class with contract grading had higher academic achievement compared to their 
peers [59]. Study have found that appropriate pedagogy not only improves students’ learning 
performance but also their engagement [60]. This could be another area to explore the pedagogy 
contribute most to students learning in terms of their academic performance and engagement. 

University admitted students from a diverse background and this current study found that what 
students chose and persisted in was their key to success. Student learning is a multi-faceted concept 
and the data collected in this study might not be fully captured everything. Infinite factors could 
affect students’ learning as well as their choices. For example, 1% of students who chose one-semester 
course had a higher withdrawal rate compared to their peers who chose and persisted. Although 
there are only 73 students, a qualitative study might be worthwhile to conduct in order to enhance 
student learning and inform future students. The reported data in this study represents what we were 
able to collect through RCW, Qualtrics, and paper survey. Although the response rate is decent, we 
did not collect all students who completed the FYW program. For example, the percentage of Asian 
and female students was slightly higher (within a 3% range) compared to the demographics of 
general student population. Another study examined physics found similar result that students’ 
academic performance can be attributed to learning occurred during the courses rather than students’ 
academic preparation [61]. As the population of this study is freshmen, it might be worthwhile to 
explore whether other undergraduates are similar. 
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