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1. Introduction

Learner corpus research is based on collecting Issngf student
writing and examining them, which is not unlike tvg assessment,
where we develop tasks and collect the elicitednka texts to

examine them using different criteria. These camgea from

orthographic, to lexical, syntactic and discourseel to ensure
validity of assessment. Validation of writing assesnt systems
involves examination of the theoretical construatierlying the tasks
and the assessment criteria, such as grammar, Macgalspelling and
task achievement reliability of the marking andidi&} of the score
interpretation (see for example Shaw & Weir's 2@@¢io-cognitive

writing test validation framework).

This kind of validation procedure should be sudiit for a
monolingual examination system. However, when we w@alating
multilingual writing assessment systems, we aretimavised to
calibrate items, and relate the results statisyi¢akee.g Northet al.
2009). This works for dichotomous items, but idittie help when we
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are dealing with comparing examinations based eayssproduced in
different languages, even if the writing tasks hagen translated and
moderated by experts and the marking scales feisaggent are in the
marker’s native language.

One solution to the problem is to use learner @@poth for the
training of the task developers and assessors dt age for
benchmarking purposes. The data used are mainlprniaf
collections of essays representing each level #eeny year to ensure
the comparability of the levels of assessment frymar to year.
Sample papers are also used for relating diffezgaminations across
countries using the Common European Framework d&érBece for
Languages (the CEFR). The Manual for Relating Laggu
Examinations to the CEERs often used together with sample scripts
with comments on the Council of Europe welsitehich are highly
appreciated by the teachers involved in task armbszsnent grid
development. Other corpora that can be used areafotest taker
corpora compiled by the examining bodies as reke&wols and
databases to develop and validate language testsravide evidence
of spoken and written performance. For example, @anbridge
Learner Corpus (CLG)containing 20 million words (58,000 exam
scripts of the whole range of exams) serves asrelnive of test
formats and responses (learner corpora), and sispplae existing
statistical and other test validation proceduresarkBr 2006).
Although previous CLC research has mostly focused lexical
analysis, e.g. updating item writer and syllabusdnsts for various
examinations, analysing candidates’ business lexismparing
candidates’ written and spoken vocabulary with éxésting word
lists, and investigating the influence of varietie§ English on
candidates’ written vocabulary, in the latest peddiion of English
profile (2011), grammatical criteria are included language level

L www.coe.int/t/dg4/linquistic/manuell_en.asp
2 http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/portfolio/documents/exammhriting. pdf
% www.cambridge.org/elt/corpus
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description among other features of writing at e proficiency
levels (A1-C2) of the CEFR (Council of Europe 2001)

Recently, language corpora have been extensivelgd uin
contrastive linguistics as they facilitate the laage acquisition
research, which, according to Granger (2010:1), caeet our
interlanguage and intercultural communication needs

As corpus research has been expanding, so havarets of
application and the issues addressed by corpuarobsgs. According
to Tono (2002), when we are building a new leanmpus, we need
to take into account three different groups ofecidt:

(a) language-related criteri@.¢ mode, medium, genre, topic),

(b) task-related criteria e(g. longitudinal vs. cross-sectional,

spontaneous vs. prepared),

(c) learner-related criteriae(g EFL or ESL, age, sex, mother

tongue, overseas experience).

From this we can conclude that corpus researctwdrenly have to
keep track of diverse criteria while developingithmrpus, but can
also answer questions regarding the three categaora only dealing
with linguistic parameters, but also concerningk¢aand learners
across languages. This allows us to suggest timpbio can be used
as a test validation tool to provide evidence diabdity, validity and
impact of the measurement of linguistic, task-edaand learner-
related criteria. The latter function, that of asdiional validation
procedure, is the focus of this article, as we wdke English and
French corpora to validate the examination levelEdtvian Year 12
examinations in English and French by comparingftaquency of
use of complex sentences in different languageopednce levels
and contrasting their use to the native speakéenpetof use reported
in Cosme (2004).

2. Research context

The situation of language examination validatiorLatvia differs in
case of English and French language examinatiohs. pfocess of
Year 12 English language examination validation Limtvia was
started as soon as the system was developede.geKalnberzina
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(2002) for the qualitative validation of Year 12 aexination,

Kalnberzina (2007) for the qualitative relation 6éar 12 writing

examination to the CEFR and Kunda (2011) for thantjtative

relation. As a result, a tentative relationship watablished with the
CEFR levels and the Latvian Year 12 foreign languagamination
levels are aiming at the CEFR level B2, with thp performances
being related to C1 (level A in Latvia). The taskvdlopers and
markers used the system developed by the Englisiguésge

examination to establish comparability with otheanduage
examinations (French, German, Russian and Latwien}the school
curriculum, test specifications and assessmenesoahich are all
based on the CEFR levels. An additional means afidstrdisation
across language examinations are statistical puvesdfor grade
awarding: all the examination results are routinplpcessed to
calculate the mean, the standard deviation andegthd students’
performances using the distribution curve. Howetleere have been
no formal studies on French examination validithefiefore, the
present research can be considered as the feshgitto use linguistic
features to validate the French examination levels.

The lack of formal validation for the French exaation has led
the examination centre to doubt the reliability tbhe assessment
levels, the hypothesis being that the uniform stiatl grading
procedure has possibly created a discrepancy betiEeglish and
French language acquisition levels. This is du¢h®odifferences in
the population of the examination: English languegaminations are
taken by the whole population (19,169 studentit22, while French
is taken only by the students studying in spe@dlimnguage schools
(49 students in 2012). Although the distributiomves of the writing
test in both languages are normal, the standarititavs and means
differ. In the French examination the standard akswn is 11% and in
the English examination - 24%, whereas the meathén English
examination is 50%, while in the French examinatibns 66%,
suggesting that the French examination is easiat Hre test
developers have been pressurized to make the ea@omnmore
demanding to correspond to the English languagemigedion
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statistics. The contrastive analysis of the Fremot English learner
corpora is an attempt to examine the claim that Hrench

examination is easier than the English examinatiased on a
contrastive analysis of the two learner corpora.

Granger’'s (2010:3) typology of corpora disting@ishbetween
monolingual and multilingual corpora. In our cade fcorpora are
multilingual, as we set out to compare the textsdpced by Latvian
and/or Russian students writing test essays inifinghd French and
assessed by Latvian and/or Russian markers. Weirgahe syntax
of the language learners of French and Englishaumin contrast to
lexical and morphological structures sentence &8iras are
comparable across languages.

The CEFR, whose levels serve as the basis ofettendary school
foreign language curriculum and test specificatiomentifies the
linguistic structures that foreign language leasngnould know at a
certain level of language proficiency. For exampalethe Threshold
level’ learners: 1) should be able to understand and peodimple
and compound sentences; 2) shouldcekpectedo produce complex
sentences which are straightforward in character, lenited to one
subordinate clause of fairly simple structure vétmain clause frame
of a basic character; 3) should be able to undwisembedded
clauses. At Vantage leveearners should be able to understand and
produce simple, compound and complex sentences.

The question that we are addressing is whetherldiiels of
language performance in French and English are aoabte.
According to Pienemann’s Processability theory @9¢he first stage
in language acquisition is attributed to a wordjolihis followed by
the processes related to the word category. Afirthe learner builds
phrases that form sentences with their morpholagyd, finally,
subordinate clauses are produced at the very fage ©f language
acquisition. What is more, each procedure hasnits boundaries, i.e.

4 www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/dnr_EN.asp
S http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Vantage CUP.pdf
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no other procedure in the hierarchy can take plaite previous one
has not been accomplished.

Hence, out of the five levels, we have decidedfdous our
attention on subordinate clauses as a preliminaatyais suggests
that their number increases at the higher levels lasfguage
proficiency not only in foreign language, but aiecsecond language
use in both primary and secondary language examimétee Kunda
2011).

3. Research procedure
The present study is a corpus-based research tdcsignstructures.
When compiling the corpora, the written essays efry 2009
centralised examination in English and French weesen as a
sampling unit, since essays are defined similarlyail foreign
languages test specifications, which allows us twsue the
comparability of the texts produced by the Enghsid French test-
takers. In 2009 the English language test-takedsthavrite an essay
about ‘Reasons for leaving Latvia’”

One of the main reasons why people have left Latuigng the last few years is

that they say they are better paid in other coestrAdd two other reasons and
discuss all of them in an essay, giving your owimiop.

In French the theme of the essay was:

Pensez vous qu'il soit encore utile d’apprendre ldagues étrangéres alors que
'anglais est actuellement la langue de commurocatmondiale (échanges
commerciaux, économiques, politiques...)? Présemtée réflection de fagon

argumentée. (Do you think that it is still usefol learn foreign languages as
nowadays English is the language of communicationb(isiness, economics,

politics...) in the world? Give your point of view lpyoviding arguments.)

The essays, whose length ranged from 404 tokeris ttokens,
were classified according to the level obtained thé local
examination (see Table 1 below). It should be digetcithat there
were no texts of levels E/Al and F in French asrihmaber of test-
takers per year does not exceed 100 (in 2010 itAkas: 2011 - 77;
in 2012 - 49) and they are mainly pupils from laage schools.
Moreover, the lowest level F does not corresponahtp of the CEFR
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proficiency level descriptions, as the producectg@seof writing are
very poor.

Consequently, the compiled English learner corpossists of
44,387 tokens, while the French learner languag@usocontains
28,378 tokens.

Table 1. Nr of tokens per language performancd levEénglish and French
learner corpora.

Total A/C1 B/B2 C/B1 D/IA2 E/A1 [F
Nr of tokens in| 44,387 | 5,193 11,526 10,277 9,446 6,26¢ 1,679
English learner|
corpus per
level

Nr of tokens in| 28,378 | 5,279 11,908 10,311 880
French learne
corpus per
level

Furthermore, all the essays were transcribed #ntieasentences
were classified into simple, compound and compl@&ntences.
According to Jackson (2007), a simple sentenceomposed of a
single main clause (e.dde was very happy about the resulta)
compound sentence contains at least two main ddose relation of
coordination (e.gRobert went to the cinema and his sister watched
television) and a complex sentence consists of a main clandeat
least one subordinate clause (8.he number of people who have left
Latvia has increased

Subsequently, the focus was attributed to thetefimmbedded
constructions taking into consideration Dik's (19%&xonomy of
embedded constructions. According to Dik, we dggtish between
finite and non-finite embedded constructions (Fegdy). The finite
constructions are the ones in which “the predicate be specified for
the distinctions which are also characteristic ofirm clause
predicates” (Dik 1997:144). Moreover, only finitemkedded
constructions make subordination.
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embedded
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Figure 1. Taxonomy of embedded constructions (D297).

The obtained results were compared with Cosm@&84Presearch
data on the native speaker use of finite complexesees, as she
developed a cross-linguistic corpus to equate uaridause-linking
patterns in comparable (authentic) corpora to t®lihe cases of
subordination and coordination in three languag&mnglish, French
and Dutch.

Finally, complex sentences were classified intoe¢h groups
according to the first subordination, which folladvdirectly the main
clause. Thus, we distinguish: 1) a nominal clausa type of
subordinate clause that functions in sentence tstreiovhere noun
phrases usually occur (My intuition st the government will soon
fall.); 2) an adjectival clause — a type of subordineluse that
functions like an adjective, i.e. ‘describes’ a nqlt is our duty to
help thosevho are in troublg.and 3) an adverbial clause — a type of
subordinate clause which functions as an adveibsntencesWhen
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| was a little girl | lived in the countryside with my grandparents.)
(Jackson 2007).

3. Research results and discussions

The research data of different types of sententesvsthat the
frequency of complex sentences in both languagéersliacross
levels of language proficiency.

100% 100%

W Simple ® Compound M Complex B Simple ™ Compound M Complex

Figure 2. The frequency of clause types Figure 3. The frequency of clause types
in English learner corpus. in French learner corpus.

In English (Figure 2) they constitute 24% at lewgl and then
gradually rise to 34% at levels C and D attainimgjrit peak at level B
(837%). In French (Figure 3) the complex sentenaes umevenly
distributed. The majority of them appear at lev€lq{43%) and B
(39%).

If we examine the frequency of complex sentenaggaining a
finite subordinate clause, the data reveal (Figtiréhat there is a
different pattern for the raw frequency of the udesubordinate
clauses in English and French. We can observe @ease towards
the highest levels of language proficiency, i.e- & in the use of
complex sentences in both languages. However, éndfr there is a
peak already at level C, which corresponds to theeghold level
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descriptors. This, according to the CEFR, is thwellevhere students
only start producing the simplest type of complertences, in which
the relative pronoun functions as subject, A.¢pt of them are young
people who are getting education abroabherefore, the French
examination markers in Latvia have not given theentop mark.

c
50 10 | 47
40 _ '21938 | S
32 [ 333
0
30 | F° 25 g
20 - M English

u French

Number of complex sentences
(%)

A B C D E F

Levels of language proficiency

Figure 4. Comparison of the frequency of complexesgces containing finite sub-
clauses in English and French.

The number of complex sentences diminishes atridexels of
language proficiency in both languages. At theseltethe students
do not use appropriate subordinate conjunctiongy tktart the
sentence with a coordinating conjunction, althoiigs irrelevant and
inappropriate, or avoid the conjunctions at all. efhdo not
discriminate between restrictive and non-restrectielative clauses,
which is of utmost importance in English. The diffities in
discriminating among different clause types cowddbserved already
at level C/B1, though the tendency is not as wsdd at levels D/A2
and E/Al. At levels D/A2 and E/A1 many studentgafylish use the
adjectival clause in which they state the reasamddaving Latvia
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(e.g. And there | have come to the second reasorpediie have left
Latvia). Such adjectival clauses do not reveal theirelleof
proficiency, as this clause type is included in thgk rubric which
they have just copied.

Although the number of complex sentences diffenoss levels
and languages, the tendency of complex sentengedney of use
agrees with both the CEFR and Pienemann’s Proaégstieory, i.e.
their frequency of use increases towards the higeesls of language
proficiency.

If we compare our research data with Cosme’s (Rfi@dings on
native speaker use of finite complex sentencesl€¢Ta) we see that
the native speakers (NS) use subordination mone tthe learners of
English and French. Thus, according to Cosme, 46%eocomplex
sentences marked in the French native speaker agmiain finite
subordinate clauses versus 70% in the English eaipeaker corpus,
whereas the learners of English produced on ave3adeb of sub-
clauses and the learners of French — 35% of sulseta

Table 2. Proportion of complex sentences contaiffinige sub-clauses across
examination levels in English and French, and isr@&'s (2004) native speaker
corpora.

NS (Cosme) | A/C1 B/B2 | ¢/B1 D/A2 E/A1 | F

Complex

sentences in 70 40 36 32 33 25 23
English (%)

Complex
sentences ir 46 28 38 42 33
French (%)

The subsequent analysis of different clause tygm®monstrates
(Figure 5) that the distribution efominal clausesn English is rather
uneven, ranging from 39% at level D; 38% at levelnd F to 35% at
level E; 33% at level C and then slightly fallinglavel B to 29%.
However, this clause type has been used at allslevelanguage
proficiency only with a small fluctuationThe number of adverbial
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clausesincreases towards the lowest levels of languagécpncy,
attaining the highest number at level F — 52%. Mbgre is a
considerable fall at level D — 24%. As fadjectival clausestheir
distribution across levels is diametrically opposedhe distribution
of adverbial clauses. In English the number of edjal clauses
constitutes 40% at levels A and B, then considgrédils at level C
reaching only 26%. The numbers do not vary grefatlsn level C to
level E. Then again there is a noticeable decratgyel F, where the
numbers reach only 10%.

120

100
80 -
60+ B Adjectival
10 4 B Adverbial

B Nominal
20 -

=
|

Number of different clause types (%)

A B C D E F

Levels of language proficiency

Figure 5. Frequency of subordinate clauses in Bnhgli

In French (Figure 6) the frequencyradminal clausess rather similar
to English (ranging from 29% at level A to 32% etdl C and 34% at
level B). At level D the numbers reach 100% ashag tevel of
language proficiency there are just 4 complex semte and all of
them contain a nominal clause. The frequencgdserbial clausess
rather stable at all levels comprising on avera§ée.4 Adjectival
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clauses have been used the least effectively Evalls (their numbers
vary from 20% to 26%).

120
100
80

60 - B Adjectival

types (%)

40 - O Adverbial

20 - B Nominal

Number of different clause

A B C D E F
Levels oflanguage proficiency

Figure 6. Frequency of subordinate clauses in Frenc

The results of the present contrastive analysippati the
assumption based on Pienemann’s Processabilityythieat syntax is
one of the parameters signalling a certain level lafiguage
acquisition. We also see that subordinate clauses serve as a
criterial feature for attributing higher marks anpuage examinations.
However, the number of subordinate clauses usethd\est-takers
differs in English and French essays of the samellevhich may
indicate either the misinterpretation of the aswsesd criteria or the
problem of reliability of the assessors.

4. Conclusion
The focus of the study was the comparison of syictdeatures in
English and French examination corpora as a mehwualidation of
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Year 12 writing examinations. Our main findings ceming the
frequency of syntactic patterns are:

1. the number of complex sentences rises in both &mgind
French learner language with the increase of thguage
acquisition levels, thus suggesting that the exatians are
comparable;

2. the pattern of use of complex sentences agrees with
Pienemann’s Processability theory and the Commaoogean
Framework of Reference level description, which gasts
construct validity of the English and French wigtin
examinations;

3. the native speaker frequency of use of subordidaigses in
Cosme’s (2004) corpus is higher than that of leacoepora,
which could be expected, but further research cessary to
compare our findings to larger native speaker a@po

4. the peak of the frequency of use in both Englisti Brench
language learner corpora were at level B2 , whigjgssts the
need for deeper analysis of the corpora as wellirdiser test
validation procedures to examine the causes;

5. the patterns of use of the nominal, adverbial adigctival
subordinate clauses differ in English and Frencarnier
corpora, which suggests a need for further resegrdioth
native speaker corpora and/or other language leaampora.

As regards the methodology of corpus linguisticsl aontrastive
analysis, manual transcription and tagging is @neidibly meticulous
and time-consuming approach, especially at the dol@maguage
acquisition levels, where it is difficult to tellpart not only the
syntactic patterns, but even words and letters. évaw when the
texts have been transcribed and tagged, it is lpleski compare the
syntactic patterns across language acquisitionldeae well across
languages, and even small learner corpora can éerinsights into
test data.
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