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Assessments of written production in English as a foreign language play an important role in the overall grading of learners’ English at school. Evidently, the other three skills than writing are also considered, but written texts are useful to work with as they provide concrete material easily available to study when it comes to learners’ levels of achieved language proficiency. The teachers’ overall and immediate impression of the text could play a significant role in the final grading of the production. It is therefore worth investigating the variation of linguistic features in texts of similar length produced by learners of the same age. In the present study, young learners’ written production in English is analyzed with several approaches. The learners’ texts were of similar length and language quality but had different characteristics in terms of structure and style. The results show an overall picture of factors influencing teachers’ assessment of young learners’ texts in EFL and are therefore useful information to consider for English teachers to ensure valid and reliable assessments of learners’ written productions of English as a foreign language.
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1 Background

Assessing written production in English as a foreign language (EFL) is a worldwide phenomenon carried out by many teachers at schools. We may expect that for young learners, whose texts are often shorter than for more qualified and mature learners, teachers grade their productions with the help of a global assessment based on the overall impression of the text. Using factorial assessments may be useful in some contexts, but as the prerequisites for variation regarding factors, such as grammatical complexity and lexical range are more limited in short texts, the teachers’ first and immediate overall impressions of the quality of the texts could play a significant role. For that reason, variables, such as a personal tone or an informal style may be crucial for teachers’ ratings of the productions. English is taught at primary schools in most countries, and analyzing texts in order to provide information for sustainable assessment is essential in order to secure reliable means of comparisons of learners’ production. In addition, there are demands for studies of assessments in order to secure valid and accurate grading of the learners’ skill of writing in EFL. Therefore, it is worth investigating young learners’ written production in EFL in a careful and detailed way. From an international perspective, the findings are of particular interest when data comprise production by learners from several different educational and cultural contexts. This is relevant as the English language has become the lingua franca in the world with frequent encounters and communication between non-native speakers of England. It is even claimed that the most common use of the English language is in English as a lingua franca (ELF) communication among non-native speakers of English. This makes this study of written EFL relevant. (See, e.g., Jenkins, 2007, Seidlhofer, 2011).

In the present study, learners of the same age from Estonia, Latvia, and Sweden participated in the production of the texts. The data are thus of interest to primary school teachers in their assessment procedures. Furthermore, results from these findings are of interest for providing sustainable assessment tools in primary teacher education.



2 Young learners’ production of EFL

The teaching of EFL in primary schools is widely spread in countries across the world. In the early years, the focus was on speaking and listening to gradually include also reading and writing. With the current changes in communication due to modern digital technology, there are new demands on written communication that in some contexts is close in style and structure to the spoken language. This may be experienced in contexts outside school, the so-called extramural English (Sundqvist and Sylven, 2016), and can be found in interaction in chats, social media, and computer games. These interactions occur in international settings when EFL serves as a lingua franca between young people in different regions of the world. In these contexts, the focus is on successful communication and the message in these spoken or written productions is thus simply to be communicated and understood, and less focus is thus on accuracy. This means that immediate communication with less focus on accuracy in EFL is common among young people in today’s society. Therefore, the assessment and quality of young learners’ written production as discussed in the present article is worth reconsidering when teachers evaluate and assess young learners’ written production at schools.

Evidently, these new ways of using EFL in digital contexts influence young learners’ perceptions of their writing in EFL. When children regularly use the English language in both writing and speaking in informal settings and in communication that really engages them in their free time in many different contexts, we may expect that these habits and ways of communicating strongly influence their ways of working with their written texts in their classrooms.



3 Theoretical approach

The present study adopts the view of development and variation in language learning of the dynamic systems theory (DST) as described by van Dijk et al. (2011). This dynamic usage-based (DUB) perspective assumes that there is no innate faculty in the language learner for the development of different aspects of proficiency, such as grammar, but that the individual learner discovers the foreign language through frequent exposure and personal experiences of the language studied (Verspoor et al., 2012). It is generally recognized that one of the most significant and recognized factors in working for language development is a large amount of input in L2 (see e.g., Larsen-Freeman, 1976, Krashen, 1985). With the current use of digital tools in international communication and exposure to English among young people, we may expect that the variation in proficiency and uses of EFL may increase.

The term dynamic implies variation and that many different factors are influential in the individual learner’s progress toward language proficiency. The individual learners with their specific background variables in terms of L1, age, motivation, and type of exposure follow different paths on their way to reach their desired level of language proficiency. The different sub-systems in a language, such as morphology, vocabulary, and structure, develop over time and interact in various ways in the learning process of the foreign language. The variation will be both unpredictable and more systematic and depends on whether the acquired language system is at an early stage and thus in a phase of reorganizing or at a later and more advanced phase and then to be described as a more stable system. In addition, the interaction of different complexity traits changes over time. The language learned is in this way in constant flux (Spoelman and Verspoor, 2010).



4 Analyzing and describing writing samples and production of EFL

Written production is useful to analyze when there is an interest in investigating learners’ proficiency in a foreign language as writing samples provide access to the learner’s language use with several dimensions, such as vocabulary, idiomatic expressions, and syntax. Compared to speaking, writing tasks provide learners with the time and opportunity to show what they can do with the language as writing provides time for planning, reflection, and revision. For this reason, writing is generally more linguistically complex than speaking (Johansson and Geisler, 2011, Ortega, 2012, Bukta et al., 2013, Bi and Jiang, 2020).

At the same time, learners’ free written production is characterized by variation as we may expect the individual learner does not behave in the same way on different communicative occasions or in varying contexts. One grammatical structure may be used in one way in one sentence and then used in another way in the following sentence. The reasons behind this may be a lack of mastery or a shift in focus from communication to accuracy in language production (van Dijk et al., 2011). There is thus an expected variation in learner language as the same learner does not behave linguistically in the same way all the time. Leki, Cumming, and Silva describe this phenomenon when they summarize findings from several studies that show “the wide variation between individual young writers and individual pieces of writing by the same child” (2008: 13).

Assessing free production is usually problematic, and working with labels, such as beginner, intermediate, advanced, and native-like gives grounds for highly subjective assessments (Larsen-Freeman, 2006). There is therefore a demand for more reliable means when assessing learner production. A starting point in discussions of investigating proficiency may be factors such as complexity, accuracy, and fluency. These three factors are generally indicators of improved language proficiency. However, when it comes to the first factor, namely complexity, there is in addition a need for other approaches than general measures such as sentence length. These complexity measures are, for instance, sub-clausal complexity and complexity via subordination and coordination (Norris and Ortega, 2009). Other ones to mention are the proportion of nominalizations, the occurrence of pre- and post-modifications of noun phrases, and the complexity of verb phrases (simple or compound structures).

Vocabulary is a useful measure to identify the proficiency level, which has been shown in several studies. The results from several studies indicate, which can be expected, that lexis generally changes as proficiency increases in terms of sophistication, originality, and diversification (Leki et al., 2008 p. 171).

The length of written production is a variable that is an indicator of the learners’ achieved proficiency. The longer the text, the higher the expected rating. However, how long does a text need to be in order to provide substantial data for reliable and sustainable assessment? In a Dutch study, the researchers collected samples of English written production by 12- to 13-year-olds and 14- to 15-year-olds. In this study, texts up to 200 words were assumed long enough for the linguistic analyses (Verspoor et al., 2012).



5 Purpose and research questions

The present study investigates the qualities of texts in EFL written by young learners. There are both linguistic and didactic dimensions of the present study. The linguistic dimension includes descriptions of lexical, syntactical, and stylistic traits, as well as content and structure in the Estonian, Latvian, and Swedish 12-year-olds’ written productions. The didactic dimension focuses on the possible implications for English teachers in the young learners’ classroom when it comes to assessments of written production, based on the findings in the present study.

The research questions are as follows:

What variation is identified in young learners’ texts of similar lengths and with the same topic?

In what way can the variation or the lack of variation in produced texts be helpful for school teachers in their assessment of written production in EFL?



6 Method


6.1 The selection of the learners’ texts

For the present study, texts from the BYLEC corpus were selected. This corpus consists of production by 12-year-old young learners in six different countries in the Baltic Region. The BYLEC data comprise six writing tasks that involve simple, descriptive, and personalized topics (For further details about the BYLEC corpus, see Sundh, 2016). The selection of the texts used in the present study are from the last task (Task 6) in the BYLEC corpus. Task 6 consists of a description of the possible future lives of the young learner in approximately 20 years. (See Appendix 1 for the instructions of Task 6.)

A total of 18 texts from the BYLEC corpus were selected, and these texts were written by Estonian, Latvian, and Swedish students. All these 18 texts were of similar length: 200 words (+/− 10%) as the length of a text tends to be a factor that tells us about the quality of the language produced; 200 words (+/− 10%) was the length of the 18 texts which was a criterion for the selection since then the texts would be long enough for the linguistic analyses. This assumption is based on the results of a study on Dutch young learners’ production in EFL described above (Verspoor et al., 2012).



6.2 The linguistic analyses of the learners’ texts

At the same time, it was desirable to identify possible variations in the quality of the texts. Examples of qualitative factors, that could be relevant to investigate, are the degree of syntactic complexity, the choice and range of vocabulary, a personal tone, and a more formal or informal tone.

For the investigations of the lexical diversity and the variation of vocabulary in the texts, three tools were used: Vocabprofile, Wordsmith, and SWEGRAM. These three tools are described in the following paragraphs.


6.2.1 Wordsmith

Wordsmith Tools is Windows software for finding word patterns. The tools are well established for investigations of concord, keywords, and word lists. In this study, three tools are used in the investigations of the 18 texts for the purpose of the study: type count, average sentence length, and the TTR (type–token ratio).



6.2.2 Vocabprofile

Compleat Lexical Tutor with the Vocabprofile—VP Classic is used for the survey of the word usage by the 18 learners. The tool is used to identify the proportion of K1, K2, and OL words in the texts. The analysis shows how many words the text contains from the following three frequency levels: (K1) the list of the most frequent 1,000-word families, (K2) the second most frequent 1,000-word families, and (OL) words that do not appear on Academic word list or the other lists.



6.2.3 SWEGRAM

The tool SWEGRAM from Uppsala University is used to identify traits in the language used in the texts. In this analysis, the results in 10 categories are presented: Word length, Sentence length, Readability Coleman, Readability Flesch Ease, Readability Flesch Kincaid, Readability Auto-index, Readability SMOG, Proportion nouns, Proportion adjectives, and Proportion verbs.





7 Results


7.1 Analyses from Wordsmith lexically.net

The results in Table 1 show that the number of types in the texts is between 47 and 111 types. One text has 47 types, and the remaining 17 texts have between 82 and 111 types. As for sentence length, the results show an average variation between 8.4 and 21. When looking at the types/token ratio we see the same tendency as for the type count results; learner EE-A-2 has a significantly lower score of 0.26 than the other 17 learners.



TABLE 1 Result for the 18 young learners’ texts with type count, average sentence length, and type/token ratio.
[image: Table1]

Learner EE-A-2 has a clearly more limited range of vocabulary in the texts, whereas the others’ texts show no remarkable differences in the range of vocabulary. Regarding sentence length, however, the variation is worth commenting on. Even if the range of vocabulary (type count) and the TTR are somewhat similar, the average sentence length differs significantly (cf. learners SE-A-19, SE-A-16, and SE-A-11).



7.2 Vocabprofile from lextutor.ca

Table 2 below shows the distribution of high-frequency words in the two bands K1 and K2 and then words that can be classified as non-standard in English and thus categorized as Off-list (OL) words. The results indicate that between 78.8 and 93.6% of the words used by the learners belong to very frequent words in the English Language. The learners thus use a very central vocabulary in their texts. When it comes to the band K2, the variation is between 1.6 and 8.8%. We can thus observe that the learners do not vary their use of vocabulary to a great extent but tend to adhere to the most common words in English.



TABLE 2 Occurrence of high-frequency words (token in %) in the bands K1 and K2 and in words occurring in the Off-list (OL) in the Vocabprofile analysis (classic version) (lextutor.ca).
[image: Table2]

Regarding the use of non-standard vocabulary, i.e., using words that do not exist in the English language due to erroneous spelling or word coinage from their L1, we can see that there is a range between 3.2 and 16.7%. There is no clear tendency for the K1 and K2 scores for the four learners with their high OL scores.



7.3 SWEGRAM

The results from the analysis in Appendix 2 show that there is little variation in the learners’ uses of the 10 variables investigated. In Appendix 2, the following categories are included: Word length, Sentence length, Readability Coleman, Readability Flesch Ease, Readability Flesch Kincaid, Readability Auto-index, Readability SMOG, Proportion nouns, Proportion adjectives, and Proportion verbs.

Some variation is relevant to highlight. The average sentence length in the texts written by the Swedish learners is generally longer than for the Estonian and Latvian learners. The same tendency can be seen for the average word length. This is in line with the results observed in Table 1. Regarding the measures for readability, we can see that in particular, one Swedish learner’s language use differs from the others: SE-A-16 but also that the same tendency is identified in the three other Swedish learners’ texts. When it comes to the proportion of word classes, we see some interesting results. Three Latvian learners have a high proportion of nouns in their texts (LV-A-8, LV-A-16, and LV-D-24) and are characterized by nominalizations. Three Estonian learners (EE-A-2, EE-A-15, and EE-A-18) have more adjectives in their texts than other learners. Possibly, these three learners have adopted a more descriptive and narrative style in their texts. Finally, two learners, namely, EE-A-2 and LV-D-24, use few verbs in their texts.



7.4 The qualitative analyses

In addition to the investigations of the lexical diversity and syntactic variation in the 18 texts with the help of the three tools described above, a qualitative analysis was carried out. The texts were analyzed in terms of identifying linguistic and stylistic variables using a qualitative approach. These descriptions thus aim at providing additional information about the observed features in the texts that could be relevant when schoolteachers are to assess texts in ELF. In Table 3, these short qualitative descriptions are provided for five texts written by Estonian learners (EE), eight texts written by Latvian learners (LV), and five texts written by Swedish learners (SE). It should be emphasized that these descriptions are subjective and partly impressionistic and based on the observations and careful readings by the researcher himself.



TABLE 3 Qualitative descriptions of the Estonian (EE), Latvian (LV), and Swedish (SE) learners’ texts.
[image: Table3]

The observed traits and characteristics in the 18 texts are found in Table 3. It is worth emphasizing again that the 18 texts are of similar length and that the writers are all 12–13 years old.

The results show that generally the observed variables across the texts can be summarized in the following way:

• Repetitive structures

• A colloquial style

• Meta talk

• An informal tone

• A personal address/tone/engagement

• Characteristics of spoken language

• A structured text into parts or paragraphs

• Syntactical complexity

Some more “traditional” factors in the assessments of learner language were also observed, and they are then often related to accuracy, such as spelling and grammatical errors. However, it can be claimed that some of the features identified, such as a colloquial and informal style, a personal tone, and engagement, can be related to the use of speaking EFL in extramural contexts and informal contexts and probably in communication with only non-native speakers, namely, as English as a lingua franca (ELF), whereas some of the features identified are more related to formal factors, such as structure and complexity, and can possibly be more related to the written language taught at school.




8 The analysis of the results

The linguistic analyses of the texts using Wordsmith show that for most of the texts of similar length, there are similar scores for type/token and type count. Sentence lengths show some differences. It is thus clear that even though the texts are of similar length, some variation can be found in some specific texts but overall there are no great differences across the texts.

There are numerous features that can be explained by instant oral communication experienced by these young learners, probably in interaction with other non-native speakers of English. The use of the English language is so widespread and the dominant language in use in, for instance, video games and digital meetings, that influences their written production in English. The frequent use of English as a lingua franca (ELF) in these contexts thus gives traces in written productions in school contexts.

There is an overall tendency in the material produced by Estonian, Latvian, and Swedish young learners in spite of all the similarities in their uses of the English language. This observed tendency is that the texts by Swedish young learners have a more informal style, often close to the spoken mode than the texts by Estonian young learners. These texts by Estonian learners have fewer instances of grammatical inaccuracy and word coinage. One interpretation is that these differences could be the results of the priorities in the curricula in each country and therefore the ways the teaching and learning of English are organized.

Evidently, there are many factors that may influence how school teachers assess English texts in their work at school. Single occurrences or a combination of certain variables and features could, in turn, lead to complexity for the assessor in the global rating of the production.



9 Discussion

The results presented above show that there are demands on the assessor to be aware of the minor nuances and traits that can lead to certain global assessments. This leads to the recommendation of in-service training for English school teachers at the upper primary level when assessing young learners’ texts at schools. This is especially relevant at present with the constant occurrence of English in media and the enormous input of the English language in young learners’ lives.

ELF is also a factor to consider in the evaluation of young learners’ written production. Young learners are exposed to the English language every day and use it in informal and relaxed contexts in their spare time. Evidently, this influences the quality of their output. There is a need in the future for English teachers, even at elementary levels of teaching English, to be well aware of strategies in use in ELF communication. These strategies include ways of dealing with a lack of vocabulary or paraphrasing when discussing more complicated matters. In addition, teachers are to be informed about the impact of conversational skills gained in computer games so that teachers can understand the reasons for the occurrence of a certain style when assessing written productions. This area is definitely a field of research worth considering for linguistic and learner studies in the future. The results from these future studies can be expected to be extremely useful in teacher education and in-service training of English teachers.

We need to acknowledge the significance of strengthening the validity and reliability in the assessments of free written production in English as a foreign language with the new perspectives gained in English language learning. Today, there is an awareness among researchers and many language teachers of the dynamic and individual ways of both learning and using a foreign language. There is no longer a clear-cut border between the written and spoken modes in language production with the digital tools and contexts in use. Therefore, it is worth including factors that are traditionally seen as features of spoken English in the assessments of written productions by young learners of EFL.

Reliability in the assessments of free oral or written production in English is a challenge that has been shown in previous studies (see, e.g., Sundh, 2003). Teachers need to discuss productions of different qualities in order to ensure that they rate the productions in reliable ways. In addition, what is interesting is that young learners aged 12 years in the Baltic Region tend to use similar vocabulary; for instance, adjectives in their written productions (see, e.g., Sundh, 2017), which is another factor that is useful to know for teachers during their assessment of production in English. The fact is that no matter the learners’ L1, they tend to stick to the same core of vocabulary in their productions.

A challenge in the reliable assessment of free production, both written and oral, is to assign a global grade when there is great variation in the quality of factors in one text. The variation could be in a way, such as grammatical accuracy, but a limited range of vocabulary, sophisticated vocabulary but simple syntax, or fluency in delivery but limitations in organizing the structure of a text. It is thus less challenging to assess production globally when the different factors, such as vocabulary, grammatical accuracy, fluency, or structure, are of similar quality. The significance of being aware of one’s own attitude and view in the assessment procedures on the occurrence of these features, such as discourse markers, personal tone, or humor, is of great significance.

The results in the present study are relevant and useful for further research on school teachers’ assessments of young learners’ free written production in EFL. The similarities but also the variation in language and style in the different texts are of interest when the texts are assessed with a global rating. This proposed follow-up study could be carried out in an international context with school teachers from different educational and cultural backgrounds. School teachers are thus recommended to consider all these aspects in their assessments of the free written production of EFL by young learners.

The results of the present study clearly show the need for further research in the field of assessing young learners’ production of EFL. As there are so many factors to consider for school teachers in the assessments of the language produced, it is highly useful to investigate this area as a follow-up to this study. Another interesting aspect to take into account is to see whether school teachers’ different nationalities and backgrounds play a role in the tendencies of their assessments.



10 Conclusion

To summarize, the results of the present study show the quality of young Estonian, Latvian, and Swedish learners’ written production and the limited differences between nationalities that we can identify despite differences in school systems, teaching methods, and cultural contexts. The results also show the global and international roles that the English language has today as the lingua franca in the world and the fact that the English language is used to a great extent in extramural settings, in some cases thus more outside school than in school. These findings definitely have didactic implications for the English teachers’ work with the planning, teaching, and assessments all over the world.

The next step in further research is to use these 18 texts in real assessments by school teachers to see what texts are rated with a high or low grade. The assessments would be of interest to the teachers to see how they rate productions of similar length but with different linguistic, structural, and stylistic characteristics. This could be done by, for instance, using the tool, namely, Comparative Judgment,1 but, of course, also in other ways.
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“The textisirregular in quality with several advanced structures, such as a relative clause, and an elaborated structure about five robots and the family. There are
evident language errors, which in some cases can impede an understanding of the text

“The textis characterized by a listing of objects and their attributes, together with a repetition of will be/will have (15 instances). There are elementary
grammatical errors and a colloquial style pretty lovely together with some advanced formulations such as fulfll all of your desire.

‘The text has a combination of complex structures along with evident syntactic errors in syntax and spelling. Examples are word order errors with very much,
and at the same time, conditional constructions (3 instances) and causal constructions with because (4 instances). The text also has a frequent use of I think/I
will (12 instances).

The text

mple and factual with the use of simple sentences often including a lsting of various phenomena. Formal errors occur regarding the concord and

spelling of common words. Ingredients of spoken language such as” yes, yes” and a positive tone * like my lf

“The textis characterized by a personal and interactive tone with reflective comments such as it scary to think, smarter than humans even can imagine, I ruely
think, I really believe. There i a certain syntactic complexity using relative clauses. There is a thetorical question and a personal tone by using the phrases I
think/hope/believe/wonder (10 instances).

A text with clear content and lively descriptions. To some extent repetitive, especially, in the introductions of sentences using I think, I wil, I hope. Disturbing

errors in some cases of an elementary kind such as in would be peas in the whole world.

“The text has  personal and informal style with expressions such as prety hard, you do not know, like me. There are relatively few language errors and syntactic

complexity with con

nal and relative clause constructions.

A text with vivid descriptions, humor, and a personal address and informal (caol,right? who knows? you may wonder, different from what you may think), and

informal language (tricky job, mess up, or maybe not). Some minor language errors,

An informal tone using you know/really and a personal address (1 think, 1 hope, hope you liked). A certain complexity with conditional constructions, and

coordinated sentences with and och but. Elementary spelling errors.
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