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Recently, scientists have called for adopting a more individual approach to learner corpus research
(LCR) which would focus on language development and account for learner variation (Alexopoulou et
al., 2015; Gilquin, 2020; Granger, 2021). According to complex dynamic systems theory (CDST),
language development is characterized by high intra-individual variability, which refers to differences
in performance observed within an individual learner during repeated measurements over a longer
period of time, and high inter-individual variation, which refers to differences between learners
(Verspoor & van Dijk, 2013). In line with the ergodicity principle, generalising research results from the
group to the individual leads to ecological fallacy, whereas generalising the results from the individual
to the group causes atomistic fallacy, which points to the need for both group-based and individual-
based data (Lowie & Verspoor, 2019).

The aim of the present study was to examine variability and variation in the development of syntactic
complexity, lexical complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CALF) in L2 English writing at secondary
school. The research questions were as follows: (1) What progress did individual learners make in the
development of CALF variables over a period of three years at secondary school? (2) What dynamic
relationships took place between the CALF variables over time? (3) What phase transitions did
individual learners experience in the development of these variables? (4) What were the average
semester growth rates (ASGRs) of the CALF variables? (5) Is there a significant relationship between
learners’ progress and phase transitions in language development? (6) Is there a significant relationship
between intra-individual variability and the average semester growth rates (ASGRs) of the CALF
variables?

The study involved a sequential mixed-method design in which panel data were analysed with respect
to all individual learners. The study was based on the Written English Developmental Corpus of Polish
Learners (WEDCPL), which consists of 1923 essays produced by 100 learners during 21 repeated
measurements conducted over a period of three years at secondary school (CECL, 2024). The learners
were 16 to 19 years old and represented a B1 level in grade 1 and a B2 level in grades 2 and 3. The
corpus was analysed by means of Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis (CIA), in which the learners’
language was not compared to first-language speakers (L1/L2), but it was examined in its own right in
the course of L2 development (L2/L.2) (Granger, 2015). The analysis of syntactic complexity and fluency
was conducted by means of the L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyser (L2SCA) (Lu, 2010), the analysis of
lexical complexity by L2 Lexical Complexity Analyser (L2LCA) (Lu, 2011), and the analysis of
accuracy was done manually with a second-rater in Excel (» = .93). In addition, Change Point Analyser
(Taylor, 2000) was used to detect phase transitions in the development of the CALF variables.

The results showed that individual learners differed from the group not in terms of average CALF
results and growth rates, but in terms of progress, dynamic relationships, and phase transitions. The chi-
square test indicated that progress was more likely to take place if learners underwent positive phase
transitions. The relationship between intra-individual variability, operationalised as the coefficient of
variation (CoV), and average semester growth rate (ASGRs), calculated as the average difference in a
variable between tests conducted in the given semester, was positive for most CALF measures. The
results indicate that language development is, to a large extent, an individually owned process driven by
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intra-individual variability. The study offers practical implications for language teachers who should
empower more learners to make significant progress in complexity, accuracy, and fluency, and foster
more coordinated language development in the EFL context.
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