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This study belongs to the body of research on L2 phraseological complexity, understood as the 

diversity and sophistication of phraseological units (Paquot, 2019). Earlier research confirms that 

phraseological competence is a valid construct, yet studies focused on its measurement and development 

at higher proficiency reveal varying developmental trajectories for different aspects of phraseology. 

Paquot (2019) showed that phraseological sophistication, operationalized as the mean PMI scores, 

significantly increased in the language of EFL learners, while Vandeweerd et al. (2023) found no 

significant increase in terms of phraseological diversity.  

The aim of the present analysis is to explore the development of phraseological competence, defined 

here as the use of collocations characteristic of written academic English. The study analyses 

longitudinal data from 71 undergraduate university students over their first year in an English-mediated 

philological study programme. The longitudinal corpus (Juknevičienė et al., 2025) used in this research 

comprises academic essays on four topics written by the students at four data collection points over one 

academic year. The total number of words is ca 80,000; essay lengths range from 190 to 580 words. The 

corpus was POS-tagged and parsed for syntactic dependencies (ADV+ADJ; ADJ+N; N+N; V+N) using 

spaCy, a Python library for language processing (Honnibal & Montani, 2023). Using word and bigram 

frequency information from a reference corpus representing academic written English, namely, the 

academic prose subcorpus of the BNC2014 (Povolná & Brezina, 2021) processed on LancsBox X 

(Brezina et al., 2021), we assigned PMI indices to the two-word dependencies extracted from the learner 

corpus (cf. Bestgen & Granger, 2014). Items with PMI scores above 3 were considered potentially 

salient collocations and taken for further analysis. A mixed-effects model was fitted to assess whether 

there were significant changes across four subcorpora, representing different data collection points. 

Furthermore, each participant’s trajectory of phraseological profile was plotted to inspect idiosyncratic 

changes in the use of multiword expressions.  

Our preliminary results show a consistent increase in the number of collocations across three data 

collection points, with an unexpected overall decrease at the final point, at the end of the academic year. 

One plausible explanation is the more challenging essay topic, which might have affected students' 

performance. The most consistent growth was found for ADJ+N (for example, common misconception, 

early stages, etc.) and V+N (for example, achieve goals, draw parallels) collocations. In line with the 

Dynamic Systems Theory (de Bot et al., 2007), however, our evidence reveals non-linear developmental 

trajectories for individual learners, with some demonstrating consistent growth both in the frequency 

and diversity of collocations across all data collection points.  
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