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Background

Exemplification is a fundamental rhetorical strategy in academic writing that serves to clarify
concepts and substantiate claims. Previous research has established that second language (L2) and
novice academic writers often struggle with this function, yet proficiency-based analyses using tightly
controlled corpora remain scarce. This is in addition to the fact that many of the studies in this area have
been complicated by methodological limitations, including insufficient corpus controls (e.g., substantial
text length and genre differences) as well as a "corpus as text" approach to the identification of
intergroup differences that fails to adequately reflect for intragroup tendencies (Geluso et al., 2025).
Thus, there is a need for more stringent corpus controls and more appropriate statistical methods in order
to better identify potential intergroup differences in the use of exemplification across writer groups. To
address these limitations, the present study uses a tightly controlled corpus of L2 English academic
writing combined with statistical measures that apply a text level unit of analysis to isolate the influence
of L2 proficiency on the use of exemplification.
We aim to address two related research questions:

1) To what extent does L2 English proficiency predict the overall frequency of exemplification
markers in argumentative writing when accounting for individual text length variations?

2) To what extent does L2 English proficiency account for shifts in the grammatical categorization
of exemplification markers (e.g., clause-level adverbials versus phrasal structures) when
individual text length is statistically controlled?

Method

To answer these questions, we use a corpus of 314 argumentative essays written by L1 Japanese
undergraduates, divided into a Lower-Level Corpus (LLC, n = 157) and a Higher-Level Corpus (HLC,
n = 157) based on independent evaluations by trained raters. Crucially, the corpora were controlled for
topic, genre, and length, and writing conditions, with an average text length of approximately 505 words
for both groups. Based on previous research, common exemplification markers were extracted from
each corpus and compared for frequency of occurrence. Additionally, these exemplification markers
were coded for their grammatical features (Linking Adverbials, Nominal Integration, Syntactic
Compression) to uncover potential developmental insights.
Results

Results revealed that the overall frequency of exemplification did not differ significantly between
groups, suggesting that writers at both levels recognize the rhetorical necessity of providing examples.
However, distinct proficiency-based preferences emerged in the selection and grammatical realization
of specific markers. For example, LLC writers significantly overused for example when compared to
HLC writers. In contrast, HLC writers significantly favoured such as, including, and for instance.
Looking at grammatical features, the analysis uncovered a developmental shift from "additive" to
"integrated" strategies. While LLC writers favoured Linking Adverbials, HLC writers showed a
statistically significant preference for items falling under the Syntactic Compression category. These
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findings support the developmental trajectory proposed by Biber and Gray (2016), where higher
proficiency is characterized by a move away from clausal elaboration toward phrasal compression.
Conclusion

These findings suggest that while L2 writers may acquire the concept of exemplification early,
proficiency development is marked by a shift in syntactic focus, in which writers move from simple
additive transitions (e.g., For example) to more integrated approaches (e.g., such as, including).
Methodologically, the study demonstrates the importance of corpus controls and the analysis of
intragroup writer variability to avoid spurious findings in learner corpus research.
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