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It is widely recognised that learner corpus studies need to account in sensitive ways for
variations in task type. A range of task-related factors (e.g., topic, communicative function,
intended audience, available sources, etc.) are known to have a strong influence on language
use that can problematise inferences about proficiency-related development (e.g., Durrant et
al., 2021; Larsson et al., 2021). More positively, understanding the interactions between these
factors and language development has the potential to provide valuable insights for both
theory and classroom practice.

In the context of school and university writing, however, accounting for task type has proved
highly problematic. While many taxonomies have been proposed (e.g., Berge et al., 2016;
Horowitz, 1989; Nesi & Gardner, 2012; Rose & Martin, 2012), researchers often report
difficulties applying them to new texts, and have noted substantial inconsistencies in the range
of labels used and in how common terms are defined (e.g., Durrant & Brenchley, 2023;
Goulart, 2024; Romer & O’Donnell, 2011).

This presentation describes a new approach to accounting for task-related variation in
academic writing, building on recent work in register analysis (Biber et al., 2020; Egbert et
al., 2024). This moves away from construing text types as distinct categories, and towards a
notion of contextual variation as quantitative and multidimensional. Texts are rated on a range
of parameters relating to, for example, communicative function (e.g., argues, narrates);
sources (e.g., primary data, academic texts, personal experience); and reader-writer
relationships (e.g. informal; personal; professional). Factor analysis is used to identify key
underlying patterns of variation and texts are mapped across the resulting dimensions.

Amongst other benefits, this allows researchers to account for the facts that text types are
internally diverse and inherently dynamic, rather than homogeneous and fixed; that many
texts do not belong to a single traditional category; and that mature writing is often achieved
by transgressing categorical boundaries (Bazerman et al., 2018). By mapping texts across
multiple dimensions, it also enables researchers to identify key axes of underlying variation -
so promoting a stronger theoretical understanding of text types - and to quantify degrees of
similarity and difference between texts with regard to those axes.

This presentation focuses specifically on the development of a set of parameters to capture the
range of academic writing across disciplines in multiple languages at secondary school and
university. It will describe the process of creating these parameters and evaluate their
effectiveness using L1 (Norwegian), L2 (English), and L3 (French, German and Spanish)
texts from the TRAWL corpus (Dirdal et al., 2022), and English texts written at schools and
universities in the UK across the disciplines of English, History, and Science from the GiG
(Durrant & Brenchley, 2023) and BAWE (Alsop & Nesi, 2009) corpora.

These parameters are suggested as a flexible framework to account for task-related variation
in LCR studies of school and university writing across languages and educational contexts,
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and are currently informing the design of Version 3 of the Core Metadata Schema for Learner
Corpora (Paquot et al., 2024).
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