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Abstract:

Language functions and notions have been at the center of language

education since Ek and Trim’s pivotal work defining thresholds in proficiency
(Ek & Trim, 1998). By mapping language functions to forms their work provides
teachers with the ability to design curricula that comply with the communicative
objectives of task-based teaching. The crux of their work relies on mapping
explicit functions and notions to potential forms corresponding to a proficiency
level (Ellis, 1994, pp. 374-375), a task usually conducted manually. More
recently, the English Grammar Profile (O’Keeffe & Mark, 2017) made an attempt
to automatically map forms to functions. However, the heuristic initially
prioritized linking forms to functions, thereby predetermining the functional
assignments of these forms; this approach risked both overlooking alternative
forms and incorrectly mapping forms to unintended functions. Alternative forms
realizing the same language functions are important indicators of learners’
proficiency (Dubois et al., 2023; Mallart et al., 2025), and their investigation
provides a new approach to understand L2 interlanguage. However, a key
challenge for the line of work going from functions to forms, and ultimately to
language development, is the identification of language functions, especially
when it comes to identifying them in L2 productions.

The advent of Large Language Models (LLM) may help circumvent the need
to resort to patterns to identify which forms relate to which functions. LLMs
have been shown as powerful tools for discourse annotation (Eguchi & Kyle,
2024). In our study we raise the question of their use for the annotation of
language functions and notions in L2 English. More specifically, as a preliminary
approach to a larger scale project, we investigated the possibility to
automatically detect deictic notions. Deixis is defined as any form “referring or
identifying by means of linguistic items belonging to closed sets the reference of
which is dependent upon the context of the utterance”(Ek & Trim, 1998, p. 57).

Our methodology relies on a manually annotated dataset of ten randomly
selected learner texts from the CELVA.sp corpus (Mallart et al., 2023) including
690 occurrences in total. Following Ek and Trim, the annotation scheme
includes three types of deictic forms, i.e., indefinite (e.g. someone), definite non-
anaphoric (new (Cornish, 1999) or exophoric (Stirling & Huddleston, 2002)) or
definite anaphoric (i.e. referring to an item already mentioned) forms.
Annotation was conducted with the Argilla framework (Daniel & Francisco,
2023) set for span identification.

Five hundred deictic forms were exported and then used in a few-shot
prompting strategy with GPT using a prompt including Ek and Trim’s deixis
specification to the Threshold’s specification (indefinite, definite anaphoric, and
definite non-anaphoric), as well as some examples. Preliminary results show
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60% accuracy with gpt-5.2-pro-2025-12-11. Table 1 lists the detailed
performance results. Error analysis reveals some consistent patterns such as
confusions between exophoric and endophoric uses of some personal pronouns.
Further experimentation, with fine-tuning strategies based on more annotated
and diverse data, is planned.

Identifying functions is the first step in the direction of creating a
comprehensive map of all functions and notions in learner texts with their
realized forms by learners. Such ontology could be leveraged for adaptive
learning paths in CALL systems automatically adjusting tasks based on the
detected notions/functions.

Precision Recall F1
indef 0.7833 0.9216 0.8468
def non anaph 0.2857 0.7901 0.4197
def anaph 0.9103 0.4479 0.6004
Macro 0.6598 0.7199 0.6223

Table 1: Performance of few-shot prompting for deictic form prediction in L2 writings
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