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Studies of learner writing have most typically focused on adult L2 learners of English at intermediate 

or advanced proficiency levels (Sun and Lan, 2023; Tracy-Ventura and Paquot, 2021). As part of our 

longitudinal Progression in Primary Languages (PiPL) project, the PiPL Learner Corpus focuses instead 

on the earliest stages of language development for young beginner learners of L2 French, German, and 

Spanish in primary schools in England (ages 7–11).  

Our principal aims are to track student progression and to understand how individual, instructional 

and contextual factors influence foreign language learning outcomes and progression in this 

understudied Anglophone context. The PiPL Learner Corpus helps us to pursue these aims, while 

allowing other researchers and practitioners to explore this specialised data set for their own purposes. 

The corpus addresses a gap in empirical access to young learners’ emerging L2 writing across multiple 

languages other than English (LOTEs) and enables in-depth exploration of the developmental linguistic 

trajectory of young learners of LOTEs in input-poor, instructed settings. 

To date, more than 5,600 handwritten texts have been collected from more than 2,000 children across 

seven rounds of data collection. For each round, children were tasked with writing a letter to a pen pal 

whose L1 was the target L2 (French, German, or Spanish), though students were permitted to draw on 

other languages (including English) to communicate their ideas where necessary.  

The corpus is complemented by rich learner-level metadata, enabling a wide range of research 

questions and multifactorial statistical analyses. Metadata include:  

- school year group 

- school context (urban/rural; % of children qualifying for free school meals; % 

children who speak LOTEs at home) 

- teacher specialisation (generalist or language specialist) 

- input quantity (minutes of instruction per week/year) 

- aligned individual scores on vocabulary, phonics, grammar, listening and reading 

tasks 

- aligned individual language aptitude ability scores 

- aligned individual English literacy level (school-reported) 

- learner-level data on multilingual status (presence of LOTEs at home), special 

educational needs and disabilities, and eligibility for free school meals (as a measure 

of socioeconomic status) 

Both cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses are possible, the latter through a subset of students 

tested across four separate school years on both the core writing task and associated language tasks. 
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The target population and task contribute to several methodological challenges. Early analyses of 

around 1,600 fully transcribed handwritten texts show that students generally produce short, mixed-

language texts (primarily the target L2 alongside English) with frequent orthographic variation and 

limited morphosyntactic complexity. These characteristics pose difficulties for standard POS-taggers, 

as lemmatisation, morphosyntactic annotation and word-level language identification prove 

problematic. We discuss these challenges as design considerations for developing annotation strategies 

that balance automated processing with manual correction. 

From the subset of texts fully transcribed so far, we observe substantial variation in text length (1 to 

105 words; M=20.83; SD=12.32) and in the proportion of produced words in the target L2 (French, 

German or Spanish) (M=60.4%; SD=30.12), around 70% of which are content words such as nouns, 

verbs, adjectives and interjections. Learners generally produce several communicative ideas per text 

(M=3.77; SD=2.78), and make progress across their four years of learning, according to a range of 

linguistic measures analysed to date, such as total L2 words produced, index coverage (proportion of 

words in target L2), and lexical diversity. 

Transcription and annotation are ongoing, with the corpus set to expand substantially, eventually 

reaching over 150,000 words during the first stage. Subsequently, we plan to incorporate texts from 

older learners following their transition into secondary school, where students often switch languages. 

We invite feedback on feasible annotation strategies and design choices, acknowledging that POS-

tagging of learner corpora remains a major challenge, especially in the earlier stages of proficiency 

(Spina et al., 2024). This work-in-progress presentation will provide practical insights into corpus 

design and annotation approaches for short, multilingual learner texts, especially from young, beginner 

L2 learners. 
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