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Background

Although written production by EFL learners across different proficiency levels within a specific
task type has been widely examined, longitudinal studies remain scarce (Tracy-Ventura et al., 2021).
Tracking changes in learners’ written production over time using a controlled task type can provide
valuable insights into the development of communicative competence and into task-based teaching and
learning. Moreover, analyzing written data from students may inform reflective teaching practices and
future pedagogical decision-making.
Purpose of the Study

Using small-scale longitudinal learner data, this study examines two research questions: (1) which
grammatical features increase over an 8-month period in argumentative writing produced by Japanese
EFL learners at pre-intermediate and intermediate English levels, and (2) how such development differs
across these levels.
Method

The study data consist of argumentative writing produced by 70 Japanese engineering university
students (32 pre-intermediate and 38 intermediate) taking one of the author’s English reading and
writing classes. The participants’ proficiency levels were based on the results of placement tests
conducted to determine which English class they should be placed in. The data were collected at two
points: the beginning of the first semester and the end of the second semester, with an interval of
approximately nine months between them. Data collection was conducted in the author’s classes using
both online and paper-based writing tasks with 20-minute time limits. To analyze grammatical
development, this study employed #LancsBox X ver. 5.5.1 (Brezina & Platt, 2025), which enables the
building of an original corpus with automated grammatical tagging. By employing spaCy dependency
tags, grammatical features were examined by comparing the relative frequency of the 10 most frequent
dependency tags across the two data collection points, with a focus on those that showed increases over
time. Relative frequency is depicted in the software as occurrences per 1 million words.
Results

The findings demonstrated that the relative frequencies of the direct object, object of a preposition,
prepositional modifier, adverbial modifier, and adjectival modifier increased for learners at both
proficiency levels over time. Contrastingly, other dependency tags—including auxiliary, determiner, and
marker—indicated increases only at the intermediate level. Notably, the object of a preposition,
prepositional modifier, and adjectival modifier increased consistently across both proficiency levels,
suggesting steady development of these grammatical features. Meanwhile, the relative frequency of
determiners increased at the intermediate level but declined at the pre-intermediate level, indicating
potential instability in determiner use among lower-level learners. Furthermore, although adverbial
modifiers typically associated with argumentative writing increased overall, their lexical range appeared
limited at both proficiency levels despite instruction covering a wide range of expressions.
Conclusion

In conclusion, this study identified longitudinal increases in the relative frequencies of several
grammatical features at both pre-intermediate and intermediate levels, while other features exhibited
proficiency-level-specific developmental patterns. However, these patterns should be interpreted with
caution, as the dataset is limited in size and errors in learners’ production were not taken into account.


01-36294
Textové pole
PP073


Further data analysis would be required. Even with these limitations, the findings provide some

indication of changes in grammatical feature use over time at the pre-intermediate and intermediate

levels. These findings highlight the potential of local longitudinal learner corpora for informing data-

informed pedagogy in ongoing English language classroom instruction.
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