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In recent decades, a broad consensus has emerged that (academic) writing relies heavily on 

the retrieval of recurrent multi-word units (Brommer 2018; Bubenhofer 2009; Steyer 2000). Yet 

instruction in German academic writing remains largely detached from empirical usage data. 

Teaching materials typically present decontextualized multi-word units without systematically 

accounting for whether, and for which functions, student and expert writers actually employ 

such formulaic sequences in text production. This study addresses this gap by mapping multi-

word unit repertoires in L1 and L2 German student writing and deriving a corpus-based 

functional taxonomy. 

The study pursues two central research questions: (1) What characterizes the multi-word unit 

repertoires of L1 and L2 students in German academic writing? and (2) Which functions do 

these units realize? The analysis draws on the StuWiss corpus (263 master’s theses; 5.87 million 

tokens), divided into an L1 (135 theses) and an L2 (128 theses) subcorpus and annotated using 

spaCy (de_core_news_lg 3.1.6). Multi-word units were identified through both linear and 

syntactic n-grams, the latter capturing discontinuous structures and thus proving particularly 

suitable for German with its relatively flexible word order (Andresen & Zinsmeister 2017; 

Sidorov 2019). Candidates were filtered using a normalized simple-LL threshold (≥300) and a 

minimum text dispersion of 10% (Evert 2009; Hyland 2008). 

Concordance analyses of each n-gram (729 linear, 600 syntactic) formed the basis for the 

inductive development of a functional taxonomy of academic discourse practices. The resulting 

fourteen-category taxonomy shows how a wide range of functions rely on multi-word units. 

These include (Fach-)Literatur & Quellen integrieren (integrating literature & sources), 

argumentieren (arguing), Aspekte zueinander in Relation setzen (relating aspects), Aussagen 

graduieren (grading claims), begrifflich-konzeptuell ordnen (conceptual structuring), 

beschreiben (describing), den Forschungsgegenstand charakterisieren (characterizing the 

research object), den Forschungsprozess explizieren (explicating the research process), die 

Textorganisation explizieren (signposting text organization), konstatieren (asserting), 

kontextualisieren & rahmen (contextualizing & framing), relevant setzen (establishing 

relevance), Verständnis sichern (ensuring comprehension), and Wissen erarbeiten (developing 

knowledge). 

The results show that L2 texts exhibit a higher overall density of the identified multi-word 

units than L1 texts, while at the same time displaying a slightly narrower repertoire. This 

suggests a stronger reliance on the same prefabricated sequences as scaffolding for text 

production. This pattern is also reflected at the level of individual n-grams, where certain forms 

appear to be overgeneralized by L2 writers. 

By linking repertoires with discourse functions, the study aims to provide an empirical 

foundation for function-oriented approaches to teaching formulaic language in German 
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academic writing, for example in preparatory courses. It thus supports a shift from inventory-

based to usage-based instructional models while also highlighting potential pitfalls in students’ 

use of multi-word units. 
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