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Background 

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) has become the dominant 

framework for describing language proficiency in Europe and beyond, particularly within language assessment 

and curriculum design. Its descriptors aim to provide transparent and comparable criteria for communicative 

competence across proficiency levels. However, despite its widespread adoption, the CEFR was not originally 

developed through systematic empirical analysis of learner production, and many descriptors remain 

intentionally broad and pedagogically oriented rather than linguistically operationalised. This has generated 

ongoing discussion regarding the extent to which CEFR levels can be empirically identified through actual 

learner language use (Alderson, 2007). Learner corpus research offers an important methodological framework 

for addressing this issue. By examining naturally occurring learner data, learner corpora make it possible to 

investigate how linguistic, textual, and discourse-related features emerge across proficiency levels. Previous 

studies have shown that CEFR-aligned learner corpora can contribute to refining descriptor interpretation, 

identifying criterial features, and improving the validity of proficiency assessment (Hawkins & Buttery, 2010; 

Díez-Bedmar, 2018). At the same time, research has demonstrated that learner performance within a single CEFR 

level often displays considerable internal variation, suggesting that proficiency should be understood as 

probabilistic and multidimensional rather than as a fixed threshold. Within this context, the present study 

investigates written Italian learner production from the perspective of corpus-informed CEFR analysis. The paper 

focuses on learner texts produced within the Greek State Certificate of Language Proficiency (KPG), a high-

stakes examination context in which writing tasks are explicitly aligned with CEFR descriptors. The study seeks 

to explore the relationship between quantitative textual indicators and qualitative discourse-level characteristics 

associated with CEFR writing descriptors. More specifically, it examines whether linguistic complexity measures 

alone are sufficient to capture differences in communicative adequacy and text organisation within a single CEFR 

level. 

Method 

The study is based on a small-scale learner corpus of approximately 50,000 words consisting of examination 

scripts written in Italian by candidates participating in the KPG examinations. All texts correspond to the same 

CEFR level, thereby creating a relatively controlled dataset that allows detailed investigation of intra-level 

variation in learner writing. The corpus includes responses to comparable writing tasks produced under 

examination conditions, ensuring a degree of consistency in communicative purpose, genre expectations, and 

task constraints. A corpus-informed mixed-methods approach was adopted, combining quantitative text analysis 

with qualitative interpretation grounded in CEFR descriptors for writing mediation and production (Council of 

Europe, 2020). The quantitative analysis focused on several text-linguistic measures frequently associated with 

writing proficiency and readability, including sentence length, lexical diversity, lexical density, content-word 

ratio, and frequency of cohesive devices. These measures were extracted and analysed comparatively across 

learner scripts in order to identify tendencies in textual complexity and information packaging. The qualitative 

analysis concentrated on discourse-level features associated with CEFR descriptors, including coherence, 

explicitness, organisation of information, and communicative adequacy. Particular attention was paid to the 

extent to which learners successfully structured information for the intended communicative purpose and 

maintained clarity across larger textual units. Rather than attempting to establish direct one-to-one 

correspondences between individual linguistic features and CEFR levels, the study adopts an interpretive 

perspective that considers the interaction between quantitative indicators and functional communicative 
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performance. In this sense, the learner corpus is treated not simply as a repository of errors or grammatical 

patterns, but as evidence of developing discourse competence within an assessment context. 

Results 

The findings reveal substantial variation among learner texts despite their formal classification within the 

same CEFR level. Quantitative analysis indicates a degree of relative uniformity in some surface-level measures, 

particularly sentence length and overall lexical density. However, other indicators, such as lexical diversity and 

the use of cohesive resources, display noticeable differences across scripts, suggesting uneven development of 

discourse competence among learners. More importantly, qualitative analysis demonstrates that communicative 

adequacy cannot be sufficiently explained through quantitative complexity measures alone. While learner texts 

exhibit relatively sophisticated lexical or syntactic features, they do not always achieve coherence, clarity, or 

effective information structuring. Conversely, some texts with comparatively simpler linguistic forms 

successfully fulfil communicative goals through clearer organisation and more effective management of 

discourse-level relations. The analysis further suggests that distinctions between learners often emerge more 

clearly at the level of information management than at the level of grammatical complexity. Differences were 

identified in the degree of explicitness, the organisation of arguments or descriptions, and the ability to guide the 

reader through the text. These findings support previous research arguing that CEFR writing proficiency involves 

the integration of linguistic, pragmatic, and discourse-related competences rather than the accumulation of 

isolated grammatical features. The corpus evidence also highlights the limitations of relying exclusively on 

automated readability metrics or isolated linguistic indices when interpreting CEFR-aligned learner performance. 

Although such measures provide useful descriptive information, they appear insufficient for capturing qualitative 

differences related to communicative effectiveness and discourse control. As a result, the findings reinforce calls 

for more nuanced approaches that combine corpus analysis with descriptor-informed qualitative interpretation. 

Conclusion 

By analysing learner production within a controlled examination corpus, the paper illustrates how corpus-

informed approaches can reveal important dimensions of intra-level variation that remain invisible in purely 

quantitative or descriptor-based analyses. The findings suggest that CEFR proficiency levels should be viewed 

as dynamic zones of communicative competence characterised by varying degrees of discourse control, 

information management, and communicative effectiveness. In this respect, learner corpora provide crucial 

empirical evidence for connecting functional descriptors with observable learner behavior. More broadly, the 

study contributes to ongoing discussions concerning the operationalisation of CEFR descriptors and the role of 

empirical learner data in language assessment (Diez-Bedmar, 2018). It also highlights the pedagogical relevance 

of corpus-informed analysis for writing instruction, assessment design, and descriptor validation. Future research 

based on larger learner corpora and comparisons across multiple CEFR levels could further clarify the 

relationship between linguistic complexity, discourse competence, and proficiency development in foreign 

language writing. 
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