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Large-scale educational studies such as IQB Bildungstrends in Germany or INVALSI in Italy
have documented that pupils' L2 language competences change over time, against the back-
drop of shifting social and educational policy conditions. While such surveys serve to monitor
school performance using standardised methods and instruments while providing reliable nu-
merical values on selected language skills, they usually provide little information on specific
linguistic features of learner production, especially when compared to learner corpus studies.
Diachronic learner corpus studies spanning several decades are rare to date, particularly in the
context of L2 writing (but see e.g. Anskeit et al. 2025, Steinig/Betzel 2012 for L1). This is
precisely where our work-in-progress study comes in. We use comparable written L2 produc-
tions by secondary school students and examine cohort-related differences in selected lexical
features over a period of around 20 years.

Building on usage-based approaches to language acquisition research, we focus on the follow-
ing dimensions related to lexical complexity: lexical diversity, lexical sophistication, and the
use of formulaic language (cf. Li/Zheng 2026, Ellis 2017, Bult¢/Housen 2012,
Paquot/Granger 2012). Additionally, we examine the influence of task prompt vocabulary on
learners’ lexical choices (ct. Shi et al. 2020, Cho 2019, Kormos/Trebits 2012).

The study draws on approximately 3300 Italian L2 texts from a representative sample of sec-
ondary school students in South Tyrol (Italy), collected at three points in time (2007, 2014 and
2025) as part of the Kolipsi corpus family (Glaznieks et al. 2023). Within the three studies, all
learners completed the same picture-based narrative writing task that entailed retelling and
continuing a short story involving a conflict scenario in a supermarket (Vettori et al. 2017,
Abel et al. 2012). Analysing each of the four lexical dimensions mentioned above, we use lin-
ear mixed effects models to examine cohort-related differences in the texts, while controlling
for proficiency (CEFR levels) and language background (bilinguals or monolingual learners)
effects of the learners.

Preliminary analyses observed overall differences between the first, second and third cohort
and a detailed comparison for cohort one and two while controlling for proficiency and lan-
guage background. The results show that lexical diversity (MTLD) and lexical sophistication
(inverse SUbTLEX word frequency) (cf. Li/Zheng 2026) increase throughout the three co-
horts, while the use of formulaic language (measured by the use of frequent 3-grams) and the
reliance on task prompt vocabulary (type overlap) decreases. These changes are also con-
sistent after controlling for proficiency and language background for cohorts one and two; co-
hort three will still be analysed.
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Our results suggest systematic changes in the lexical resources employed by Italian L2 stu-
dents when replying to narrative writing tasks over the last 20 years. It remains to be dis-
cussed in how far these changes might be related to rater behaviour, as, for example, average
CEFR levels have decreased over time. Further analyses will also investigate the effect of ad-
ditional metadata available for the learners such as their media consumption habits and will
consider structural equation modelling to examine the interrelationships among the lexical di-
mensions analysed in this study.
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