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Referential cohesion is considered a central textual feature and it is of increasing interest in (foreign) 

language teaching as well as in translation studies research. Studies on language acquisition in L1 

German provide initial findings on developmental stages of referential cohesion in written texts of 

primary and secondary school students: Novice writers tend to introduce new referents (animate and 

inanimate) more frequently with definite noun phrases than more experienced writers. Thus, they realize 

the unmarked form of reference chains (indefinite noun phrase – definite noun phrase – pronoun) less 

frequently (Bryant, 2024; Noack & Musan, 2014). In addition, there is evidence of an overuse of 

pronouns (not only to maintain, but also to resume discourse referents) (Lehmkuhle, 2022; Peschel, 

2006). Similarly, less experienced L1 German writers use partial recurrence (e.g., a hand bag – the bag) 

less frequently than advanced/adult writers (Bryant, 2024). Substitutions are used very rarely by writers 

at primary and secondary school level, whereas total recurrences occur more frequently in their texts 

(Bryant, 2024; Peschel, 2006). Findings from a translation studies project (Kunz et al., 2017) illustrate 

language- as well as register-related variation (in German and English) in terms of the degree and formal 

aspects of referential cohesion. 

Considering these findings, the submitted work-in-progress contribution focuses on referential 

cohesion in German as a foreign language (Gfl). Studies on cohesion in Gfl have so far focused primarily 

on relational cohesion (Wedig, 2025) or have only addressed individual cohesive devices (e.g., 

demonstrative pronouns and articles; Ahrenholz, 2007). In an analysis of texts in L1 and L2 German 

from the Falko Essay Corpus (Lüdeling et al., 2008; Reznicek et al., 2012), the contribution explores 

how writers in L2 German establish referential cohesion in their texts and what differences can be 

identified compared to L1 writers. In order to control for the influence of writing task and register/genre, 

only texts for one of the writing tasks in the Falko Essay Corpus are used. The L2 writers are university 

students of German with different L1 backgrounds at an advanced Gfl learner level (n=29). The L1 

writers attended intensive German classes at upper secondary school level (n=25) (Reznicek et al., 

2012).  

Based on the studies on L1 German writers, the following hypothesis is formulated and tested: L2 

writers differ from L1 writers in the referring expressions they use to establish referential cohesion 

within the syntactic categories of subject (and objects) in their texts. The work-in-progress contribution 

will present key findings on this hypothesis by identifying different variables based on the annotations 

present in the corpus, ranging from more general features (e.g., the average number of third-person 

personal pronouns per sentence; Berendes et al., 2018) to more detailed analytical variables that take the 

discourse context (new introduction, reference maintenance, switch reference) (Díaz-Negrillo & 

Espinola Rosillo, 2024) or the difference between animate and inanimate subjects (Bryant, 2024) into 

account. 

In conclusion, the article discusses the usefulness of learner corpora for further studies on L2 

referential cohesion, while also focusing on the importance of metadata (e.g., regarding learners’ 

linguistic repertoires, in order to understand how their languages differ in terms of typological 

differences, e.g. pro-drop language vs. non-pro-drop language). 
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