Learner Corpus Research in Automated L2 Writing Evaluation: From Feature
Engineering to GenAl Validation

The assessment of second language (L2) production is central to language education, yet
challenging. The evaluation of learners’ writing and speaking involves complex judgements
about linguistic complexity, accuracy, fluency, discourse organisation, task fulfilment and
communicative effectiveness. These judgements are time-consuming, difficult to
standardise, and prone to rater variability. Automated assessment has therefore been
proposed as a way of increasing the efficiency, consistency, and scalability of assessment,
in particular in high-stakes examinations.

This talk reviews the changing role of Learner Corpus Research (LCR) in automated L2
writing evaluation. It proposes a U-shaped trajectory in this relationship. In early
automated writing evaluation systems, such as ETS’s e-rater, LCR played an important role:
it helped to identify features (i.e. linguistic characteristics) that distinguished proficient
from less proficient writing (Attali & Burstein, 2006). However, with the development of
more recent approaches based on neural networks and deep learning, learner corpora
were increasingly reduced to datasets for training and testing systems (Uto, 2021).

The rise of large language models marks a further turning point. GenAl systems can now
assign scores, generate feedback, and justify their evaluations even without learner
corpora as task-specific training datasets. At the same time, recent studies have begun to
examine validity and reliability of GenAl-based scores for assessing English learner writing
(Pack 2024). Yet validating such systems primarily against human ratings is insufficient,
since human scores are themselves variable, scale-dependent, and shaped by rater and
task effects (Gaudeau, 2025).

Drawing on my own recent empirical research, the talk argues that learner corpus research
can now assume a renewed role: not simply as a source of features or training data, but as
a framework for validating GenAl-generated scores. Corpus evidence can help determine
whether Al scores reflect developmentally and linguistically meaningful properties of
learner writing, or whether they overvalue surface linguistic features such as length,
grammatical complexity or lexical sophistication.
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