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Abstract

This paper shows, on the basis of a comparison of learner corpus data with written and
spoken native corpus data, that learners tend to use spoken features when organising
their academic writing. Possible explanations are offered to account for this problem of
register confusion, including L1 transfer, L2 instruction and developmental factors.
Suggestions are also made to help learners become more aware of register variation.

1. Introduction

The research reported in this paper originated in a large-scale project, whose aim was to
study a number of rhetorical functions used to organise academic discourse, such as
exemplification, reformulation, concession or the expression of a personal opinion. This
project, which was undertaken in close collaboration with Macmillan Education for the
second edition of the Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (MED2),
compared the use of such functions in native and non-native writing, and sought to
identify the main difficulties experienced by learners of English when writing an
academic essay (cf. Gilquin et al. forthcoming for a detailed description of the project
and Gilquin et al. 2007 for the outcome of the project). One aspect which turned out to
be problematic for learners from several mother tongue (L1) backgrounds was the use
of a stylistically appropriate tone. More particularly, many learners use features which
are more typical of speech than of writing, and which therefore give the essay an overly
oral tone. In this paper, the spoken-like nature of learner academic writing is
investigated through a three-fold process of identification (what are the most common
spoken features present in learner writing?), explanation (how can the presence of such
features be accounted for?) and solution (how can this lack of register-awareness be
remedied?). Before turning to the results of the investigation, however, earlier studies in
this area will be briefly considered, and more information will be given about the data
and methodology used in this study.

2. Is L2 writing like English conversation?
This question, borrowed from the title of a talk given by William Crawford in 2005, has

been answered positively by several linguists over the last few years. Thus, Crawford
himself shows that features such as personal pronouns, contractions, the quantifier all or
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the demonstrative pronoun that, which are markedly more frequent in conversation than
in writing, tend to be used more by German, Spanish and Bulgarian learners than by
native speakers. Similarly, Granger and Rayson (1998) demonstrate that French-
speaking learners overuse many lexical and grammatical features typical of speech, such
as first and second person pronouns or short Germanic adverbs (also, only, so, very,
etc.), but underuse many of the characteristics of formal writing, such as a high density
of nouns and prepositions. Other studies have focused on more specific items, for
example I think (Granger 1998, Aijmer 2002, Neff et al. 2007), of course (Granger and
Tyson 1996, Altenberg and Tapper 1998, Narita and Sugiura 2006), because (Lorenz
1999) or so (Lorenz 1999, Anping 2002), showing that these items tend to be overused
by learners and that this overuse gives learner writing a distinctly oral tone.

All these studies point to the same lack of register-awareness among (even
advanced) learners of English and underline the overly oral tone of learner writing.
They are, however, limited to a small range of learner L1 populations (usually just one,
sometimes up to three, as in Crawford 2005). The present study, by contrast, examines
the written production of learners from a large number of mother tongue backgrounds,
in an attempt to uncover more general trends with respect to register variation.

3. Data and methodology

The learner data we analysed come from the second edition of ICLE, the International
Corpus of Learner English (Granger et al., forthcoming). This new edition contains
over 3.5 million words of academic writing (about 6,000 essays) produced by relatively
advanced foreign learners from sixteen mother tongue backgrounds belonging to
different language families (e.g. Italian, German, Japanese, Finnish). Given the
importance of settings for learner writing (cf. Adel 2006), only those texts which were
produced under the same conditions (untimed, no reference tools, argumentative essays)
were included, which reduced the sample to fourteen L1 populations and some 1.5
million words (cf. Table 1). In the analysis of the results, no distinction will be made
between the different components of the ICLE subcorpus, but features will only be
mentioned if they are found in a majority of the L1 populations.

ICLE-COMPONENT NUMBER OF WORDS
Chinese 27,451
Czech 130,768
Dutch 162,243
Finnish 125,292
French 136,343
German 109,556
Italian 47,739
Japanese 21,451
Norwegian 128,544
Polish 140,521
Russian 165,937
Spanish 99,119
Swedish 48,060
Turkish 105,006
TOTAL 1,404,776

Table 1: Breakdown of the word counts of the ICLE subcorpus




The data from ICLE were compared with two corpora of native English,
representing written and spoken registers, namely the academic component of the
British National Corpus (BNC), totalling fifteen million words, and its spoken
component, with ten million words.

From these three subcorpora, a number of words and phrases were extracted
which fulfil one of twelve rhetorical functions particularly prominent in academic
writing.® These words and phrases, approximately 350 in total, formed the basis of our
analysis. In the next section, we will present some of the most striking examples of
learner behaviour coming closer to spoken English than to academic writing, we will
give possible explanations for such behaviour and we will suggest some solutions to this
problem.

4. Rhetorical functions in learner writing: spoken features
4.1. ldentification

Most of the twelve rhetorical functions we examined turned out to be characterised in
learners’ essays by a number of items which are more typical of speech than of
academic writing, as shown in Table 2. Items such as thanks to, look like, maybe and by
the way are all overused by a majority of the learners in ICLE, as compared to native
writers, and are all more common in the spoken component of the BNC than in the
academic component.

RHETORICAL FUNCTION SPOKEN-LIKE OVERUSED LEXICAL ITEM
Exemplification like
Cause and effect thanks to
S0
because
that/this is why
Comparison and contrast look like
like
Concession sentence-final adverb though
Adding information sentence-initial and
adverb besides
Expressing personal opinion | think
to my mind

from my point of view

it seems to me

Expressing possibility and certainty really

of course

absolutely

maybe

Introducing topics and ideas I would like to/want/am going to talk about
thing

by the way

Listing items first of all

Table 2: Spoken-like overused lexical items per rhetorical function (Paquot, forthcoming)

® These twelve functions are: (1) adding information; (2) comparing and contrasting: describing
similarities and differences; (3) exemplification: introducing examples; (4) expressing cause and effect;
(5) expressing personal opinions; (6) expressing possibility and certainty; (7) introducing a concession;
(8) introducing topics and related ideas; (9) listing items; (10) reformulation: paraphrasing or clarifying;
(11) reporting and quoting; (12) summarizing and drawing conclusions.



This list of spoken features reveals some interesting tendencies. First, it appears
that learners overuse a number of expressions which make them particularly visible as
writers, cf. | think, to my mind, from my point of view and it seems to me to express a
personal opinion, and | would like to/want/am going to talk about to introduce a topic or
an idea. Like all the features listed in Table 2, this is true irrespective of the learner’s
mother tongue, even though there are some differences in frequency between the
various L1 populations (cf. Paquot, forthcoming), which may be related to the different
degrees of writer visibility typical of academic writing cross-linguistically, highlighted
by e.g. Connor (1996) or Vassileva (1998) (cf. Section 4.2 on the possible influence of
L1). Some examples of learners’ high visibility as writers are given in (1) to (3) and
Figure 1 illustrates the situation for | think. While | think is rare in native academic
writing (54.38 occurrences per million words), it is much more frequent in speech, with
a relative frequency of 2,502 occurrences per million words. In comparison with native
writing, learner writing exhibits a statistically significant overuse of the expression
(893.38 occurrences per million words), which contributes to the oral tone of learners’
essays.

1) This is why | think that English is entitled to be called a world language. (ICLE-FI)
2 From my point of view, this is what the law should try to prevent. (ICLE-TU)
3) In this essay | would like to talk about the negative aspects of money. (ICLE-DU)
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Figure 1: Relative frequency of I think in academic writing, learner writing and speech
(relative frequency per million words)

Another characteristic of the list in Table 2 is the presence of emphasisers,
especially in the form of adverbs expressing certainty, cf. really, of course, absolutely
(4). The overuse of first of all (5) may also be seen in this light, since this expression is
normally used to emphasise the first item of a list. It seems as if learners are so keen to
get their message across that they put extra emphasis on it, thus creating an impression
of “overstatement” (Lorenz 1998). This, however, marks their writing as spoken-like,



since emphasisers are more common in speech, as illustrated in Figure 2 for absolutely.
Academic writing, by contrast, is much more reliant on hedges, which qualify, rather
than emphasise, a statement.

4) These verses make it absolutely clear that in the eyes of God there is nothing wrong
with being rich. (ICLE-RU)

(5) First of all, it is important to highlight the fact that the situation of women greatly
improved this last century. (ICLE-FR)
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Figure 2: Relative frequency of absolutely in academic writing, learner writing and speech
(relative frequency per million words)

The list in Table 2 also contains two items whose position in the sentence is
problematic, namely though (to express concession) and and (to add information).
While the former is quite commonly found in academic writing as a conjunction,
introducing a clause, it is extremely rare as a sentence-final adverb, a function which is
significantly more frequent in learner writing and more typical of spoken English (cf.
Figure 3 and example (6)). As for and, it is often used by learners in sentence-initial
position, cf. (7), but this position is more characteristic of speech than of academic
writing.

(6) This doesn’t mean that we no longer have a place for dreams, though. (ICLE-SW)
@) And finally there are a lot of films and programmes which keep you amused after your
hard workday. (ICLE-PO)
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Figure 3: Relative frequency of sentence-final though in academic writing, learner writing and
speech (relative frequency per million words)

Finally, let us briefly mention that overuse of certain spoken-like items may go
hand in hand with misuse. The adverb besides is a case in point. Not only is this spoken-
like item overused by learners, but it is also misused. The typical function of besides in
native English is to introduce a final point or argument that is decisive. In learner
English, however, besides tends to be used simply to introduce an additional point, as in

(8).

(8) It is so sad that family members simply do not communicate. Besides, the happiness of
the youngsters can also be affected by television. (ICLE-CH)

Now that some of the spoken features of learner writing have been identified, we
can suggest possible explanations to account for learners’ predilection for such features.

4.2. Explanation

One explanation that may immediately come to mind when trying to understand the
spoken-like nature of learner writing is the influence of speech. This explanation has
been suggested for learners of English as a Second Language, who mainly learn English
through oral interaction (cf. Schleppegrell 1996 or Hinkel 2003). In the case of learners
of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), however, this explanation seems less probable,
given the limited spoken input to which learners are exposed. L2 classrooms may be
seen as “impoverished learning environments” (Kasper 1997). Non-native teachers are
at best near-native speakers, whose discourse often displays less lexical density and less
lexical sophistication than a native speaker (cf. Waller 1993), and even native teachers
tend to simplify language when addressing foreign learners (Henzl 1973). As for
textbooks, they present learners with a variety of speech that is often quite different



from authentic speech (cf. Gilmore 2004 or Rémer 2004). Some learners are regularly
exposed to authentic spoken English through the media (films, radio, internet, etc.) but
it is not the majority of EFL learners, and certainly not of the EFL learners who
contributed to ICLE in the 1990s. The influence of spoken registers, therefore, is
unlikely to play an important role in the situation described in Section 4.1, and other
explanations have to be found.

One such explanation is L2 instruction. Grammatical accuracy tends to be
considered more important than stylistic appropriacy, and the materials to which
learners have access is often inadequate. Especially harmful are the lists of connectors
presented in textbooks with little context and no comments, as if these connectors were
interchangeable (cf. Crewe 1990: 317-318, Milton and Tsang 1993: 231-232). These
lists ignore any possible differences in register, with the result, for example, that
learners will study therefore and so on a par with each other (Laws 1999: 55), not aware
of the fact that the former is more appropriate than the latter to express consequence in
an academic essay. In addition, L1-specific teaching materials may also reinforce
transfer phenomena, as when the French-English bilingual dictionary Robert and
Collins Senior (1998) recommends using the imperative to translate the French phrase
N’oublions pas que... (Let us not forget that...), while the imperative is relatively
infrequent in English academic writing (cf. below).

The examination of academic essays produced by native students brings to light
another explanation for the spoken-like nature of learner writing, namely the influence
of developmental factors. We compared the ICLE data with data from the Louvain
Corpus of Native English Essays (LOCNESS, cf. Granger 1996), which contains about
300,000 words of academic writing produced by British and American students, and
came to the conclusion that novice writers tend to use spoken features, regardless of
whether English is their mother tongue or not. Thus, Figure 4, which gives the
frequency of maybe in four varieties of English (academic writing, student writing,
learner writing and speech), shows that native students also have a tendency to overuse
this spoken-like adverb, although it is slightly less marked than among EFL learners.
Register confusion, therefore, seems to be as much part of the process of acquiring a
foreign language as it is part of the process of becoming an expert writer.

Finally, although in what precedes we considered features displayed by learners
from many different mother tongue backgrounds, some influence of L1 is still at times
noticeable. Paquot (in press) shows that, while the first imperative plural form let’s/let
us, which is more typical of speech than of academic writing, is overused by learners
from most mother tongue backgrounds, this overuse is particularly striking among
French-speaking learners. She explains this by a transfer of register and cites as
evidence the almost identical frequency of the imperative in native French essays and in
the English essays produced by French-speaking learners. A phenomenon of transfer is
also quite clear in the frequent use, among French-speaking learners, of the expression
let us take the example of, which has a literal equivalent in French, prenons I’exemple
de.

Now that possible explanations for learners’ behaviour have been highlighted, it
becomes easier to see how the situation may be remedied. This is what we discuss
below.
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Figure 4: Relative frequency of maybe in academic writing, (native) student writing, learner writing
and speech (relative frequency per million words)

4.3. Solution

Given learners’ lack of register-awareness, it is important to include in the curriculum
consciousness-raising activities, aimed at underlining the differences that exist between
written and spoken registers. This could involve, for example, pointing out to the
students that in (9), the phrase to me gives an oral tone to the sentence and that it can
easily be left out without obscuring the fact that the author is expressing a personal
opinion. Rewriting exercises could also be proposed to the students, with the
instructions to rewrite a short paragraph in a more “academic-like” fashion. In (10), this
would mean, among others, replacing the sentence-final adverb though by another
expression such as however, expanding the contractions and getting rid of the phrases |
think and according to me. By using corpus examples, as is the case of (9) and (10), one
would ensure that the problems presented to the students are authentic problems. Note
that, because spoken features are also, though to a lesser extent, characteristic of novice
native writing, such activities could benefit native students too.

9) It seems to me that what these characters share is a solitude born out of love.

(10)  This isn’t the right way, though. I think being able to talk about the problems in your
couple and trying to find solutions to go on living together is the better way. Divorce
isn’t the solution, according to me.

In L1 homogeneous classrooms, it is possible for the teacher to adopt a more L1-
specific approach. Going back to the example of the imperative, French-speaking
learners could be shown that the form let’s/let us is not very common in English
academic writing, unlike the imperative in French. They could also be presented with



alternatives to express the meaning of the imperative (e.g. This may be illustrated by...
instead of Let us take the example of...). With more research on the exact role of L1, it
would be possible to pinpoint more precisely the spoken features that are worth
considering in a particular learner population.

Finally, consciousness-raising and other register-related activities should ideally
extend beyond the classroom and find their way into pedagogical materials. This is one
of the goals of the project undertaken in collaboration with Macmillan Education and
referred to earlier. This project has resulted in corpus-based writing sections (Gilquin et
al. 2007) in MED2. While the sections contain general advice about how to express
several important rhetorical functions in academic writing and how to avoid common
errors, it also includes information on register, and more particularly, on spoken features
which tend to be overused by learners. Figure 5 illustrates the treatment of the noun
thing in the writing sections. In the form of a “Be careful!” note, it draws the reader’s
attention to the stylistic properties of the vague noun thing and underlines its spoken-
like character. The note also contains an authentic learner sentence and proposes a
possible improvement of the sentence by means of the use of the noun question.
Learners can also visualise the register information through the graph comparing
academic writing and speech. Because MED2 is intended for readers from several
mother tongue backgrounds, the writing sections do not include L1-specific register
problems. However, more research in this area could lead to L1-specific materials
suitable for the teaching of stylistic aspects such as the ones discussed here.

BE CAREFUL! Manyv learners use the noun thing to
imtroduce a new topic, but this noun is more typical of
speech and informal writing. In academic writing and
professional reports, it is important to be as precise as
possible, and yvou should aveid vague nouns such as
thing.

? The first thing to be discussed is: who has the right to
adopt children?

v The first question to be addressed is: who has the
right to adopt children?

The noun thing

800

Academic writing Speech

Figure 5: Treatment of the noun thing in MED2 (Gilquin et al. 2007: IW22)

5. Conclusion

This paper has brought to light a general tendency, among advanced learners of English
from a wide range of mother tongue backgrounds, to use in their written production



words and phrases which are more typical of speech than of academic writing. Several
possible explanations have been offered to account for this phenomenon, including L1
influence, L2 instruction and developmental factors. Consciousness-raising activities
have also been proposed that should help learners become more aware of register
variation and of the importance of adopting a stylistically appropriate tone in academic
writing. In addition, a sample from a writing section included in the second edition of
the Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners has been presented which
addresses, among others, problems of register. Because such concrete achievements are
still few and far between, however, many learners around the world still have to rely on
less than perfect teaching materials. It is to be hoped that the avenues we have explored
here will inspire other researchers to delve more deeply into this issue and propose their
own remedial work.
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