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Abstract

The Common European Framework claims that all laggs are learned in a similar way, starting frompé
phrases and moving to more complex sentences argkridexts. Therefore, language testers need te hav
reliable indicators that would signal language fgiehcy levels across languages.

Thus, different syntactic structures in the writtearner text corpora at different English and Eheproficiency
levels in the texts produced by the secondary dajradluates were examined to provide evidencesyrabx is

a discriminatory indicator of language proficiedeyels.

The empirical part of the research is based omjtizmtitative and contrastive analysis of simplenpound and
complex sentences in the written learner text c@rpmostly focusing on descriptive statistics.

The theoretical basis of this study is PienemaPRnteessability theory (1999), which postulates that at a certain
stage of development the learner can produce addrstand only those linguistic forms which are asitde
within human psychology and memory. It providesdhdger how the main grammatical encoding procedares
activated in syntactic structures in the acquisitid English.
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There has been a remarkable interest in languag@siteon over the centuries, but the
study of how people acquire a foreign language graspered at the end of the previous
century with the necessity to communicate, obtaincation or compete in the job market.
Nowadays the interest in foreign language acqarsitias not diminished as there is even a
higher demand for mobility, international commutiea, information access, mutual
understanding, etc.

Chomsky maintains that language acquisition isdivity unique to human beings, and
different in kind from any other type of learnindgiweh human beings experience (Radford
1998:8). Moreover, it is an activity that all humaeings possess irrespective of their
intelligence level. Children are born with a soledllanguage acquisition device, which is
known also as Universal Grammar. Although the lagguinput that children get from their
parents may be grammatically incomplete, they dne & solve these problems within a
certain period of time by producing grammaticallyrect language.

Cognitive psychologists who investigate the infotiora processing model of human
learning and performance “tend to see second laygya@quisition as the building up of
knowledge systems that can eventually be calledaatomatically for speaking and
understanding” (Lightbown 1999: 41).

One of the most recent studies on second languages#tion has revealed that language
learners also undergo sequences of developmemermann elaborated the “processability

theory” as so far learnability was considered aglgdogico-mathematical problem.



Thus, we see that there are different approachdsateampts to explain the processes
involved in language acquisition as it is a verynpticated mechanism. The study of a
language depends on which aspect of languagerpgeidts are interested in, whether they
want to find out what is common to all languagesiwhsentences are structured
grammatically or what words, sentences and textanmBecently, different corpora have
been used for the previously mentioned study p@pas the actual language is studied in the
texts occurring naturally.

Corpus linguistics is rather a new approach touageg, which emerged at the same time
when Chomsky focused on the theory of syntax,n.¢he 1960s. The description of various
languages, which were considered to be a univggeahomenon, was not satisfactory.
Certain grammatical features typical for one paticlanguage were insufficiently described.
Chomsky was not interested in language beyond eéh&esce level. For him authentic data
were not of any significance as grammar was consileo be autonomous, independent of
meaning. Sinclair, on the contrary, argued thahglaage should be studied in naturally
occurring contexts of use — and should have atatdgre the analysis of meaning” (2004: 2).
He postulated that lexical and syntactic pattetddcaot be separated, as well as competence
in a language could not be separated from perfocmanthe use of that particular language.
Therefore, real language data for more precise mrapanalysis were required.

The first large-scale language data collectionefopirical grammatical research was held
by Randolph Quirk in the late 1950s. The first modeorpus of the English language known
as the Brown corpus was created in 1960s. But ionthhie mid-1980s with the advances in
technology, the obtained data were computerizddcilitated the further studies of language,
because computerized corpora can be processedagdyy, accurately and the result is more
reliable. Besides the corpus texts can be usedifferent linguistic analyses.

Nowadays a corpus can be defined as “a body ofalbtwccurring language” (McEnery
et al. 2006: 4). Sinclair (1996) stressed thatd'guas is a collection of pieces of language that
are selected and ordered according to expliciulstge criteria in order to be used as a sample
of the language.” There have been different defing of what a corpus is, but there are two
features that the linguists agree upon, namelgrpus is: 1) machine-readable; 2) contains
authentic texts.

Nowadays corpus-based studies have become more @orecause of several reasons
stated by Biber, Conrad and Reppen (1998: 4):

e itis empirical, analysing the actual patterns ¢ in natural texts;
e it utilizes a large and principled collection oftmal texts, known as a “corpus”,

as the basis for analysis;



e it makes extensive use of computers for analyssspguboth automatic and
interactive techniques;
e it depends on both quantitative and qualitativeydital techniques.

Corpus compilation, namely test-taker written essayplies creating electronic version
of the target texts, which is rather labour inteesand time consuming process as they have
to be keyboarded manually. A simple corpus couldt@ia only target texts, without any
additional information about the authors, structemntents.

The most important thing is to define what it iattkhe particular corpus represents. Only
afterwards, the frequency of the particular featart be investigated as the central focus is
on repeated elements rather than on single ocaasen

Thus, corpus studies can provide valuable resodarethose interested in the particular
research. Further on, | will focus on how syntadinictures are produced in acquiring a
language as this is the aspect to be researchibd test-taker written corpora.

There are different approaches to defining wdyatax is. Chomsky considered syntax to
be the central aspect of language. He defines syasathe study of the principles and
processes by which sentences are constructed ticypar languages (2002: 11). In his
Principle and Parameters approach to syntax Chomsky states that in evenyamulanguage
there is a set of universal principles which arevan by all human beings. In addition to
universal principles, there are a finite nhumbepafameters which define how to apply the
universal principles to construct grammatical secés. Thus, in generative grammar
sentences are generated by a subconscious setcetipres.

Liddicoat (2007) states that syntax deals with howut words together to form sentences
which mean what we want. Rather similar definitisngiven by Tallerman where syntax
means “sentence construction”: how words group ttmgyeto make phrases and sentences
(2005: 1).

In all the mentioned definitions the main focussghtax is how to construct sentences
because sentence structure expresses the mosttampgrammatical relationships in all
human languages.

Pienemann postulated that structural options thay toe formally possible will be
produced by the language learner only if the nesgsprocessing resources are available
(1998: 2). It means that at a certain stage of Idpweent the learner can produce and
understand only those linguistic forms which areeasible within human psychology and
memory. Pienemann, by applying processability theshows the order how the main
grammatical encoding procedures are activated mastic structures in the acquisition of
English as a second language (1 - lemma accessca&egory procedure; 3 - phrasal



procedure; 4 - S-procedure/WO Rules; 5 - subordimtédause procedure). There is a time
sequence involved in producing grammatical constus, e.g., noun and verb phrases
appear before sentences; category procedure agdpefars phrase procedure, etc. Moreover,
he points out that “Universal Grammar has been ymtide mostly as a property theory,

addressing the issue of the origin of linguistiowtedge (i.e. the “logical problem”) and has

been far less successful in accounting for the éigamental problem™ (ibid.: 34).

The basic reasons (VanPatten, 2008: 141) why layeglemrners follow this hierarchy are:

e the hierarchy is implicationally ordered, that msyery procedure is a necessary

prerequisite for the next procedure;

e the hierarchy mirrors the time-course in languagyeegation.

With reference to the previously mentioned reastims,hierarchy was also chosen as the
basis for a more profound study of different secésnin particular the complex ones, as they
appear at the very top of the hierarchy, which reahat subordination is the highest level of
language proficiency.

In the exploratory research | have examined: 1fréguency of use of simple, compound
and complex sentences; 2) different types of subate clauses in complex sentences in the
written learner text corpora at different Englistddrench language acquisition levels.

The texts were produced by test-takers graduatimg the secondary school and having
studied English and French from 3 to 12 years.tR@mexploratory research twelve texts from
English and twelve texts from French written learoerpora (two from each level A - F)
were chosen (it should be stated that it was radifgcult to find texts of levels E and F in
French as the number of test-takers per year cepgprapproximately 120 and they are
mainly pupils from language schools).

First, different syntactic structures were markgdhand in the chosen test-taker texts.
Afterwards, the obtained data were classified atiogrto the level (A-F) obtained at the
centralised state exam in English and French. Eurtbre, the analysis of subordinate clauses
was carried out.

The obtained results show (sé&gures 1, 2) that at the lowest levels of language
proficiency (E, F) mainly simple sentences predat@nthough in French complex sentences
are more frequent at levels B-E than at level Ani@e and complex sentences occur
alternatively. This might be explained either bg flact that the test-taker texts are assessed
subjectively or the criteria according to which tetten performance is assessed do not
discriminate well between different language preficy levels. Overall, it is evident that
syntactic structures serve as one of the indicatbtise language acquisition levels, especially

in English.
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Figure 2 Distribution of sentences in the French texts

Furthermore, the analysis of subordinate clauses e@aried out as according to
Pienemann’s “Processability theory” as well as thecondary language examination
specifications the use of subordinate clauses ésafrthe main indicators of the higher level
of linguistic competence.

The complex sentences were classified in threepgr@according to the subordinate
clause division. As the examples showed that thpnitya of complex sentences contained
several subordinate clauses, the first subordinatiat followed directly the matrix clause
was chosen as a clause discriminating element.

Adjectival clauses are considered to be the mosiptioated of complex sentence

subordinate clauses, which is also evident fronothtained data analysis.



12+

10

O Noun clause

B Adjectival clause

O Adverbial clause

Figure 3 Frequency of subordinate clauses in the English téx

All three subordinations appear at the highestlle¥ehe English test-taker texts and the

adjectival clause rises above the others at level A
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Figure 4 Frequency of subordinate clauses in the French text

The situation is not similar in French. It is obwsothat there is a limited number of
noun and adjectival clauses in the French textsthmitadverbial clauses predominate in all
levels of language proficiency.

The exploratory research validates the applicabiothe above mentioned theories in
analysing the main indicators in different languageficiency levels. The data demonstrate
that there is a certain order in learning varioystactic patterns, the highest of which being
the adjectival clause, and that the subordinateselaerves as an indicator of the test-taker

language proficiency level. However, the contrastnalysis of English and French do not



provide the same data for both languages, e.granch the distribution of clauses according

to the obtained level do not serve as a discrinmigdtactor. Thus, in order to provide a more

reliable evidence of sentence structures whichcatdi the difference among language

proficiency levels, a deeper analysis of a largepugs is required.
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