Assessing Dutch as a Second Language Learners’ Writing Through Syntactic Complexity

s Background

Syntactic complexity " Writing quality

u Syntactic complexity features are informative of writing
quality (Crossley & McNamara, 2014)

Dutch as a Second Language (DSL)

=  Automatic writing assessment tools have focused so far
mostly on English / English as a Second Language

u Early DSL interlanguage: simple NP + VP constructions,
repetition of syntactic patterns.

Research Questions

1. Is there longitudinal growth in the syntactic patterns of

the DSL participants as measured by syntactic
complexity indices?
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3. Q How much difference do the chosen indices pinpoint
o between DSL writing and L1 (expert) writing?

B Methods
=  Who? DSL students at Linguapolis’ .|'

Dutch as a Foreign Language in an
= Two measurement moments (Jan ‘21, Mar ‘21)

Are these syntactic complexity indices predictive of
human ratings of text quality?

Universiteit Antwerpen
] I Linguapolis
Academic Context program (N=15)

= Quality? Text quality evaluations by a Linguapolis instructor
+ and writings by Dutch native Multilingual Professional
Communication students (N=16)

. Features. Computed by T-Scan + engineered with
information extracted from Alpino’s parse trees

= Analysis. Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance between both
DSL + Kendall’s Tau correlation between DSL indices and
quality scores
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Word frequency S-bar incidence

Sentence length Infinitive clause incidence

Text length in words VP incidence

Syntactic variability (TED) of adjacent sentences Number of modifiers per NP

Clause incidence Number of words before the main verb

PP incidence Negation incidence

Subject relative clause incidence Mean Tree Edit Distance (TED)

v/ TED between linear representations of XML syntactic trees parsed by
Alpino (Van Noord, 2006) measured using the APTED algorithm (Pawlik
& Augsten, 2016).

4 Phrase counts and number of words before the main verb extracted
from Alpino parsing

Ik eet graag, ik hou
van eten!

In mijn vrije tijd
kijk ik naar een
serie.

In mijn vrije tijd
luister ik naar
muziek.

13 10 8

Alpino's XML parse
Bracket notation

Ik wandel graag.

In mijn vrije tijd bel
ik naar mijn
familie.

Syntactic \zability score (mean TED)

Ik zie graag katten
op facebook.
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= Longitudinal progress: No significant difference
= Quality scores DSL indices: No significant relationship
= Weak negative association between VP incidence and quality
evaluation score (7=-.58, p=<.01), weak positive association between
overall syntactic variability and quality score (7=.37, p=<.01).

= 6/13 indices show significant difference in complexity
between L1 and L2 written texts.

= Syntactic complexity indices don’t seem to be able to
measure linguistic development in early learners of Dutch.

= Syntactic variability, measured as the Tree Edit Distance
(TED) between the syntactic parse trees of two sentences is
indicative of the quality of a Dutch text, even for early L2
writers.

= Syntactic variability and indices of nominal complexity can
be used as proxies of writing quality assessment.

Limitations

= Exploratory pilot study with a small dataset collected within
one specific academic-oriented program

= Quality assessment limited to syntactic features.

= Accuracy of the Alpino parser has not been investigated for
L2 writing.
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