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Scholars have at various points discussed the needs of second lan-
guage (L2) writers enrolled in “mainstream” composition courses
where they are mixed with native (L1) English speakers. Other
researchers have investigated the experiences of L2 writers in main-
stream classes and the perceptions of their instructors about their
abilities and needs. Little research, however, has directly compared
L1 and L2 students (mostly Generation 1.5) taking composition
classes together. For this article, the researchers collected writing
samples from 56 L1 and 74 L2 students enrolled in a university
(mainstream) first-year composition course. Using a mixed-methods
design, they analyzed the texts for language error counts as well as
measures of lexical and syntactic complexity; they juxtaposed these
with insights from survey responses of both groups of writers and
in-depth interviews. They conclude that, although L1 and L2 students
have much in common, the L2 students had observed and (self-)per-
ceived language needs that were significantly different from those of
the L1 students. These included differences in linguistic accuracy,
lexical diversity, and language-related anxiety. Implications for peda-
gogy include recommendations for teaching L2 writers to self-edit for
common patterns of errors and sensitize students to the value of
nuanced and purposeful lexical variety in their writing.
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Since the 1980s, scholars of second language (L2) writing have
debated whether the differences between first language (L1) writ-

ers and L2 writers are substantial enough to separate these learners
into different courses and/or teach them differently in mixed or shel-
tered classes—for example, the TESOL Quarterly Forum discussion
between Zamel (1988) and Silva (1988; see also Costino & Hyon,
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2007; Ferris, Brown, Liu, & Stine, 2011; Ferris, Liu, Sinha, & Senna,
2013; Silva, 1994, 1997). When teachers notice differences between L1
and L2 students taking the same classes, they typically focus on issues
of language control, including accuracy (frequency and type of errors)
and complexity (syntactic and lexical variety and maturity; e.g., Ferris
et al., 2011; Matsuda, Saenkhum, & Accardi, 2013). Though L2 writing
researchers have compared features between texts written by L1 and
L2 student writers (see, e.g., Hinkel, 2002; Silva, 1993; Staples & Rep-
pen, 2016), these studies have not typically included real-time insights
from the students themselves and what they think they need.

In this study, we compare texts written by L1 and L2 students,
including mostly Generation 1.5 writers, in mixed first-year composi-
tion (FYC) courses using measures of accuracy and complexity. We
also report results from student surveys and interview responses
regarding students’ own perceptions of their language backgrounds,
needs, and abilities and their self-reported confidence levels as lan-
guage users. Our findings paint a complex picture of a subgroup of
first-year college writers, who, although not separate (i.e., are in main-
stream composition courses with L1 peers), are also not equal: There
are measurable variations in their written language use and in their
own self-perceived needs and abilities. The results suggest that teach-
ers of L2 writers in FYC and in English for academic purposes (EAP)
courses may need to think strategically about how to prepare students
for such mixed settings and how to support them in mainstream FYC
classes.

This research is of particular value given that our population of L2
writers predominantly contained Generation 1.5 writers (U.S.-educated
children of first-generation immigrants; Ferris, 2009; Harklau, Losey, &
Siegal, 1999; Roberge, Siegal, & Harklau, 2009). These students, inten-
sively studied in the last two decades and increasingly present on col-
lege campuses, make up a subgroup of L2 writers for whom English is
an L2 and whose primary educational experiences were influenced by
their language learner status (Ferris et al., 2011). In this article, we
use the admittedly limited term L2 both in our literature review and
study to contrast a wide range of ESL writer types to that of L1 writers.

BACKGROUND

Mixed L1/L2 FYC classes

Many colleges and universities in the United States have an FYC
requirement that, according to the Writing Program Administration
(WPA) Outcomes Statement for First Year Composition, are intended to
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help students develop college-level skills in rhetoric, critical thinking,
reading, and composition (WPA Council, 2014). Although these are
excellent outcomes to consider, they may neglect the linguistic needs
of U.S.-educated resident multilingual students and the vast interna-
tional student population whose enrollment in U.S. institutions has
almost doubled in the last decade (Institute of International Educa-
tion, 2015). The Conference on College Composition and Communi-
cation (CCCC) issued a statement on second language writing and
writers recognizing the influx of L2 students studying alongside their
native-English-speaking peers in mainstream composition classes
(CCCC, 2014). The CCCC statement encourages teachers to recognize
the presence of L2 writers in class and “address the linguistic . . .
needs of second language writers” (para. 8) in assignment design,
assessment practices, and teacher preparation.

The WPA and CCCC guidelines illustrate the historical division
(Matsuda, 1999) between compositionists and L2 writing specialists
even as L2 students increasingly enroll in mainstream composition
courses by choice or necessity (Braine, 1996; Costino & Hyon, 2007;
Matsuda, 2012; Matsuda et al, 2013; Ruecker, 2011; Silva, 1994, 1997).
This often leaves composition teachers to balance L1 and L2 writer
needs in a single class, with or without specific training (Ferris et al.,
2011; MacDonald, 2007; Matsuda et al., 2013).

L2 Writers’ Needs

For teachers trained for L1 composition, L2 writers’ needs can be
complex and demanding, because, as Raimes (1985, p. 250) famously
put it, compared to L1 writers L2 writers need “more of everything,”
more time to read, think, formulate, revise, and edit English composi-
tions. Also, because of their linguistic status, L2 writers need a core
English vocabulary with a degree of lexical diversity (Huster, 2012;
Kwon, 2009), form-focused instruction and feedback (Kang & Han,
2015; Norris & Ortega, 2000), and metalinguistic explanations of their
language errors (Shintani & Ellis, 2013; Thonus, 2003). L2 writers
need teachers who understand language development processes and
can “foster crosscultural understanding, communication, and collabo-
ration” (Silva, 1994, p. 40; see also CCCC, 2014).

L2 Writers’ Experiences in FYC

L2 writers in mainstream FYC courses similarly experience struggles
in peer review, critical thinking, and text ownership (Ramanathan &
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Atkinson, 1999). They may also face difficulties with the nature of pro-
cess and multi-draft composition (Eckstein, Chariton, & McCollum,
2011); challenges in the rhetorical, cultural, and linguistic expecta-
tions of FYC assignments (Mota de Cabrera, 2004); and complications
of epistemological differences between FYC and L2 writing classes (see
Atkinson & Ramanathan, 1995; Santos, 1992; Silva & Leki, 2004). Addi-
tional researchers indicate that L2 writers’ experience in FYC classes
can lead to embarrassment, insufficient assistance from instructors and
peers, and ultimately weaker writing development than students in
ESL only classes (Braine, 1996; Stuart, 2012). Zhu (2001) found that
L2 writers in mixed peer review groups took fewer turns, struggled to
regain the floor when interrupted, and performed fewer language
functions than L1 writers. Stuart (2012) found that, unlike their L1
counterparts, L2 students felt uncertain and anxious about the class
due to a lack of prior coursework that could prepare them for the FYC
experience.

In addition, L2 writers in mainstream composition courses often
receive limited language instruction (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Hart-
well, 1985; MacDonald, 2007; Santa, 2006) even as teachers reduce
grades for grammatical flaws and mark student errors (Anson, 2000;
Matsuda, 2012; Matsuda et al., 2013). Marking errors, however, is not
the same as providing grammar instruction, yet grammar instruction
has declined precipitously in mainstream composition theory and prac-
tice (Conners, 2000; MacDonald, 2007; Myers, 2003). With ideologies
and practices that may disadvantage rather than support L2 writers,
they and their composition teachers can get frustrated in mainstream
FYC courses.

Differences in Text Characteristics Between L1 and L2
Writers

One reason to view L2 students’ needs critically is that research
shows L1 and L2 texts vary in nontrivial ways (for expansive overviews
see Hinkel, 2011; Juzwik et al., 2006; Silva, 1993; Troia, 2007). For
instance, using L2 studies from 1984 to 2004, Leki, Cumming, and
Silva (2008) compiled 35 categories of textual differences between L1
and L2 texts, including cohesion, organization, and discourse modes.
In many categories, L2 writers demonstrated weaker, shorter, and less
complex writing than L1 students. Other researchers explored the lexi-
cal differences between L1 and L2 texts and reported that L2 writers
wrote fewer words, repeated words more often (Staples & Reppen,
2016), displayed less lexical variation and sophistication than L1 writ-
ers (Linnarud, 1986), made more word choice errors (Sonomura,
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1996), and differed from L1 writers in lexical depth of knowledge,
variation, and sophistication, indicating that L2 writers were “lexically
less proficient” than L1 writers (Crossley & McNamara, 2009, p. 132).

Syntactic complexity studies have found similar differences, such as
L2 writers producing more but shorter T-units per sentence (Silva,
1993) and using simple be-copula forms in main verbs significantly
more than L1 writers (Hinkel, 2003). Lu and Ai (2015) identified sig-
nificant differences between L1 and L2 texts in clause length and com-
plex nominals per clause and T-unit. Ai and Lu (2013) found
additional differences in length of writing and amounts of subordina-
tion, coordination, and phrasal sophistication when comparing the
syntactic complexity of L1 texts with texts of Chinese L2 writers. These
findings contribute to an impression of L2 writing as less complex
than L1 writing (Staples & Reppen, 2016).

Another distinguishing feature of L2 writing is varying degrees of
grammatical accuracy. Studies confirm that L2 writers make more syn-
tactic and lexical errors than L1 writers. For instance, Silva (1993)
reported higher verb, preposition, article, and noun error counts for L2
writers. Doolan and Miller (2012) found Generation 1.5 writers made
significantly more errors in verb forms, prepositional phrases, and word
forms. Despite these observations, composition practices generally pre-
clude grammar instruction (Conners, 2000; Myers, 2003) and instead
tend to penalize language errors (Matsuda, 2012). Reasons for this may
include a genuine misunderstanding of student demographics, frustra-
tion with student placement, an unawareness of L2 writers in composi-
tion classes, open hostility to L2 writers’ presence in the class, or
ambivalence about providing resources to them (Ferris et al., 2011; Fer-
ris, Wald, & Jensen, 2015; Matsuda et al., 2013). Even well-intentioned
teachers may not know how to help multilingual writers because of a
lack of training or experience working with them (Ferris et al., 2011,
2015), so L2 students in some composition courses are left on their own
to improve lexical and syntactic proficiency. This trend stands in con-
trast to the CCCC (2014) admonition for composition teachers to take
responsibility for L2 writers in their classrooms.

L2 Writer Development, Experience, and Perceptions of
Need

Prior language development also affects L2 writer needs in FYC. L1
development is assumed to take place through exposure to linguistic
forms filtered through natural intuition (Hartwell, 1985) instead of
direct grammar teaching, which was deemed detrimental to writing
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instruction in the 1960s and remains so today (see Kolln & Hancock,
2005). In contrast, L2 language instruction outside the United States
includes foreign language instruction and developmental writing
courses emphasizing grammar. Consequently, immigrant L2 writers
arriving in the United States as children may encounter a wide range
of pedagogical extremes from a complete neglect of formal L2 instruc-
tion to an intensive grammar focus (see Huster, 2012; Nakamaru,
2010) depending on their self-identification as L2 learners (Costino &
Hyon, 2007).

Variances in language and grammar instruction mean it is quite
possible that some L2 (and L1) writers enter college without direct
instruction on areas of linguistic need and study alongside students
with extensive language instruction backgrounds. This range of stu-
dent experiences and educational pathways would naturally complicate
instruction for teachers who are unaware of their students’ language
learning backgrounds and mixed linguistic needs.

By understanding linguistic differences between L1 and L2 writers,
their texts, language learning backgrounds, and self-reports of lan-
guage needs (see Ferris, Eckstein, & DeHond, 2017; Taghizadeh, Alavi,
& Rezaee, 2014), composition teachers and program administrators
can better support L2 writers in mixed L1/L2 writing contexts. Under-
standing these issues can also help instructors and administrators pre-
pare L2 writers for mixed FYC settings. The purpose of this study,
therefore, is to directly examine the linguistic similarities and differ-
ences, language learning backgrounds, and perceived linguistic needs
of L1 and L2 students in the same FYC classes by investigating these
research questions:

1. What are the similarities and differences in the linguistic charac-
teristics of texts written by L1 and L2 students in the same FYC course,
considering syntactic complexity, lexical variety, errors (frequency and
types), and holistic judgments of facility in language use?

2. In what ways do L1 and L2 students in the same FYC course dif-
fer in their own perceptions and descriptions of their language back-
grounds (especially prior school-based grammar instruction) and their
current abilities with regard to language facility in writing?

METHOD

This article’s data come from a larger study of 295 students in 12
sections of a large public U.S. university’s FYC course (Ferris et al.,
2017) wherein we utilized a mixed-methods design to identify the
needs and preferences for ongoing language development of FYC stu-
dents. We also collected data on the language needs and abilities of
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the FYC sample’s L2 population because over 50% of the students in
the FYC program reported having multilingual backgrounds (Ferris
et al., 2011). This subset is important because the FYC program has
no designated sheltered sections for L2 students, and the courses are
mostly taught by inexperienced graduate student instructors with mini-
mal L2 training. At the time of the study, the second author was the
FYC program director and responsible for designing the curriculum
and training/supervising the instructors.

The Program

This institution’s FYC program is a 10-week required class
that undergraduate students take after demonstrating entry-level
writing skills through standardized tests (SAT� or Advanced
Placement� exams1) or the university’s own writing exam. FYC stu-
dents complete 6,000+ words of formal, graded writing through four
major multiple-draft papers and other writing assignments. The cur-
riculum, focused on building genre and rhetorical awareness, is
inspired by the FYC models writing about writing (Downs & Wardle,
2007) and teaching for transfer (Yancey, Robertson, & Taczak, 2014).
These models include regular reflective/metacognitive activities that
help students evaluate themselves as writers, intentional instruction of
key rhetorical terminology (e.g., audience, genre, purpose, exigence),
and assignments such as literacy narratives that help students identify
their own experiences and abilities as writers. The culminating assess-
ment is a portfolio rated by two or three instructors.

Most program instructors are English literature PhD students at the
university with little or no previous teaching experience aside from some
brief preservice training. The 12 instructors in the study were all teach-
ing the course for the first time following a common syllabus, designed
by the second author, with shared assignments, readings, and lesson
plans. They also met weekly with her in a required practicum course.

The Students

We gathered background information from a voluntary survey that
238 out of 295 enrolled students completed during Week 1 of the

1 This is a prestigious university with highly competitive first-year admissions. Mean high
school grade point averages (GPAs) are >4.0 (students in the United States can obtain
GPAs over 4.0 by taking honors or Advanced Placement courses, which are on a 5.0
scale); SAT verbal scores averaging >600; minimum TOEFL-ibt� score for incoming
internationals is 80, but averages >90.
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quarter (Table 1). Most of the FYC students had plans to major in
science, technology, engineering, or mathematics disciplines and
then apply to graduate, medical, or veterinary school. The majority
of students were freshmen, but more L1 students were freshmen
than L2, likely because more L2 students had to complete develop-
mental writing coursework before taking FYC. Of the L2 students,
over 61% were U.S.-born, 94% had graduated from a U.S. high
school, and 9% self-identified as international students,2 suggesting
that most of the program’s L2 students could be considered Genera-
tion 1.5.

The survey had additional questions about students’ language back-
grounds relevant to the L2 students in particular (classified as L2
based on their primary home language response, shown in Table 1).
The most common home languages were Chinese (44%), Spanish

TABLE 1

Characteristics of Student Survey Respondents

Characteristic L1 students (N = 109) L2 students (N = 129)

Year in school Freshman 51% Freshman 43%
Sophomore 34% Sophomore 43%
Junior/senior 15% Junior/senior 13%

Colleges/majors Agricultural/
environmental science

28% Biological sciences 30%

Biological sciences 24% Agricultural/
environmental science

23%

Engineering 18% Engineering 22%
Mathematics 10% Social sciences 16%
Social sciences 10% Humanities 7%
Humanities 9% Undeclared 6%
Undeclared 5% Mathematics 3%

English was primary home
language

Yes 100% No 67%
Yes, English + 1 other
language

33%

U.S.-born Yes 99% Yes 61%
No 1% No 39%

International (visa)
student

No 100% No 91%
Yes 9%

U.S. high school graduate Yes 100% Yes 94%
No 6%

Previous writing courses at
this university

None 73% None 59%
One developmental
course

17% One developmental
course

37%

Two or more
developmental courses

53%

Note. N = 238. Numbers may not add up to 100% due to rounding and/or skipped questions.

2 Some international students were both U.S. high school graduates and international
(visa) students, having spent several years in U.S. high schools before beginning univer-
sity studies.
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(22%), and Vietnamese (11%), with other languages representing 3%
or less of the L2 sample. Of the L2 students, 29% reported learning
or speaking English by age 3 and an additional 32% by ages 4–5 (i.e.,
before elementary school). In contrast, 27% reported that they did
not begin learning English until age 6 or older. In terms of current
language use outside of school, 60% of the L2 respondents said they
use only English or mostly (76%–100% of the time) English. The
other 40% reported using English 75% of the time or less, with 15%
reporting they used English less than 50% of the time. These
responses confirm that many of the L2 respondents are Generation
1.5 students, who began learning English at early ages and for whom
English has been a large part of their lives.

Data Collected

We analyzed data from three sources for this study: student text
samples, surveys, and interviews. Each of these is described in more
detail below.

Student text samples. Though we collected two in-class reflective
writing tasks (one each from the first and final weeks of instruction)
from all 12 sections, we analyzed only the first week’s writing sample
to examine students’ written language as they entered the program.
Students electronically composed and submitted an in-class essay that
critically evaluated a piece of their own writing from the past year,
such as a school paper, admissions essay, or blog post.

The research team received 207 texts3 of which 115 could be
matched with students who provided their names on one of the two
surveys—42 from L1 and 73 from L2 students. The texts averaged 624
words, with L2 students’ mean slightly lower (613) than L1 students’
(631), which was nonsignificant.

Student surveys. Students completed voluntary online surveys (15–
20 multiple-choice questions with room for voluntary comments) at
the beginning and end of the term.4 We received 238 responses for
the first survey and 95 for the second, a reduction we attributed to
final examination pressures. The first survey asked students about
background information (see Table 1), experiences with grammar
instruction, and personal confidence levels about grammar knowledge
and ability to apply it to their writing. The second survey elicited

3 Ultimately 295 students were enrolled in the 12 sections, but some changed sections or
enrolled late, making them absent the day the sample was composed and collected.

4 Excluded due to space limitations; surveys are readily available from the first author.
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reactions to self-study projects they completed during the term. Key
questions and responses from both surveys pertaining to similarities
and differences between L1 and L2 students are discussed in the
Results section for research question 2.

Student interviews. The first survey invited students to provide
their name and contact information for two 15-minute follow-up
interviews during Weeks 3–4 and Week 10. From the 100+ volun-
teers, we selected 12 (eight L2 and four L1) students who expressed
less confidence about their grammar abilities and felt a need for
more language development. Interviews occurred in our campus
offices using standard protocols, including audio-recordings to sup-
plement researchers’ notes. Students received a modest gift card for
their time.

Data Analysis
Student texts. We examined the 42 L1 and 73 L2 texts in four dis-

tinct ways.

Holistic ratings of language facility. We used a previously developed
language use rubric5 to assess the students’ overall facility in language
use for the text including errors, lexical variety, and syntactic complex-
ity. After training and norming, two raters scored each text on a 1–6
scale (inter-rater reliability Kappa score for initial agreement was over
90%); in remaining cases where the two raters did not agree, a third
rater resolved discrepancies. The final scores were added for a holistic
rating from 2 to 12 for each text.

Error analysis. Using Dedoose�, we created error codes (see
Table 2) based on previous research of L1 and L2 college student writ-
ing errors (e.g., Ferris, 2006; Lunsford & Lunsford, 2008) and an
inductive analysis of 20 randomly chosen student texts, 10 by L1 writ-
ers and 10 by L2 writers. We independently coded the 20 texts,
checked our reliability (Kappa over 95%), and refined and combined
categories as needed. The remaining 95 texts were then coded using
multiple codes if a particular spot exhibited multiple error types.
Dedoose� automatically captured the coding data. To avoid data skew
from text length variations, error counts were normalized to the aver-
age of 624 words (Biber, Conrad, & Reppen, 1998; Ferris, 2006); that
is, we divided the number of errors (in each category) by the number

5 Again, excluded but available from the first author.
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of words in each student text and then multiplied this figure by a stan-
dard of 624.

Syntactic complexity analysis. Because research suggests L2 student
texts tend to have simpler sentence structure than their L1 peers (Hin-
kel, 2003), we used an analyzer/calculator (Ai & Lu, 2013; Lu, 2011;
Lu & Ai, 2015) to compare L1 and L2 texts across 14 syntactic
measures, including length of production units (sentences, clauses,
T-units), subordination, coordination, and other phrasal/syntactic
complexity measures.

Lexical complexity analysis. Research suggests that variety and
sophistication of vocabulary usage is an important difference between
L1 and L2 writing (Nakamaru, 2010). With a text analyzer, we evalu-
ated our texts using 25 measures of lexical density, sophistication, and
variety (Ai & Lu, 2010; Lu, 2012). We then performed multiple t-tests
on the textual data to find differences between L1 and L2 writing in
holistic language use scores, error types and counts, syntactic complex-
ity, and lexical complexity.

Student surveys. For the surveys, we grouped responses by L1 and
L2 respondents to compare overall response patterns about students’
previous grammar instruction. We also examined students’ confidence
level in applying grammar knowledge to their own writing. For each

TABLE 2

Error Categories Used for Coding

Major error category Brief description

Punctuation Missing/unnecessary commas, semicolons, apostrophes, quotation
marks

Mechanics Spelling/typing errors, capitalization, missing/incorrect hyphens
on compounds

Nouns/noun
phrases

Missing/unnecessary/incorrect plural markers, possessive markers,
articles/determiners

Subject-verb
agreement

Error in the noun/verb phrase

Verbs/verb
phrases

Incorrect tense/aspect, passive voice incorrectly formed, modal
auxiliary incorrect

Sentence structure Run-ons, comma splices, fragments, word order, missing/unnecessary
words

Word form Wrong word form for context, including verb form errors not
covered in verb category

Pronoun usage Unclear pronoun reference/incorrect pronoun form
Incorrect
word choice

Any lexical error; including preposition errors
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question examined, we looked at frequencies and percentages to com-
pare overall response patterns.

Student interviews. For the student interviews, we examined our
notes and recordings looking for patterns of responses among the L1
and L2 students. We looked for information that could provide addi-
tional depth and nuance to survey responses in students’ own words.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Similarities and Differences Between L1 and L2 Student
Texts

For research question 1, we compared the holistic essay scores, lan-
guage errors, syntactic complexity, and lexical complexity of the L1
and L2 texts using two-tailed independent samples t-tests. The results
show significant differences, chiefly in the holistic scores and the error
analysis.

Holistic language use scores. Our analysis showed a significant dif-
ference between L1 texts (M = 7.39, SD = 1.52) and L2 texts (M =
6.54, SD = 1.83) on a holistic rating scale from 2 to 12; t(117) = 2.60,
p = .01 with a medium Cohen’s d effect size of .48. So L2 writers, on
average, received lower language use scores on their essays than L1
writers, which is unsurprising considering L2 writers may still be devel-
oping English grammatical accuracy whereas L1 writers have native
facility. This finding shows how language errors in L2 texts may result
in lower essay scores than L1 texts in mixed FYC courses.

Frequency and type of language errors. Using the coding described
above, we identified language error differences among L1 and L2 stu-
dent texts (see Table 3) and found L2 texts had more errors than L1
texts in every category. However, only verb, noun, sentence structure,
word form, and word choice errors had significant differences at the
p < .05 level.

L2 writers made the majority of grammatical errors, with 93% of all
verb errors, 89% of all noun errors, 80% of all word form errors, 78%
of the word choice errors (likely from vocabulary limitations), and
77% of sentence boundary errors identified in L2 texts. This last fig-
ure is surprising because sentence boundary issues have been found in
previous research to be a bigger problem for L1 writers (e.g., Lunsford
& Lunsford, 2008) than they are for L2 writers (e.g., Ferris, 2006;
Bitchener & Ferris, 2012). Interestingly, L2 writers made 64% of the
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fragment errors and 70% of run-on errors, suggesting that both L1
and L2 writers struggled with sentence boundaries. Overall, L2 writers
consistently made more errors than their L1 peers.

Lexical complexity. We used the Lexical Complexity Analyzer (Ai
& Lu, 2010; Lu, 2012) to see how L1 and L2 students differed in their
lexical density, sophistication, and variation. Computational programs
used for identifying differences between L1 and L2 texts based on lexi-
cal features have only recently become available to researchers (Cross-
ley & McNamara, 2009).

Lexical density. Lexical density is defined as all lexical words in a
text divided by total number of words. A two-tailed, independent-sam-
ple t-test revealed no significant differences between the lexical density
of L1 texts (M = 0.48, SD = 0.02) and L2 texts (M = 0.49, SD = 0.02),
t(117) = �0.34, p > .05, Cohen’s d .09. The lexical density calculation
does not consider whether students used words correctly; given the sig-
nificant differences in word choice and form errors discussed previ-
ously, additional analysis of appropriately used lexical items may show
differences between L1 and L2 texts.

Lexical sophistication. Lexical sophistication compares the number
of sophisticated words (defined for our analysis as anything beyond

TABLE 3

Categories and Differences in Error Types for L1 and L2 Texts

Error
count N Mean SD t df sig.

Cohen’s
d

Verb L1 10 46 0.20 0.53 �4.13 117.00 <0.01 �0.76
L2 146 73 1.89 2.73

Noun L1 19 46 0.40 0.70 �3.25 117.00 <0.01 �0.60
L2 168 73 2.27 3.86

Sentence structure L1 110 46 2.39 2.33 �3.99 117.00 <0.01 �0.73
L2 381 73 5.10 4.22

Word choice L1 71 46 1.52 1.42 �4.05 117.00 <0.01 �0.74
L2 256 73 3.57 3.24

Word form L1 23 46 0.51 0.98 �2.76 117.00 <0.01 �0.51
L2 96 73 1.27 1.70

Pronoun usage L1 23 46 0.49 1.09 �0.95 117.00 0.34 �0.17
L2 48 73 0.68 0.99

Subject-verb
agreement

L1 13 46 0.28 0.70 �1.23 117.00 0.22 �0.22
L2 35 73 0.46 0.79

Punctuation L1 287 46 6.22 4.50 �0.51 84.42 0.61 �0.11
L2 473 73 6.63 3.82

Mechanics L1 67 46 1.42 1.26 �1.81 117.00 0.07 �0.33
L2 155 73 2.12 2.44

Total errors per
person

L1 623 46 13.42 7.38 �4.59 117.00 <0.01 �0.84
L2 1,758 73 23.97 14.44
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the British National Corpus 2,000 most frequently used words) to over-
all language use. Contrary to previous studies contrasting L1 and L2
textual characteristics (i.e., Crossley & McNamara, 2009; Linnarud,
1986), our five measures of lexical sophistication, including three mea-
sures of verb sophistication (see Lu, 2012, for descriptions of these
tests), revealed no significant differences between L1 and L2 texts.
This contradiction may exist because our participants had higher L2
proficiency levels than L2 students considered in other studies.

Lexical variation. We anticipated word usage patterns to show
weaker vocabulary in L2 texts and indeed found significant differences
in lexical variation (Table 4). Several areas of lexical variation yielded
nonsignificant results, including the type-token ratio (TTR), a com-
mon measure of lexical variation prone to false negatives with unequal
data sets. Therefore, we ran the permutations of corrected TTR (Car-
roll, 1964), root TTR (Guiraud, 1960), and D measure (McKee,

TABLE 4

Differences in Lexical Variation for L1 and L2 Texts

N Mean SD t df sig. Cohen’s d

Number of different words L1 46 242.85 37.70 1.95 117 0.054 0.36
L2 73 228.73 39.11

Type-token ratio (TTR) L1 46 0.38 0.04 1.26 117 0.209 0.23
L2 73 0.37 0.04

Mean segmental TTR L1 46 0.76 0.03 1.01 117 0.316 0.18
L2 73 0.75 0.03

Corrected TTR L1 46 6.81 0.71 2.26 117 0.026 0.41
L2 73 6.51 0.70

Root TTR L1 46 9.63 1.01 2.26 117 0.026 0.41
L2 73 9.20 0.99

D measurea L1 46 81.43 13.43 2.03 117 0.044 0.37
L2 73 76.73 11.52

Biologarithmic TTR L1 46 0.85 0.02 1.57 117 0.118 0.29
L2 73 0.85 0.02

Uber index L1 46 18.91 1.98 1.97 117 0.052 0.36
L2 73 18.20 1.88

Lexical word variation L1 46 0.56 0.07 1.15 117 0.253 0.21
L2 73 0.54 0.08

Verb variation I L1 46 30.70 7.76 2.34 117 0.021 0.43
L2 73 27.29 7.71

Squared verb variation L1 46 3.89 0.51 2.34 117 0.021 0.43
L2 73 3.66 0.53

Corrected verb variation L1 46 0.61 0.06 1.64 117 0.104 0.30
L2 73 0.59 0.07

Verb variation II L1 46 0.18 0.02 2.22 117 0.028 0.41
L2 73 0.17 0.02

aCalculated with the Computer Language Analysis program, not the Lexical Complexity
Analyzer.
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Malvern, & Richards, 2000), which revealed significant differences,
suggesting L2 writers had a smaller lexical repertoire than their L1
peers.

Several verb variation measurements (verb types divided by total
verbs) also showed significant differences. The finding is noteworthy
because reporting verbs are integral to authorial stance, source inte-
gration, and persuasion in academic writing (Hyland, 2002), making
verbs essential for effective communication in academia.

Together, the lexical complexity measures showed that L1 and L2
texts were similar in lexical density and lexical sophistication but that
L2 texts showed less lexical variety. These findings indicate a need
for L2 writers to develop greater lexical variety to maintain parity
with L1 writers in mixed composition classes and for composition
instructors to be aware of L2 writers’ potentially limiting vocabulary
and need for support and instruction to increase lexical variety in
their writing.

Syntactic complexity. Our final analysis of the texts used the Syntac-
tic Complexity Analyzer (Ai & Lu, 2013; Lu, 2010, 2011; Lu & Ai,
2015). We examined 14 measures of syntactic complexity (see Lu,
2011, for full descriptions).

As shown in Table 5, the results showed no significant differences
between L1 and L2 texts in syntactic complexity, suggesting L1 and L2
writers in this sample showed no significant differences in their use of
complex syntactic structures, including text production length, sen-
tence complexity, subordination, coordination, and phrasal sophistica-
tion. This lack of difference is interesting considering the significant
differences in grammatical errors reported earlier. Perhaps this appar-
ent discrepancy is due to the rigorous placement system the students
completed prior to FYC, especially given that the L2 writers in this
study were relatively advanced Generation 1.5 writers with control of
syntactic complexity, or perhaps because linguistic complexity can

TABLE 5

Syntactic Complexity Measures and Results From Independent Samples t-Tests

sig. sig.

Mean length of sentence 0.814 Dependent clause per T-unit 0.819
Mean length of T-unit 0.777 T-unit per sentence 0.242
Mean length of clause 0.531 Complex T-unit ratio 0.820
Clause per sentence 0.861 Coordinate phrase per T-unit 0.107
Verb phrase per T-unit 0.746 Coordinate phrase per clause 0.294
Clause per T-unit 0.451 Complex nominal per T-unit 0.855
Dependent clause per clause 0.541 Complex nominal per clause 0.696
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progress independently of grammatical accuracy (Norrby &
H�akansson, 2007). An area for future research may be to group the
L2 students by L1 backgrounds and retest for significance (see Lu &
Ai, 2015).

Findings for research question 1 show that L2 writers were more
prone to make grammar errors than L1 writers in virtually every error
category despite being placed alongside L1 writers and demonstrating
similar levels of syntactic complexity. They were also more likely to use
a restricted repertoire of vocabulary in their lexical choices, including
less variety in verb types. All this suggests that in (or prior to) mixed
FYC classes, L2 writers need targeted grammar and vocabulary support,
instruction, and/or feedback as part of their English language
development.

Students’ Self-Perceptions of Their Language Backgrounds
and Needs

In addition to examining student texts, we investigated students’
own perceptions of their language/grammar instruction backgrounds
and confidence level about grammar knowledge and its application in
their own writing. For research question 2, we looked at response pat-
terns for several questions on Survey 1, one question on Survey 2, and
several interview questions. First we examined students’ responses
about previous grammar instruction (see Table 6).

Though responses may be influenced by respondents’ memories, the
differences between the L1 and L2 groups are immediately apparent,
with more L1 students reporting that they received grammar instruction
in primary and secondary school than L2 students. It is possible or likely
that some L2 respondents did not attend primary school in the United
States and that schools in their home countries may not have taught
grammar formally. The L2 students were much more likely to say they
had learned grammar in special English classes (26%). Next, whereas
27% of L1 students described their grammar instruction as always effec-
tive, only 18% of L2s did, and 75% of the L1 students said it was always
or usually effective, compared to only 61% of the L2 students. Finally,
when questioned about confidence levels at the beginning of the FYC
course and their knowledge of English grammar, striking differences
appeared: 43% of L1 students described themselves as very confident,
compared to only 18% of L2 students; conversely, 18% of L2 students
said they were unconfident, compared to only 5% of L1 students.

Cumulatively, these responses most likely reflect the characteristics
of this study’s L2 group (see Table 1), where, notably, over 90% were
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Generation 1.5 students, not international or recent immigrants edu-
cated elsewhere. U.S.-educated L2 students tend to learn English
through exposure/immersion rather than through formal instruction
that students educated in other countries may receive (Reid, 1998). In
any case, L2 students in this population clearly felt disadvantaged
regarding their control of English grammar compared to the self-
assessments of their L1 peers.

Another survey question asked students if they struggle with 12 com-
mon errors in grammar and mechanics often made by college writers
(see Table 7). Although both groups identified struggles with the com-
mon errors, results again show the relative lack of confidence of L2
writers compared with their L1 peers in all categories except for cita-
tions, which is a nonlinguistic convention. The largest differences were
in verb tense/form (14% higher for L2 students), noun plurals (16%
higher for L2 students), and articles (10% higher for L2 students)—
all error types more common for L2 writers and all areas where our
research question 1 findings described above showed significant differ-
ences.

A final set of questions asked students about their current ability to
apply grammar knowledge to their own writing and self-editing
(Table 8). Again, response patterns show L1 writers with more confi-
dence in grammar ability and more positive memories of previous
grammar instruction than L2 students.

Comments from L2 student interviews reflect the larger group’s
response patterns quite well. U.S.-born Carmen6 spoke Spanish at

TABLE 6

Students’ Prior Grammar Instruction and Current Knowledge Self-Reports

Survey item Options
L1 students
(N = 109)

L2 students
(N = 129)

Source/context of
previous grammar instruction

Primary school 89% 71%
Secondary school 93% 86%
ESL/ELL classes 10% 26%
English tutoring 0% 7%
Nowhere 5% 9%

Effectiveness of
previous English language/
grammar instruction

Always effective 27% 18%
Usually effective 48% 43%
Sometimes effective 20% 32%
Never effective 2% 3%
Not applicable 4% 4%

Confidence about
current English grammar
knowledge

Very confident 43% 18%
Somewhat confident 52% 64%
Unconfident 4% 18%
Very unconfident 1% 0%

6 All student names are pseudonyms.
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home until starting bilingual classes in kindergarten and mainstream
classes in seventh grade. Despite advanced high school English classes,
she felt unprepared for college writing and failed the university’s writ-
ing exam, forcing enrollment in the pre-FYC class. She enjoys writing
but said she struggles with sentence boundaries and vocabulary. She
expressed frustration about having received no formal English instruc-
tion once mainstreamed.

Erica moved to the United States from China at age 9 and
completed 1 year of English at a second language immersion school
before mainstreaming. She said she enjoys writing but feels frustrated
that grammar instruction did not transfer to her writing. She learned
how to self-edit her “frequent” verb tense and wordiness problems in
the university’s pre-FYC developmental writing class. Though in her
survey she reported being unconfident about her English grammar

TABLE 7

Respondents’ Self-Reports on Common Errors Frequently or Sometimes Struggled With

Error type (frequently or sometimes) L1 students (N = 109) L2 students (N = 129)

Awkward/wordy sentences 83% 87%
Word choice 75% 84%
Citations (MLA, etc.) 72% 68%
Sentence boundaries 55% 62%
Other punctuation 43% 52%
Commas 41% 50%
Verb tense/form 35% 49%
Pronoun reference 32% 36%
Subject-verb agreement 32% 41%
Articles 25% 35%
Apostrophes 22% 25%
Noun plurals 14% 30%

TABLE 8

Survey Respondents’ Reported Ability to Apply Grammar Knowledge to Writing

Question Option
L1 students
(N = 109)

L2 students
(N = 129)

How would you rate your English grammar
ability when you write a paper for school?

Very strong/
perfect

14% 3%

Fairly strong 74% 59%
Somewhat
weak

11% 38%

Very weak 1% 0%
Do you think your previous English grammar
instruction helps you when you write or edit a
paper?

Yes,
definitely

52% 44%

Sometimes 44% 43%
Rarely 1% 8%
Never 1% 1%
Not sure 2% 4%
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knowledge and sometimes struggling with punctuation, word choice,
and subject-verb agreement, she said in her interview that written
grammar was “not a big problem” because she goes by “what sounds
right.”

Our research question 2 findings show that the L2 students were
less likely than L1 students to report receiving English grammar
instruction, less certain of its efficacy when they did receive it, and less
confident about their ability to use that knowledge in their own writ-
ing. L2 writers were also more likely to say they struggled with com-
mon error patterns of nearly all types and especially were aware of
struggling with errors considered more typical for English L2 writers.
These self-perceptions correspond with our research question 1 text
analysis findings.

CONCLUSION

We undertook this investigation to obtain a contextualized picture
of the language needs of L2 students in a mixed FYC program. Our
mixed-methods analysis showed that L1 writers obtained higher holis-
tic scores measuring the effectiveness of language use than did L2 stu-
dents. L2 writers made more total errors and significantly more verb,
noun, sentence structure, word choice, and word form errors than L1
students. Although the L1 and L2 groups did not differ on syntactic
complexity, lexical density (proportion of content words to function
words), and lexical sophistication, they did show differences in lexical
variety, especially in verb variation. L2 students were less likely than L1
students to report having received substantial or effective grammar
instruction prior to college and were less likely to report a successful
transfer of that instruction to their own writing. L2 students also
showed a lack of confidence, compared to their L1 peers, about their
understanding and control of linguistic features. Their own self-per-
ceptions about their knowledge aligned with our observations of error
patterns in their texts.

In short, we found differences between the L1 and L2 groups in stu-
dents’ error patterns, ability to vary their vocabulary, and confidence
level. However, contrary to previous research, we did not find that L2
students in this context showed less sophistication in vocabulary use or
less syntactic complexity than L1 writers, findings that may reflect dif-
ferences in proficiency and demographics of our study (specifically,
that most of the L2 writers in this study were long-term residents of
the United States).

It is also worth noting that our sample of student texts in this study
was not large (N = 115) and was taken at only one point in time at the
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beginning of the term. However, the sample represented a larger
group of students in the program and likely provides a fair account of
the students’ linguistic repertoires.

Implications

The relative similarities between the two groups in lexical sophistica-
tion and syntactic complexity, juxtaposed with the much greater occur-
rences of a wide range of language errors, surprised us. Going into
this study with our research and teaching experience, we might have
assumed the opposite: that these relatively advanced L2 students would
make fewer errors and need work instead on the more complex and
sophisticated writing needed for academic and professional endeavors.
Therefore, observing L2 writers with many surface errors as well as
advanced proficiency in lexical choices and syntactically complex texts
was interesting.

This set of findings suggests that teachers of L2 writers at the FYC
and English for academic purposes (EAP) levels might want to focus
on helping students self-edit for common patterns of L2 errors rather
than on formally building syntactic complexity, which they may pick
up naturally through authentic L2 reading and writing experiences.
The L2 students’ own perceptions—about not receiving enough or suf-
ficiently effective grammar instruction prior to college and therefore
not feeling confident in their knowledge about common grammatical
and language issues in their writing—lend further support to helping
L2 writers prepare for college-level writing with more targeted gram-
mar instruction and self-study and more practice in applying that
knowledge to their own texts (particularly verbs, nouns, sentence struc-
ture, and word forms). A systematic program for common error feed-
back and text revision, such as dynamic written corrective feedback
(Hartshorn et al., 2010; Hartshorn & Evans, 2015), paired with mini-
lessons and self-study materials, may be more useful to L2 writers than
a more generalized approach to studying English grammar.

Our findings also suggest that lexical variety could be a useful
instructional objective for L2 writers. However, this can be a complex
classroom issue, as haphazard attempts at lexical variation can pro-
mote awkward “thesaurus errors” or breakdowns in precision and com-
prehensibility. Students need to understand that lexical variety makes
a text more interesting and convincing but only with appropriate syn-
onyms and paraphrases. Teachers can lead students through mini-les-
sons to better understand these principles and skills (see, e.g., Ferris,
2014). A focus on lexical variation may also help L1 FYC writers
express themselves more effectively.
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Further Research

Future studies could take a longitudinal perspective that observes
characteristics of L2 texts as students progress through developmental
and EAP programs, FYC courses, and writing in the disciplines. More
finely tuned case study research could see how and whether L2 writers
acquire and improve control over linguistic features for writing over a
period of time: through reading and writing for academic purposes,
feedback, formal study of vocabulary and grammar, or consciously
applying self-editing strategies learned in EAP/FYC courses.

Final Thoughts

We expected to find, and did find, linguistic differences between L1
and L2 texts. However, we did not find what previous research and
our own assumptions led us to expect in terms of L2 students’
advanced control of sophisticated vocabulary and complex syntax. We
learned that even highly proficient, successful, and assimilated L2 stu-
dents in a prestigious university program struggle with self-confidence
and are frustrated by their perceptions that previous experiences in L2
learning have left them with gaps in their knowledge and their ability
to apply what they know to their writing. In that sense, the L2 writers,
though impressively knowledgeable and skillful, were not “equal” to
their L1 peers in FYC classes.
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