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Abstract

The increasing demand for English proficiency in a globalised world implies a deeper
understanding of the challenges faced by English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners. While
corpus linguistics offers valuable tools for analysing language use, its integration into EFL
instruction, particularly in contexts like the pre-university system in Romania, remains limited.
This PhD thesis addresses this gap by exploring the potential of corpus linguistics to inform
and enhance argumentative essay writing instruction for upper-secondary Romanian EFL
students. It contributes to the existing body of knowledge by providing empirical evidence and
practical recommendations for pedagogical practices, ultimately aiming to improve the writing

skills of non-native English learners in Romania.

The research is motivated by the disparity between the potential of corpus linguistics and its
underuse in EFL classrooms. Despite the availability of various corpora, only a small fraction
of educators actively engages with corpus research. This discrepancy calls for greater
integration of corpus-informed methodologies in language education, extending beyond
quantitative analyses to encompass the insights offered by qualitative approaches. By focusing
on argumentative essay writing, a crucial skill evaluated in national and international English

exams, this thesis directly addresses a practical need within the Romanian educational system.

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how corpus linguistics analysis can be used to inform
and improve English language teaching in Romanian high schools. This central aim is achieved
through the investigation of a newly compiled learner corpus and a comparative analysis with
native speaker data, culminating in practical pedagogical recommendations. The thesis sets out

to answer the following research questions:

1. How do L2 English high school students in Romania use grammatical categories, 1.e.
adjectives, nouns, verbs, and pronouns differently from native English speakers?

2. How does the lexical diversity in argumentative essays written by L2 English high school
students in Romania compare to that of native English speakers?

3. What are the main similarities and differences in the use of cohesive devices between
argumentative essays written by L2 English high school learners in Romania and those
written by native English speakers?

4. What are the most recurrent lexical, grammatical, and cohesion-related errors in the
argumentative essays written by L2 English high school students in Romania, and how does

interlanguage influence (L1 Romanian vs. L1 Hungarian) contribute to these errors?



5. How do the writing styles of L2 English high school students in Romania differ based on
their L1 background (Romanian vs. Hungarian), and what insights does this provide for
enhancing English language teaching in Romanian schools?

6. How does the integration of Al impact the structural organisation and coherence of
argumentative essays produced by L2 English high school students in Romania?

7. How can insights from the lexical, grammatical, and cohesion-related challenges in L2
English high school students’ argumentative essay writing in Romania be applied to

enhance instructional strategies for teaching writing in L2 English?

To address these research questions, the thesis employs a hybrid methodology that integrates
quantitative and qualitative corpus analysis techniques. At the heart of this approach lies the
AGORA (ArGumentative & Opinion Romanian learner essAys) corpus, a self-compiled learner
corpus of 1,083 L2 English argumentative and opinion essays written by upper-secondary
students (grades 9th-12th) in Romania between 2021 and 2023. Essays encompass proficiency
levels B1, B2, and C1, and metadata includes demographic information, academic details,
textual attributes, and administrative data. The data was collected with the support of 104
English teachers from 74 schools nationwide, ensuring an 81% coverage of Romanian counties.
The AGORA corpus was compared to a sample from the Learner Corpus of Native English
Essays (LOCNESS), used as a benchmark corpus. Tools like AntConc and LancsBox X were
used for generating wordlists, frequency lists, and key word analyses. Further qualitative
analysis involved the KWIC (Key Words in Context) tool, followed by error analysis using the
LanguageTool API to automate error detection, which was then manually refined. Lastly,

several essays were rewritten using ChatGPT and compared to the original texts.
The thesis outline reflects a logical progression through the research process:

— Chapter 1 provides the theoretical framework for understanding EFL education in Romania,

focusing on curriculum development, writing instruction, and standardised assessments.

— Chapter 2 details the development and analysis of the AGORA corpus, outlining the design

criteria, representativeness, ethical considerations, and processing steps.

— Chapter 3 presents a contrastive interlanguage analysis of the AGORA corpus essays,
authored by Romanian and Hungarian L1 speakers, using the native-speaker LOCNESS
corpus as a benchmark to analyse writing styles and lexico-grammatical and discoursal

features. In addition to this contrastive approach, the chapter includes a descriptive analysis



of collocations and idiomatic expressions within AGORA, providing a more nuanced view

of lexical choices and complementing the findings of the contrastive analysis.

— Chapter 4 explores language acquisition through a detailed error analysis of the AGORA
essays, identifying recurring errors, exploring their potential sources (with particular

attention paid to L1 interference), and offering pedagogical insights.

— Chapter 5 considers the role of artificial intelligence language models, particularly
ChatGPT, in shaping L2 writing, comparing original student essays from AGORA with Al-

generated revisions.

— Chapter 6 concludes the thesis by summarising the main findings, outlining pedagogical
implications, highlighting contributions to the field, and addressing limitations with

suggestions for future research.

The novelty of this research lies in the creation and in-depth analysis of the AGORA corpus,
which is the first digitalised English learner corpus specifically designed for Romanian pre-
university settings. This enables a nuanced, data-driven analysis of linguistic features,
grammatical categories, lexical diversity, cohesion, and interlanguage influence (L1 Romanian
vs. L1 Hungarian), all of which had not been previously analysed. Furthermore, this was done
while simultaneously accounting for Al usage on school essay writing, which had a large

impact to the coherence of language styles throughout highschoolers’ essays.

The obtained results reveal several key findings:

— Romanian and Hungarian EFL learners display distinct linguistic profiles.

— Both learner groups significantly underuse the definite article compared to native speakers.

— In both learner groups, there was an overuse of additive and summarising cohesive devices

compared to other cohesive devices.
— Romanian and Hungarian L1 students rely heavily on formulaic structures.

— Romanian and Hungarian L1 students tend to use stative verbs more frequently, while

underusing other verbs with multiple semantic values.

— Common grammar and lexical errors were identified, as well as areas for improvement in

terms of sentence structure, lexical diversity, and style.



— Several types of errors are attributable to L1 interference from Romanian, including
instances of double comparatives, incorrect preposition use, article misuse, and word order

€rrors.

— Al-generated revisions of students’ essays enhanced quality across multiple aspects,
including coherence, structural organization, grammatical accuracy, and lexical

sophistication.

— Essays revised by Al show a quantitative convergence in lexical diversity, approaching

proficient native-speaker levels.

— Al tools like ChatGPT can be used to help students develop their essays, but there must be
a balance so as not to threaten originality and to avoid homogenisation of writing styles,

with time and effort still required on the students’ part.

This study’s personal contribution involves the development of new methods that incorporate
Al into language learning, as well as providing a novel application of corpus linguistics in a

pre-university setting.

In terms of pedagogical implications, the thesis offers specific recommendations for
Romanian EFL teachers, including the development of contrastive awareness exercises,
targeted vocabulary instruction, and strategies for balancing Al assistance with authentic
writing skills. The thesis emphasises the importance of addressing recurrent grammatical
errors, L1-triggered lexical errors, and the overuse of formulaic expressions. Furthermore, the
research suggests the need for more explicit instruction in argumentative writing strategies and

techniques for promoting balanced argumentation.

On the whole, this thesis has impact in the field of English language education by providing
empirical evidence and practical recommendations, enriching pedagogical practices for non-
native English learners in Romania. By bridging the gap between corpus linguistics and EFL
teaching, this research offers valuable insights for educators, curriculum designers, and
researchers aiming to enhance the writing proficiency of Romanian students and prepare them
for success in academic and professional settings. The work also contributes to the discourse

on ethical and productive use of Al in pedagogical settings.



Rezumat

Cresterea tot mai acerba de competente lingvistice in limba engleza intr-o lume globalizata
subliniaza necesitatea unei intelegeri aprofundate a dificultatilor cu care se confrunta elevii
care invati engleza ca limba striind. In timp ce lingvistica de corpus oferd instrumente
valoroase pentru analiza utilizarii limbii, integrarea sa in predarea limbii engleze ca limba
strdind, in special in contexte precum sistemul preuniversitar din Romania, rdmane limitata.
Prezenta teza de doctorat abordeaza aceasta lacuna, explorand potentialul lingvisticii de corpus
de a informa si Tmbunatati predarea redactarii de eseuri argumentative elevilor de liceu din
Romania care studiazd limba engleza. Acest studiu contribuie la literatura de specialitate
existentd, oferind dovezi empirice si recomandari pentru abordarile pedagogice, cu scopul final

de a Tmbunatati abilitatile de scriere ale elevilor vorbitori de engleza non-nativi din Romania.

Cercetarea este motivatad de discrepanta dintre potentialul lingvisticii de corpus si utilizarea sa
relativ rari la orele de limba engleza. In ciuda disponibilititii diverselor corpusuri, doar o mica
parte dintre profesori se implicd activ in cercetarea pe corpus. Aceastd discrepantd necesitd o
integrare mai buna a metodologiilor bazate pe corpus in educatia lingvistica, depdsind analizele
cantitative pentru a include perspectivele oferite de abordarile calitative. Concentrandu-se pe
redactarea de eseuri argumentative, o abilitate cruciald evaluatd In examenele nationale si
internationale de limba englezd, aceasta teza abordeaza direct o nevoie practica din cadrul

sistemului educational romanesc.

Scopul acestei teze este de a explora modul in care analiza lingvisticii de corpus poate fi
utilizatd pentru a informa s1 imbunatati predarea limbii engleze in liceele din Roménia. Acest
obiectiv central este atins prin investigarea unui corpus nou compilat si prin realizarea unei
analize comparative cu date de la vorbitori nativi, culminand cu recomandari pedagogice

practice. Teza isi propune sa raspunda la urmatoarele intrebari de cercetare:

1. Cum utilizeaza elevii de liceu din Romania care invatd engleza ca limba strdina categoriile
gramaticale, precum adjectivele, substantivele, verbele si pronumele, Tn maniera diferita

fata de vorbitorii nativi de engleza?

2. Cum se compard diversitatea lexicala din eseurile argumentative scrise de elevii de liceu

din Romania care invatd engleza ca limba straina cu cea a vorbitorilor nativi de engleza?



3. Care sunt principalele asemanari si diferente in utilizarea conectorilor intre eseurile
argumentative scrise de elevii de liceu din Romania care Tnvata engleza ca limba strdina si

cele scrise de vorbitorii nativi de engleza?

4. Care sunt cele mai recurente erori lexicale, gramaticale si de coeziune in eseurile
argumentative scrise de elevii de liceu din Romania care invata engleza ca limba strdina si

cum contribuie influenta interlingvisticd (L1 romana vs. L1 maghiard) la aceste erori?

5. Cum difera stilurile de scriere ale elevilor de liceu din Roménia care invata engleza ca
limba straind, in functie de L1 (romana vs. maghiard), si ce perspective oferd acest lucru

pentru Imbunatatirea predarii limbii engleze in scolile romanesti?

6. Cum influenteaza integrarea inteligentei artificiale organizarea structurald si coerenta
eseurilor argumentative produse de elevii de liceu din Romania care invata engleza ca limba

straina?

7. Cum pot fi aplicate perspectivele din provocarile lexicale, gramaticale si de coeziune in
redactarea de eseuri argumentative de catre elevii de liceu din Romania care invatd engleza
ca limba strdind pentru a imbunatati strategiile de instruire in predarea scrierii

argumentative in engleza?

Pentru a raspunde la aceste intrebari de cercetare, teza foloseste o metodologie hibrida care
integreazi tehnici de analiz de corpus cantitativi si calitativa. In centrul acestei abordari se
afla corpusul AGORA (ArGumentative & Opinion Romanian learner essAys), un corpus
compilat de autorul tezei de doctorat, format din 1.083 de eseuri argumentative si de opinie in
limba engleza, scrise de elevi de liceu (clasele a [X-a — a XII-a) din Romania, intre 2021 si
2023. Eseurile acopera nivelurile de competentd B1, B2 si C1, iar metadatele includ informatii
demografice, detalii academice, atribute textuale si date administrative. Datele au fost colectate
cu sprijinul a 104 profesori de englezd din 74 de scoli la nivel national, asigurand o acoperire
de 81% a judetelor Romaniei. Corpusul AGORA a fost comparat cu un esantion din Learner
Corpus of Native English Essays (LOCNESS), folosit in calitate de corpus de referintd. Au fost
utilizate instrumente precum AntConc si LancsBox X pentru generarea de liste de cuvinte, liste
de frecventa si analize de cuvinte cheie. Analiza calitativa suplimentard a implicat instrumentul
KWIC (Key Words in Context), urmat de analiza erorilor utilizand LanguageTool API pentru
a automatiza detectarea erorilor, care a fost apoi rafinatd manual. In cele din urma, mai multe

eseuri au fost rescrise folosind ChatGPT si comparate cu textele originale.

Vi



Structura tezei reflectd o progresie logica prin procesul de cercetare:

— Capitolul 1 oferd cadrul teoretic pentru intelegerea predarii limbii engleze ca limba straina
in Romania, concentrandu-se pe dezvoltarea curriculumului, predarea redactarii de eseuri

si evaluarile standardizate.

— Capitolul 2 detaliaza dezvoltarea si analiza corpusului AGORA, prezentand criteriile de

proiectare, reprezentativitatea, consideratiile etice si pasii de procesare.

— Capitolul 3 prezintd o analizd contrastiva interlingvisticd utilizand corpusul AGORA,
comparand eseurile redactate de vorbitori nativi de romana si de maghiara si folosind
corpusul LOCNESS ca referintd pentru a analiza stilurile de scriere si trasaturile lexico-
gramaticale si discursive. Pe langd aceasta abordare contrastiva, capitolul include si o
analiza descriptiva a colocatiilor si expresiilor/locutiunilor idiomatice din AGORA, oferind
o perspectiva mai nuantata asupra alegerilor lexicale ale elevilor si completand concluziile

analizei contrastive.

— Capitolul 4 exploreaza achizitia limbii printr-o analizd detaliata a erorilor din eseurile
AGORA, identificand greselile recurente, examinand sursele lor posibile (cu un accent

deosebit pe interferenta 1) si oferind perspective pedagogice.

— Capitolul 5 ia in considerare rolul modelelor lingvistice de inteligenta artificiald, in special
ChatGPT, in modelarea scrierii L2, comparand eseurile originale ale elevilor din AGORA

cu revizuirile generate de inteligenta artificiala.

— Capitolul 6 concluzioneazd teza prin rezumarea principalelor observatii, prezentarea
implicatiilor pedagogice, evidentierea contributiilor la domeniu si abordarea limitarilor cu

sugestii pentru cercetari viitoare.

Noutatea acestei cercetdri consta in crearea si analiza aprofundatd a corpusului AGORA, care
este primul corpus digitalizat obtinut din si destinat in special invatdmantului preuniversitar
din Romania. Acest lucru permite o analizd nuantatd, bazatd pe date, a caracteristicilor
lingvistice, a categoriilor gramaticale, a diversitatii lexicale, a coeziunii si a influentei
interlingvistice (L1 romand vs. L1 maghiard), toate acestea nefiind analizate in studii
anterioare. In plus, studiul de fatd a analizat, de asemenea, impactul utilizarii inteligentei
artificiale asupra scrierii de eseuri scolare si asupra stilurilor lingvistice din eseurile liceenilor

din Romania.

vii



Rezultatele obtinute dezvaluie mai multe descoperiri cheie:

— Elevii romani si maghiari care studiazd limba engleza ca L2 au profiluri lingvistice

distincte.

— Ambele grupuri de elevi prezintd o puternica tendintd de a evita sau omite articolul hotarat

in eseurile lor in comparatie cu vorbitorii nativi de engleza.

— In cele doua grupuri, s-a remarcat utilizarea mult mai frecventa a conectorilor copulativi si

de sinteza/rezumare in comparatie cu alti conectori.
— FElevii romani si maghiari se bazeaza foarte mult pe structuri de tip sablon.

— Vorbitorii nativi de romana si maghiara tind sa foloseascd mai frecvent verbe statice, in

timp ce utilizeaza mai rar verbe dinamice sau cu valori semantice multiple.

— Au fost identificate erori gramaticale si lexicale frecvente, precum si carente in ceea ce

priveste structura propozitiilor, diversitatea lexicala si elementele stilistice.

— Mai multe tipuri de erori pot fi atribuite transferului lingvistic din limba materna, inclusiv
utilizarea comparativelor duble (folosirea simultand a doi indicatori ai gradului de
comparatie), folosirea incorectd a prepozitiilor, erori in utilizarea articolelor si greseli de

ordonare a cuvintelor.

— Revizuirile generate de inteligenta artificiald asupra eseurilor elevilor au imbundtatit in mod
consecvent calitatea acestora pe mai multe planuri, inclusiv in privinta coerentei, a

organizarii structurale, a preciziei gramaticale si a bogatiei lexicale.

— Eseurile revizuite de inteligenta artificiald demonstreaza o convergentd cantitativd in

diversitatea lexicala, apropiindu-se de nivelurile vorbitorilor nativi avansati.

— Instrumentele Al precum ChatGPT pot fi utilizate pentru a ajuta elevii sa-si dezvolte
eseurile; cu toate acestea, este esential sd se pdstreze un echilibru care sd protejeze
originalitatea si s evite uniformizarea stilurilor de scriere, mentinandu-se, in mod necesar,

implicarea reala (in timp si efort) a elevilor.

Contributia personald a acestui studiu constd in dezvoltarea de noi metode care sa
incorporeze inteligenta artificiala in predarea-invatarea limbilor strdine, precum si In
promovarea unei abordari inovatoare de aplicare a lingvisticii de corpus In invatdmantul

preuniversitar.
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In ceea ce priveste implicatiile pedagogice, teza oferd recomandari specifice pentru profesorii
romani care predau limba englezd ca limba strdina, inclusiv elaborarea de exercitii de
sensibilizare a elevilor la diferentele lingvistice prin analize contrastive, de predare orientata
spre 1mbogdtirea vocabularului si strategii pentru armonizarea echilibratd a utilizarii
inteligentei artificiale cu scrierea autentica. Teza subliniazd importanta abordarii erorilor
gramaticale recurente, a erorilor lexicale care isi au originea in L1 si a utilizarii excesive de
expresii-sablon. Mai mult, cercetarea sugereazd necesitatea unei instruiri mai explicite in

strategii de scriere argumentativa si tehnici pentru promovarea argumentarii echilibrate.

In ansamblu, aceasti teza are un impact in domeniul educatiei lingvistice in limba englez,
oferind dovezi empirice si recomandari practice, imbogatind practicile pedagogice pentru
elevii non-nativi de limba engleza din Romania. Prin reducerea decalajului dintre lingvistica
de corpus si predarea limbii engleze ca limba strdind, aceastd cercetare oferd informatii
valoroase pentru profesori, creatorii de curriculum si cercetdtorii care urmaresc sa
imbunatateasca competenta de scriere a elevilor din Romania si sa-i pregiteasca pentru a avea
succes Tn mediile academice si profesionale. Lucrarea contribuie, de asemenea, la demersul
academic de explorare si de intelegere a utilizarii inteligentei artificiale in mediile pedagogice

in mod etic si productiv.
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