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Abstract
When conducting second language (L2) writing experiments with participants of varying proficiency, careful 
selection of both the test used to estimate participants’ L2 proficiency and the tasks used to elicit writing data from 
participants is essential. However, L2 writing studies involving learners with varying proficiency rarely discuss the 
criteria or rationale behind the selection of their research instruments. In this article, we describe how we collected 
data from a small sample of L1 Dutch learners of Swedish with a wide range of proficiencies and used these to 
inform our selection of a proficiency test and a set of writing tasks for a research project on the role of proficiency 
in L2 writing. Each learner completed two proficiency tests, four self-developed writing tasks, and a post-task 
interview. We used these data to examine the suitability of the two proficiency tests for estimating participants’ L2 
Swedish proficiency and the ability of the writing tasks to elicit data from all participants, regardless of proficiency. 
One proficiency test outperformed the other in terms of efficiency. The writing tasks elicited suitable writing data 
from all participants, although the interview data also revealed some aspects of the writing tasks that could be 
improved.
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Introduction
Over the years, interest in understanding the role of L2 proficiency in L2 writing has grown 
(e.g., Révész et al., 2022; Vasylets & Marín, 2021). Likewise, research on L2 writing in lan-
guages other than English has increased (Sun & Lan, 2023). Experimental studies in these 
areas typically involve collecting writing data from participants with a wide range of pro-
ficiencies. In studies on the role of L2 proficiency in L2 writing, participants of varying 
proficiency are recruited to ensure that the variable of interest displays sufficient variability 
to address the research questions. In studies on L2 writing in languages other than English, 
learner populations can be so small that a large sample of participants with similar profi-
ciencies may be difficult to recruit.

During instrument selection, L2 writing experiments that involve participants of vary-
ing proficiency commonly face two needs:

1)	 An L2 proficiency test is needed to assess the impact of L2 proficiency on writing or to 
control for proficiency during data analysis. For languages other than English, selecting 
such a test is often less straightforward. While general conventions may exist for these 
languages, there is often no clear standard for which proficiency test to use specifically 
for experimental studies on L2 writing.

2)	 A suitable set of writing tasks is essential to elicit writing data from participants of vary-
ing proficiency. Depending on the research aims, these tasks should facilitate the inves-
tigation of the final written products and/or the writing processes, including real-time 
behaviours (e.g., pausing and revising) and underlying cognitive activities (e.g., plan-
ning, formulating, and evaluating), across proficiencies.

These two needs also arose during instrument selection for a research project involving 
learners of Swedish of varying proficiency. The project aims to assess the impact of online 
tools (e.g., dictionaries, machine translation tools) on the writing products and processes 
of L1 Dutch learners of Swedish and whether the impact of these tools varies depending 
on learners’ L2 proficiency. Hence, the project involves learners of varying proficiency. 
Deciding on which test to use as an L2 proficiency estimator in this project proved difficult, 
because no studies exist that examine the various tests available for estimating L2 Swedish 
proficiency. In addition, we were hesitant to reuse writing tasks from other L2 writing stud-
ies with learners of varying proficiency, because these studies rarely discuss the suitability 
of the selected writing tasks to elicit data across proficiencies. We therefore decided to set 
up a preliminary study, in which we investigate the suitability of two carefully selected L2 
Swedish proficiency tests and a set of four self-developed writing tasks for use with learners 
of varying proficiency. This article reports on the findings of this study.

Background
Estimating L2 Swedish Proficiency for (Writing) Research Purposes
In research on second language acquisition (SLA), it is not uncommon to estimate profi-
ciency using learners’ classroom level, year of instruction, or self-assessments (Park et al., 
2022). However, although convenient, such measures tend to be imprecise. Therefore, Park 
et al. (2022) argue that SLA researchers should measure participants’ proficiency with inde-
pendent tests, such as standardised placement tests or tests that yield proxy measures of L2 
proficiency. Examples of the latter are cloze tests or C-tests, oral tests (e.g., elicited imitation 
tasks), or vocabulary tests (e.g., vocabulary levels tests or lexical decision tasks). Although 
they do not directly measure L2 proficiency, they do measure constructs that are strongly 



NORDAND | ÅRGANG 20 | 1-2025 3

correlated with it (Kostromitina & Plonsky, 2022; Milton, 2013). The scores on these tests 
can therefore function as proxy measures of L2 proficiency. Following the recommenda-
tions of Park et al. (2022), we scanned prior studies on L2 Swedish involving participants of 
varying proficiency and academic literature documenting test development and design for 
references to such tests for L2 Swedish learners. We found two standardised placement tests 
and two vocabulary levels tests.

The first placement test is the online DIALANG test for Swedish1 (Huhta et al., 2002). It 
targets various components of L2 proficiency through self-assessment, multiple-choice and 
short-answer questions. For each component, the test taker receives a numerical score and/
or a Common European Framework (CEFR) level estimate (Council of Europe, 2020), but 
no overall score is given. Completing the test takes about two hours, but it is also possible 
to only complete certain sections. Several studies on L2 Swedish (Długosz, 2023; Tiselius & 
Sneed, 2020) have used the test to estimate participants’ L2 proficiency.

The second placement test is a paper-based test that we will refer to as the Folkuniversitetet 
Test (FUT), because it was developed by the Swedish adult educational association 
Folkuniversitetet. Three different versions of the test exist (A, B, and C), each tailored to a dif-
ferent proficiency range (pre-A1 to A2+, A2+ to B2, and B2+ to C1+). Each version contains 
40 gap-filling questions testing learners’ grammatical and lexical competence. Version B, 
for example, is split up into three parts. The first part consists of 19 multiple-choice gap-fill-
ing questions evaluating mostly grammatical competence (e.g., prepositions, conjunctions, 
agreement, word order). The second section comprises 10 open-ended cloze sentences cov-
ering mainly vocabulary knowledge. The last part of 11 questions captures participants’ 
verb knowledge (e.g., form, tense, and voice) in the form of gap-filling exercises. The result 
is a score out of 40. Its duration is unknown. Prentice and Forsberg Lundell (2021) use ver-
sion C in their study with upper-intermediate to advanced learners of Swedish.

The first of the two vocabulary tests is the Swedish Levels Test (SweLT). Its development 
and validation have been thoroughly documented in Bokander (2016). The SweLT was cre-
ated in both paper and digital formats and is divided into four sections of 20 items, intended 
to measure learners’ receptive vocabulary knowledge at four levels (the 2,000, 3,000, 5,000, 
and 8,000 most common Swedish words). Each item consists of a gapped sentence and four 
words sampled from a frequency-ranked base vocabulary pool (Forsbom, 2006) extracted 
from the Stockholm-Umeå corpus (1M tokens) (Källgren et al., 2006). Test takers are sup-
posed to select the word that fits best into the sentence. The result is a score out of 80. There 
is no information available on its exact duration, but the test administrators in Bokander’s 
study perceived 25 to 30 minutes as sufficient.

The second vocabulary test is the paper-based Swedish Levels Test (SLT) constructed by 
Lindberg and Johansson (2018). The SLT consists of 48 items, each comprising six words 
and three definitions. The words are taken from a frequency list of a self-compiled corpus of 
normative Swedish texts (285M+ tokens) and from the Swedish Academic Vocabulary List 
(Ribeck et al., 2014), but the exact sampling procedure remains unclear. For each item, test 
takers are supposed to match three words to their respective definitions. The result is a score 
out of 288. Its average duration is not mentioned. Lindberg and Johansson (2018) used the 
SLT to measure L1 and L2 Swedish high school students’ vocabulary breadth.

Eliciting Writing Data from Learners of Varying Proficiency
Designing tasks to elicit writing data from L2 learners involves several decisions, includ-
ing genre, topic, text length requirements, and time constraints. Experimental L2 writing 
studies with participants of varying proficiency have employed a range of genres. Examples 
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can be found of narrative (Kim et al., 2016; Lu, 2020; Vasylets & Marín, 2021), descrip-
tive (Liao, 2022), and expository (Barkaoui, 2019; Lahuerta, 2018) writing tasks, but argu-
mentative writing tasks appear to be most prevalent (Gánem‐Gutiérrez & Gilmore, 2018; 
Khushik & Huhta, 2020; Révész et al., 2022; Tiryakioglu et al., 2019). The topics selected 
for these tasks are equally diverse, ranging from birthday presents (Tiryakioglu et al., 2019) 
to immigration politics (Vallejos, 2020). Regarding text length, studies requiring a certain 
length often ask participants to write 200 to 300 words (Barkaoui, 2019; Vallejos, 2020; 
Vasylets & Marín, 2021). Others set a minimum word count (Khushik & Huhta, 2020; 
Vasylets & Marín, 2021) or expect participants to stay within a certain range (Barrot & 
Agdeppa, 2021; Lahuerta, 2018). In terms of time allotment, most studies impose strict 
limits. A maximum of 30 minutes is the most common (Kim et al., 2016; Lu, 2020; Révész 
et al., 2022; Tiryakioglu et al., 2019). Other studies offer more flexibility by setting a time 
range (Barrot & Agdeppa, 2021) or allowing extensions (Sasaki, 2000).

How suitable these various genres, topics, text length requirements, or time constraints 
are for eliciting data from learners of varying proficiency is rarely discussed, although some 
exceptions exist. Lu (2020), for example, relied on expert ratings to determine which tasks 
from a set of potential writing tasks were of average difficulty and therefore appropriate for 
participants of varying proficiency. In addition, no word count was set to accommodate for 
the variation in L2 proficiency among participants. Another example is Kim et al. (2016), 
who used non-verbal videos as source material for their story retelling tasks, so that “all 
learners could view and understand the clips, regardless of […] their Korean proficiency 
level” (p. 160). Mock evaluations confirmed that the videos did not raise comprehensibility 
issues. Lastly, Sasaki (2000) and Vallejos (2020) based the time limits for their writing tasks 
on how much time L2 writers needed to complete these tasks in an untimed pilot study.

Research Objectives
In our literature review, we identified several tests that could be used for estimating par-
ticipants’ proficiency in L2 Swedish (writing) research. However, there is limited infor-
mation on how these tests compare. This article aims to provide a first comparison of two 
of these tests – that is, the SweLT and version B of the FUT (FUT B) – regarding their 
suitability as L2 proficiency estimators in experimental L2 Swedish (writing) research. 
We focus on the SweLT and the FUT B because they have several characteristics that 
lead us to believe that they are particularly suited for this purpose. First, they are quick 
to administer, counting only 80 and 40 items, respectively. Second, their length is fixed. 
Third, they yield a single, fine-grained score of L2 proficiency. Fourth, they target com-
ponents of L2 proficiency – that is, lexical and grammatical competence – that correlate 
strongly with writing ability (Kojima et al., 2022) and are therefore particularly relevant 
for research on L2 writing. Fifth, compared to FUT A and C, we expect FUT B (tailored 
to A2+ to B2 learners) to have a lower risk of floor and ceiling effects when used with 
participants of widely varying proficiency.

Furthermore, the literature review indicates that L2 writing studies involving partic-
ipants of varying proficiency rarely discuss the suitability of the selected writing tasks to 
elicit data across proficiencies. In response, the second objective of this article is to develop 
a set of writing tasks and provide a comprehensive report on the ability of these tasks to 
elicit such data. We will address not only the suitability of the writing tasks to elicit prod-
uct data across proficiencies, but also to elicit process data, including interactions between 
learners and online tools. In addition, we will report on how learners of varying proficiency 
perceive the writing tasks.
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In short, our first aim is to evaluate the suitability of the SweLT and FUT B as assessment 
instruments, while our second aim is to investigate the suitability of the writing tasks as 
elicitation instruments.

Methodology
Participants
Eleven L2 learners of Swedish (six female, three male, two non-binary) enrolled at a Flemish 
university participated in the study. All participants were between 18 and 24 years old and 
were L1 speakers of Dutch, except for one participant with an advanced level of Dutch. 
Their L2 proficiency varied widely. Our sample ranged from learners who had recently 
completed the university’s Swedish proficiency course for beginners (situated at the CEFR 
A1 level) to learners enrolled in graduate courses in Swedish linguistics (with C1 as a pre-
requisite for enrolment). We recruited by posting a call for participants in Facebook groups 
and asking lecturers to forward the call via mail. Participation was entirely voluntary, and 
participants were rewarded with money (€62.50).

Proficiency Tests
We digitised both the FUT B and the SweLT in Google Forms, using short-answer and 
multiple-choice question types, and translated the instructions into Dutch.2 We did not 
set any time limits, as the original proficiency tests were not timed either, but we did add 
I don’t know as a response option to all multiple-choice questions to discourage guessing 
behaviour (Zhang, 2013). Lastly, we noticed that the SweLT contained some (near) dupli-
cate words in the response options, so we replaced these with alternatives.3

We also added answer keys to Google Forms so participants’ scores could be calculated 
automatically. Answers on the SweLT were scored by awarding 1 point for each correctly 
selected option, with 80 being the maximum score possible. For the multiple-choice ques-
tions in the FUT B, we adopted the same approach. For the open-ended questions, how-
ever, we adopted an exact-scoring approach: A point was awarded solely when the provided 
answer exactly matched the solution. The maximum score possible on the FUT B was 40.

Writing Tasks
We developed a set of four writing tasks. Each writing task is designed to elicit two types of 
writing: Participants are first asked to describe three pictures (descriptive writing) and then 
explain which one appeals to them the most (expository writing). According to the CEFR 
(Council of Europe, 2020), A1 learners can describe familiar objects in simple language, 
while expressing opinions is only expected from B1. We therefore expect the writing tasks 
to be fairly manageable for lower-proficiency learners while also offering opportunities for 
higher-proficiency learners to demonstrate their skills.

We chose picture-based writing tasks for four reasons. First, pictures provide writers 
with content support, which should limit the impact of individual differences in topic 
knowledge (Polio & Friedman, 2016). Second, unlike L2 input, picture-based input does 
not allow learners to reuse fragments from the instructions. This ensures that the writing 
products accurately represent learners’ skills in the L2 (Alanen et al., 2010; Sasayama et 
al., 2021). Third, picture-based input is comprehensible to all learners (Kim et al., 2016). 
Fourth, pictures help control the content of the writing products (Coyle et al., 2023), which 
should make them more comparable. In addition, we consider pictures to be particularly 
suitable for eliciting tool interactions, as learners are unlikely to be familiar with all the 
words needed to describe the pictures.
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Depending on the writing task, participants are asked to describe pictures of three dif-
ferent events, holidays, travel destinations, or workshops (see Table 1). All pictures are con-
nected to the Nordics or Nordic culture. For instance, the ‘events’ writing task contains a 
picture of an ice hockey cup, a picture of the song contest Melodifestivalen, and a picture 
of the Nobel Prize ceremony. We chose the Nordics because we assume it is a topic that 
generally interests learners of Swedish, which should motivate them to perform well on the 
writing tasks (Weigle, 2010). We also wanted the writing tasks to prompt even the high-
er-proficiency participants to regularly resort to tools, so the elicited data would allow us to 
investigate how tools affect learners’ writing across all proficiencies. We therefore selected 
pictures whose description demands knowledge of rather low-frequency vocabulary (e.g., 
sticknål (knitting needle), skärgård (archipelago), midsommarstång (maypole), or hock-
eyklubba (hockey stick)).

Table 1. Overview of the pictures included in the writing tasks

Picture
Writing task topics 

Workshops Travel destinations Holiday celebrations Events

1 Norwegian knitting Swedish inland
Luciadagen
(Saint Lucy’s Day)

Ice hockey cup

2 Ice sculpting Major city in Sweden
Midsommar
(Midsummer)

Melodifestivalen
(song contest)

3 Baking cinnamon rolls Swedish archipelago
Valborg
(Walpurgis Night)

Nobel Prize award 
ceremony

To ensure that writing instructions were clear, we provided them in the participants’ L1 
(Dutch) (see Appendix for an English translation). We included time constraints, because 
we adhered to a fixed payment scheme and wanted to avoid unfair compensations due 
to substantial variation in completion time across participants. In addition, timed condi-
tions help to increase the comparability of participants’ writing. Following similar studies 
(see above), participants were allowed a 30-minute window to complete their text, with the 
option to submit earlier if they considered it finished. The instructions also told participants 
to aim for a half-page essay, which amounted to roughly 400 words in the Word template 
provided to the participants. We opted for this loose goal rather than a strict requirement 
(i.e., “aim for” instead of “produce”), so the less proficient would not feel too pressured to 
reach this text length. The instructions also emphasised that the descriptive and expository 
parts should be of approximately equal length, regardless of the final text length.

Our analysis of the writing tasks in this article is based on the data collected from the 
final seven participants in our sample of 11 learners. Although we also collected writing 
data from the first four participants, the set of writing tasks we used with these participants 
was still under development. Specifically, this set did not specify a text length and only fea-
tured two pictures per writing task.

Procedure
All participants individually attended two data collection sessions, each lasting approxi-
mately two hours. In the first session, they completed two of the four writing tasks, the 
SweLT, and a background questionnaire asking for their year of instruction and self-as-
sessments of their Swedish writing, reading, speaking, and listening skills. In the second 
session, participants completed the remaining two writing tasks, the FUT B, and a post-task 
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interview in Dutch about their perceptions of the writing tasks. Each session also included 
two 10-minute breaks. To reduce order, learning, and carry-over effects, the writing tasks 
were assigned to the participants in four different sequences.

Before each writing task, participants were provided time to read the instructions. They 
completed the writing tasks in Microsoft Word, which enabled us to collect data on their 
writing processes with the keystroke logging software Inputlog4 (Leijten & Van Waes, 2013). 
To facilitate tool interactions, they could consult a machine translation tool (DeepL) for 
two of the writing tasks and an online bilingual dictionary (Van Dale) for the other two. 
We alternated the order in which these tools were assigned to the writing tasks. Participants 
could only translate between Swedish and Dutch and were not allowed to use any other 
tools. Word’s built-in spelling and grammar checker was disabled by default, and partici-
pants did not activate it.

The procedure was approved by the ethical committee of the authors’ institution. The 
author who collected the data did not know the participants.

Data Analysis
To investigate the suitability of the FUT B and the SweLT in estimating the L2 Swedish profi-
ciency of our participants, we analysed participants’ scores on the proficiency tests, the time 
they needed to complete them, and the relationship of the scores to two other proficiency 
measures: their self-assessments and the year of L2 Swedish instruction in which they were 
enrolled. Participants’ self-assessments of their Swedish writing, reading, speaking, and lis-
tening skills were aggregated into composite scores. As each skill was rated on a five-point 
scale, the highest possible composite score was 20. Participants’ composite self-assessment 
scores and their proficiency test scores were converted into percentages.

To investigate the suitability of the writing tasks for eliciting data from participants of 
varying proficiency in experimental L2 writing research, we selected five measures: text 
length, process duration, percentage of expository writing, tool consultation frequency, and 
percentage of tool use.

We used text length (in words) to investigate whether the writing tasks elicit sufficiently 
long writing products across proficiencies. Previous research recommends a minimum of 
100 words for computing measures of lexical (Zenker & Kyle, 2021) and syntactic (Hwang 
& Polio, 2023) complexity, which are two constructs widely used for analysing L2 produc-
tion (Bulté & Housen, 2012). Therefore, it is important that the writing tasks we designed 
allow learners to produce at least 100 words within the given time limit. However, reaching 
this target may be more challenging for less proficient learners, who tend to write more 
slowly (Barkaoui, 2019; Révész et al., 2022; Spelman Miller et al., 2008).

We used process duration (in minutes) to determine whether the writing tasks elicit full 
writing processes across proficiencies. Although there are currently no established thresh-
olds for the amount of process data (in keystrokes or minutes) needed to compute common 
writing process measures, L2 writers are known to display different behaviours and engage 
in different subprocesses at various stages of writing (e.g., more revising towards the end) 
(Gánem‐Gutiérrez & Gilmore, 2018; Révész et al., 2022). Thus, the writing tasks should 
allow learners to complete a full writing process within the given time limit. Again, this may 
be more challenging for less proficient learners, who tend to write more slowly.

We used the percentage of expository writing to examine whether the writing tasks elicit 
similar amounts of descriptive and expository writing across proficiencies. Since genre has 
been shown to affect L2 writing products and processes (Lu, 2020; Yoon & Polio, 2017), 
it is important for the writing tasks to elicit a balanced mix of descriptive and expository 
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writing. However, as expressing opinions is typically only expected from more proficient 
learners (Council of Europe, 2020), producing expository writing may be more challenging 
for less proficient learners.

We used tool consultation frequency (number of times participants opened up a tool 
per minute) and percentage of tool use (time spent in tools divided by process duration) to 
investigate whether the writing tasks can elicit sufficient tool interactions across proficien-
cies. Previous studies have shown that more proficient learners tend to rely less on online 
tools while writing (Gánem‐Gutiérrez & Gilmore, 2018; Xu & Ding, 2014). Therefore, writ-
ing tasks that are too simple may not elicit sufficient tool interactions from higher-profi-
ciency learners.

For the text length, process duration, tool consultation frequency, and percentage of tool 
use, we relied on the summary statistics Inputlog provided for each keystroke log. For the 
percentage of expository writing, we manually identified the expository paragraphs in the 
texts, counted the number of words, and divided these counts by the total number of words 
in the text. For each of the five measures, we calculated the mean per participant across the 
four writing tasks and then computed descriptive statistics for those means. Additionally, 
to analyse participants’ perceptions regarding the suitability of the writing tasks, we first 
verbatim transcribed the post-task interviews. Then, we identified common themes in par-
ticipants’ answers to the interview question: “Did you find the writing tasks suitable for you, 
given your L2 Swedish proficiency, or too easy or too difficult? Why?”

Results
Proficiency Tests
Table 2 provides descriptives for participants’ proficiency test scores and completion times. 
Participants’ mean SweLT score is comparable to the mean reported by Bokander (2016) 
(71%, N = 290) and noticeably higher than the mean FUT B score. Note, however, that the 
confidence intervals overlap. The SweLT scores also appear to be less dispersed than the 
FUT B scores, given their smaller standard deviation and narrower range. While the lowest 
FUT B score is closer to the minimum than the lowest SweLT score, the highest SweLT 
score is slightly closer to the maximum than the highest FUT B score. Regarding comple-
tion times, participants needed more time to complete the SweLT than the FUT B.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the SweLT and FUT B scores and completion times (N = 11)

Statistic
Score (%) Completion time (in minutes)

SweLT FUT B SweLT FUT B
M 69 52 18.45 11.18
SD 16 21 5.84 4.21
95% CI [58, 79] [38, 66] [14.53, 22.38] [8.35, 14.01]
Range 41–89 20–80 13.00–31.00 5.00–17.00

Figure 1 visualises participants’ scores on the two proficiency tests, their composite 
self-assessment scores and year of instruction. The graph suggests a positive relationship 
between the FUT B and SweLT scores. Although the limited sample size warrants cau-
tion, Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient supports this observation, with r(9) = .72. 
However, the graph does not show a clear connection between participants’ proficiency test 
scores and their self-assessments. Spearman’s rank correlation between the FUT B score 
and self-assessments is negligible, r(9) = .03, but moderate between the SweLT score and 
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self-assessments, r(9) = .59. Lastly, participants’ scores do seem to increase with higher 
years of instruction. However, this relationship is less evident than the one between the 
FUT B and SweLT scores. Spearman’s rank correlations suggest moderate relationships: 
r(9) = .52 for FUT B score and year of instruction, and r(9) = .48 for SweLT score and year 
of instruction.

Figure 1. Scatter plot showing participants’ FUT B and SweLT scores, with sizes representing 
composite self-assessment scores and colours representing year of instruction. Each 
data point is labelled with the participant’s ID. To improve visibility, the identical scores for 
Participant 5 and 8 have been adjusted slightly.

As can also be seen in Figure 1, Participants 3, 5, 9, and 11 notably deviate from the trend of 
higher scores with more years of instruction. Participant 3, a first-year student, scored low 
on the FUT B (25%, comparable to Participants 2 and 10, two other first-year students), but 
high on the SweLT (71%, slightly above Participants 1, 4, and 8, all second-year students). 
This anomaly may be due to the participant’s long completion time for the SweLT (31 min-
utes, 1 standard deviation above the second-highest time and 2.5 standard deviations above 
the mean). In contrast, they completed the FUT B in 16 minutes, which, while also on the 
longer end, is only about 1 standard deviation above the mean. Participant 5 scored notably 
lower than the other two fourth-year students, Participants 6 and 7. The self-assessments 
suggest that Participant 5 may be a weaker fourth-year student. Participant 5’s compos-
ite self-assessment score is only 50%, compared to 70% and 85% for Participants 6 and 7, 
respectively. Participant 9, a first-year student, scored exceptionally high on both the FUT 
B and the SweLT. This may be because this participant spent a year in Sweden before start-
ing formal L2 Swedish instruction in Flanders. Lastly, Participant 11, the sole third-year 
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student, obtained scores very similar to fourth-year students Participants 6 and 7. This is 
likely because Participant 11 participated in the study in the second semester of their third 
year, while Participants 6 and 7 participated in the first semester of their fourth year, result-
ing in only a half-year difference.

Writing Tasks
The statistics for text length, process duration, and percentage of expository writing are 
presented in Table 3. As the statistics indicate that participants’ process duration frequently 
approached the 30-minute time limit, we visualized the process durations of each partic-
ipant in Figure 2. The graph shows that participants rarely needed the full 30 minutes to 
complete a writing task, except for Participant 10, whose average duration was 29.98 min-
utes. However, despite their lower proficiency, they produced an average of 274 words per 
task, with a balanced mix of descriptive and expository writing (54% expository on aver-
age). Moreover, in the post-task interview, the participant did not report any issues with 
completing the writing tasks. This suggests that they also managed to complete full writing 
processes within the given time limit.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for text length, duration, and percentage of expository writing 
(N = 7)

Statistic Text length (in words) Duration (in minutes) Percentage of expository writing
M 278.64 26.94 48.72
SD 67.16 2.20 4.35
95% CI [216.53, 340.76] [24.92, 28.98] [44.70, 52.75]
Range 162.00–359.00 23.09–29.83 40.48–54.00

Figure 2. Plot showing the four process durations of each participant. Participants are ordered 
from low to high based on their FUT B scores.
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The statistics for tool interaction frequency and percentage of tool use are reported in 
Table 4. As shown in the table, participants consulted tools at least once per minute while 
writing, and these consultations accounted for at least one-sixth of the writing process.

Table 4. Descriptive tool interaction statistics (N = 7)

Statistic Tool consultation frequency (per minute) Percentage of tool use
M 1.10 21.49
SD 0.22 6.36
95% CI [0.90, 1.31] [15.61, 27.37]
Range 0.94–1.56 16.63–35.05

During the post-task interviews, all participants stated that they perceived the writing tasks 
as suitable for their proficiency. Participants 6, 8, and 10 explained that this was because the 
topics had been covered in class. Participants 6 and 8 also gave as an additional reason that 
the writing tasks were proficiency-independent. Participant 8 attributed this to the open-
ended nature of the writing tasks. However, alongside their general satisfaction, some par-
ticipants also expressed concerns. For example, Participant 9 noted that the topics may be 
unfamiliar to those who have never visited the Nordics before. Participant 3, a first-year stu-
dent, remarked that they had to adjust to the writing tasks, as they were not used to writing 
in Swedish without in-class pre-writing activities that provided relevant vocabulary, gram-
mar, and topic knowledge. Similarly, Participant 10, another first-year student, mentioned 
that writing half a page was not feasible for them because of their limited L2 knowledge.

Discussion
L2 Swedish Proficiency Tests
Our first objective was to analyse the suitability of the FUT B and the SweLT to estimate 
the L2 Swedish proficiency of our participants. Of the four tests we identified, these two 
emerged as the most appropriate for this purpose. They appeared shortest in terms of num-
ber of items, while still targeting dimensions of proficiency that are relevant in L2 writing. 
In addition, they both yield a single, granular score.

The strong positive correlation between participants’ scores on the SweLT and FUT 
B indicates that the two proficiency tests ranked our participants similarly. Moreover, no 
participants obtained scores near the minimum or maximum possible score on either the 
FUT B or the SweLT, which signifies that both tests provided opportunities for both lower- 
and higher-proficiency participants to demonstrate their actual proficiency. However, the 
SweLT and the FUT B also differ in several ways. Participants’ mean score of just above 50% 
on the FUT B indicates that this test was of moderate difficulty, i.e., that the test items were 
neither too easy nor too hard for the average participant. With an average score of approx-
imately 70%, the SweLT appeared less challenging. The two proficiency tests also differ in 
test format: the FUT B incorporates open-ended questions, whereas the SweLT is com-
posed solely of multiple-choice questions, which can be more susceptible to correct answers 
through guessing. Furthermore, its larger standard deviation and wider range indicates that 
the FUT B can capture more subtle differences among our participants. Lastly, the FUT B is 
notably quicker to administer. In experimental writing studies, participants are often tasked 
with multiple writing tasks, placing already heavy demands on their cognitive resources. 
Assuming that faster tests are less burdensome, the FUT B may be more suited to estimate 
L2 proficiency in this context.
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Correlations between participants’ scores on the two proficiency tests and two other 
proficiency measures – that is, the year of L2 Swedish instruction in which they were 
enrolled and their self-assessments – also tended to be positive, although slightly weaker 
in strength. Our qualitative analysis showed that deviating test scores given participants’ 
years of instruction could be attributed to several factors: longer test completion times, 
time spent in Sweden, varying skills within the same year, and the coarse classification by 
full years of instruction. The deviations between the proficiency test scores and the self-as-
sessments might be due to undue modesty or inflated self-esteem (Wall et al., 1994), or 
to participants comparing their skills to their classmates rather than assessing them on a 
broader scale. These findings further illustrate the importance of using independent tests 
rather than relying on year of instruction or self-assessments to estimate L2 proficiency in 
SLA research, as highlighted by Park et al. (2022).

Writing Tasks
Our second objective was to design a set of writing tasks and report on their suitability to 
elicit suitable writing product and process data (including tool interactions) from our par-
ticipants. In addition, we aimed to assess the extent to which our participants perceived the 
writing tasks as suitable for their proficiency.

The text length statistics revealed that even the participant with the shortest text lengths 
produced more than 100 words on average, meeting the minimum threshold recommended 
for various indices commonly used to study L2 writing products (Hwang & Polio, 2023; 
Zenker & Kyle, 2021). This suggests that the writing tasks elicited suitable data for investi-
gating the L2 writing products of all participants, regardless of their proficiency.

To increase the comparability of participants’ writing processes, we implemented a 
30-minute time limit per writing task. Participants’ process durations indicated that their 
writing processes often approached but rarely lasted the full 30 minutes. Moreover, even 
when participants did use the entire 30 minutes, both the product and interview data sug-
gest that they completed their writing process by the end of the limit. These findings indi-
cate that the writing tasks allowed for capturing full writing processes across proficiencies, 
without cutting them short.

The statistics also showed that all participants managed to produce fairly balanced 
texts, containing both descriptive and expository writing, even though the latter is usu-
ally expected only from more proficient learners (Council of Europe, 2020). This suggests 
that, despite incorporating genres of varying difficulty, the writing tasks elicited comparable 
products and processes across proficiencies.

Participants’ tool consultation frequency and percentage of time spent in tools implied 
that the writing tasks prompted even the higher-proficiency participants to regularly consult 
tools during their writing process. This suggests that the writing tasks elicited data suited 
to investigate how tool use affects the L2 writing of our participants across proficiencies.

Lastly, the post-task interviews indicated that all participants perceived the writing tasks 
as suitable for their proficiency, with some attributing this to the writing tasks being profi-
ciency-independent and some to their familiarity with the topics. However, some responses 
also contained concerns about not meeting the text length target and the difficulty of the 
writing tasks when lacking relevant vocabulary, grammar, and topic knowledge. To address 
these concerns, two modifications could be made in a future version of the writing tasks. 
First, since the descriptive statistics indicate that even the participant with the longest text 
lengths did not reach the 400-word target, this target could be lowered to slightly above 
the mean text length produced in this study (approximately 300 words). This revised target 
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would also align better with the targets used in other studies with participants of vary-
ing proficiency. Second, while providing participants with L2 vocabulary and grammatical 
structures is not feasible as it may distort the writing products, a future version could pro-
vide more pictorial input. Multiple pictures per subtopic, with each picture highlighting 
a different aspect of the subtopic, could help to fill any potential gaps in topic knowledge.

Concluding Remarks
We conducted a preliminary study to address two needs identified during instrument selec-
tion for a research project on L2 writing involving learners of Swedish of varying profi-
ciency. First, we needed a test to estimate participants’ L2 Swedish proficiency, but deciding 
which one to use proved difficult because no studies exist that compare the available tests. 
We therefore analysed the two tests that seemed most appropriate as proficiency estimators 
for experimental studies on L2 Swedish (writing). Our findings revealed that the FUT B is 
more efficient, as it performs similarly to the SweLT but is quicker to administer.

Second, we needed a set of writing tasks suited to collect writing data from learners of 
varying proficiency. However, we observed that other L2 writing studies with participants 
of varying proficiency rarely discuss whether their writing tasks can elicit suitable data for 
analysis across proficiencies. We therefore developed our own writing tasks and investi-
gated their ability to elicit such data using five measures that focused on different aspects of 
the writing products and processes, along with interview data on participants’ perceptions 
of the writing tasks. Overall, the writing tasks performed well. However, the interview data 
also indicated that they could be further refined by adjusting the text length recommenda-
tions and supplying participants with multiple pictures per subtopic.

Due to the small population of L1 Dutch learners of Swedish, the sample size for this 
study is relatively limited. To mitigate this limitation, we collected extensive data from each 
participant, including four L2 proficiency estimates, product and process data from four 
writing tasks, and interview data on their perceptions of the writing tasks. This range of 
data allowed us to address the research objectives from multiple perspectives.

Future studies could build on this study in several ways. For example, they could exam-
ine the correlation between the proficiency test scores and L2 writing skills to verify our 
assumption that the FUT B and SweLT measure dimensions of L2 proficiency particularly 
relevant to L2 writing. Additionally, data on learners’ perceptions of the proficiency tests 
could be gathered to further support our assumption that the FUT B, being quicker to 
administer than the SweLT, is the least burdensome of the two. Finally, expert evaluations 
of the writing tasks, similar to those in Lu (2020) and Alanen et al. (2010), could provide an 
additional perspective on their suitability for use across proficiencies.
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Notes
1	 https://dialangweb.lancaster.ac.uk/
2	 See https://osf.io/a2xrf for PDF versions of the two proficiency tests and links to create direct copies of the 

tests in Google Forms.
3	 An example of duplicate words would be the three occurrences of likadan (similar). An example of near 

duplicate words would be osäker (uncertain) and osäkerhet (uncertainty). In total, we replaced seven words 
with alternatives. To qualify as an alternative, a word had to be listed within the same frequency level in 
Forsbom’s (2006) vocabulary pool and had to belong to the same part of speech.

4	 https://www.inputlog.net/

https://dialangweb.lancaster.ac.uk/
https://osf.io/a2xrf
https://www.inputlog.net/
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Appendix
The instructions for the ‘workshops’ writing task in the dictionary condition, translated 
from Dutch into English by the first author. The instructions for the other writing tasks and 
the machine translation condition only differ minimally from this example. The complete 
set of instructions, along with the accompanying pictures, are available on request from the 
first author of this article.

READ THESE INSTRUCTIONS CAREFULLY
•	 TASK: Write a text in Word with two parts:

	 1.	� In the first part, you describe and interpret the pictures. What do you see and what 
do you think is happening?

	 2.	� In the second part, you think about which of the three workshops you find the most 
appealing: Nordic knitting (picture 1), ice sculpting (picture 2) or baking cinnamon 
rolls (picture 3)? Also explain why.

•	� LANGUAGE: Write your text in Swedish. Try to write a text that is as polished as 
possible.

•	� TIME: You have a maximum of 30 minutes for this task. If you think your text is fin-
ished, you can hand it in before the 30 minutes are up. The timer at the bottom right of 
your screen will show you how much time you have left.

•	 LENGTH: Try to write a text about half a page long. Make sure that the description of 
the pictures (first part) and the part in which you explain your preference (second part) 
are about the same length.

•	 TOOLS: While writing, you are (ONLY) allowed to consult the Swedish-Dutch and 
Dutch-Swedish dictionaries on the Van Dale website. Do NOT consult other dictionar-
ies. Do NOT use Word’s spelling and grammar checker.

•	 PROCEDURE: Word and Van Dale are already open. Do not open any other tabs or 
windows in Chrome. Do not place Chrome and Word side by side by splitting your 
screen, but instead switch between the two programmes via the taskbar. Do not zoom 
in or out either. Please let me know when you are finished, and I will come to close your 
document.


	Selecting Instruments for Investigating L2 Swedish Writing Data of L1 Dutch Learners Across Proficiencies
	Introduction
	Background
	Research Objectives
	Methodology
	Results
	Discussion
	Concluding Remarks
	References
	Notes
	Appendix




