
https://doi.org/10.1177/07410883231169511

Written Communication
 1 –33

© 2023 SAGE Publications

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions 

DOI: 10.1177/07410883231169511
journals.sagepub.com/home/wcx

Original Article

What Does Linguistic 
Distance Predict When 
It Comes to L2 Writing 
of Adult Immigrant 
Learners of Spanish?

Irini Mavrou1,2,3  and Javier Chao1

Abstract
This study examined whether the linguistic distance between the first (L1) 
and second (L2) language is a significant determinant of L2 writing skills 
of 292 adult immigrants from 39 different source countries, who were 
beginner learners of Spanish L2. Gender, age, length of residence in Spain, 
education level as a proxy for literacy skills in L1, enrolment in Spanish 
language courses, and overall communicative competence in Spanish 
were also considered. Using both standard procedures for assessing L2 
writing and performance-based psycholinguistic measures of accuracy 
and text-production fluency, the findings highlight the important role of 
linguistic proximity in achieving greater accuracy, text-production fluency, 
and overall L2 writing scores. Other significant predictors were age, 
enrolment in Spanish courses, and education level for accuracy; and length 
of residence in Spain and education level for text-production fluency. 
Although length of residence in Spain was negatively associated with 
text-production fluency in L2 writing, mediation analyses revealed that 
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the effect of age on text-production fluency was mediated by length of 
residence in Spain and that L2 proficiency level mediated the link between 
linguistic distance and text-production fluency. Furthermore, most of the 
errors that these immigrants made were morphosyntactic and spelling 
errors, while vocabulary errors were rare.
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Introduction

The phenomenon of migration, which is understood as the process of moving 
from the country of origin to a different destination, is related to literate expe-
riences and practices; as Leonard (2013) argued, “If the social and literate 
movement are related, then the rising complexity of global mobility must 
also have literate implications” (p. 14). It is well documented that frequent 
exposure to and use of the target language enhance oral fluency, and this 
applies to both second language (L2) and migration contexts (Chiswick & 
Miller, 2008; Isphording & Otten, 2011, 2014). However, acquiring a high 
level of writing skills in the L2 is an important cornerstone for many immi-
grant learners and, at the same time, a crucial requirement for their profes-
sional development, facilitating access to more attractive positions in the 
labor market and higher earnings than those ensured by a high level of L2 
oral skills only (Dustmann, 1994; Esser, 2006). For example, although many 
migrants who arrive in Spain have attended university in pursuit of a degree 
in their countries of origin, they end up being unemployed. If they find a job, 
the great majority of them are employed in personal and domestic services, 
construction industry, hotel trade, and agriculture (see Éltető, 2011)—sectors 
that do not necessarily demand a high level of L2 writing skills.1 Furthermore, 
we live in a globalized world in which international communication and 
interaction and the vital role of the electronic and social media in modern 
life—especially during extraordinary circumstances such as the current 
COVID-19 pandemic—require at least a minimum degree of familiarization 
with the written mode (C. Robinson & Gadelii, 2003; Schoonen, 2022).

The current study aimed to assess the extent to which the linguistic dis-
tance between the first language (L1) and the L2 is a significant determinant 
of L2 writing competence of 292 immigrant workers who were living in 
Madrid and were beginner learners of Spanish L2. The concept of linguistic 
distance refers to how similar or dissimilar one language or dialect is from 
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another. According to De Bot (2007), “it does seem possible to place lan-
guages along a continuum based on formal characteristics such as the number 
of cognates in languages or sets of shared syntactic characteristics” (p. 391). 
In this study, the linguistic distance was operationalized as “the minimum 
number of insertions, deletions, or substitutions of a single character needed 
to transform one word into the other” (Petroni & Serva, 2010, p. 2281) and 
was assessed with the normalized and divided Levenshtein distance, which 
derives from the Automated Similarity Judgment Program (ASJP) developed 
by the German Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology. The 
measure is based on the use of an algorithm that allows researchers to convert 
a core set of 40 words (Swadesh list2) of one language into the same words of 
the target language (Spanish in this study) by deleting, inserting, or substitut-
ing alphabetic or phonetic characters (Ginsburgh & Weber, 2020; Isphording 
& Otten, 2011, 2013, 2014; Petroni & Serva, 2010). These words refer to 
common things and environments from different languages. For example, in 
order to convert the English word night into the German word nacht, we have 
to replace i by a and g by c. This equals to two changes, which must be 
divided by the number of characters of the word (i.e., five in the above exam-
ple, but if the number of characters of the words that are compared is unequal, 
we must divide by the largest number of characters) (Ginsburgh & Weber, 
2020). Therefore, while the linguistic distance between Spanish and Italian—
two romance languages—is 58.31, the linguistic distance between Spanish 
and a Slavic language, such as Ukrainian, is 90.91.3 In a series of studies, 
Isphording and Otten (2011, 2013, 2014) demonstrated the advantages (com-
pared to other approaches4) of the normalized and divided Levenshtein dis-
tance. Specifically, this measure indicates the percentage of dissimilarity 
between pairs of languages, with lower values representing closer linguistic 
proximity; it can take values of above 100% when phonetic inventories 
(speech sounds) in two different languages are quite dissimilar; it is not influ-
enced by internal or external incentives for learning an L2; its wide range of 
values makes it an ideal measure for quantitative approaches and mathemati-
cal and statistical models; and it covers all relevant pairs of languages, even 
those that are considered to be rarer (Isphording & Otten, 2011, 2013, 2014).

Our study contributes to the existing literature in several ways. It analyzes 
a large corpus of L2 written productions of adult immigrant learners of 
Spanish coming from very diverse countries of origin (up to 39 different 
source countries using a variety of different writing scripts). Thus, the num-
ber of languages covered here is far greater than those examined by previ-
ous—Second Language Acquisition (SLA) or L1 writing—studies.5 
Additionally, unlike the great majority of previous studies that relied on self-
reports of communicative or writing proficiency (but see Van der Slik, 2010), 



4 Written Communication 00(0)

the corpus used in this study was part of a certification examination and was 
assessed using both standard assessment procedures for L2 writing (holistic 
and analytic rubrics) and specific psycholinguistic measures (i.e., text length 
as a proxy for text-production fluency, and linguistic accuracy based on the 
number of segmentation, spelling, morphosyntactic, and lexical errors that 
participants made in L2 writing). In other words, the study not only examines 
overall L2 writing skills among these immigrants but also aims to deepen our 
understanding of how the linguistic distance between the L1 and the L2 influ-
ences L2 writing at the micro level (i.e., accuracy and text-production flu-
ency). Moreover, the target language was Spanish, a major international 
language; in this way, the study attempts to overcome the “monolingual,” 
“monocultural,” and “ethnocentric” bias of a great deal of available evidence, 
which mainly derives from the study of writing skills in English (Cumming, 
2009; Manchón, 2009; Ortega, 2009; Silva et al., 1997). As mentioned previ-
ously, the linguistic distance between participants’ L1 and Spanish L2 was 
assessed with the normalized and divided Levenshtein distance. Although 
this measure has widely been employed in economic research, it has rarely (if 
at all) been applied in SLA or L2 writing studies, where the common ten-
dency is to investigate the influence of L1 on a newly learned language via 
comparison of means statistical tests or binary variables based on language 
families. For example, in their meta-analyses of 103 L2 writing studies, 
Kojima and colleagues (Kojima & Kaneta, 2022; Kojima et al., 2022) opera-
tionalized L1-L2 distance using a dichotomous variable (Indo-European lan-
guages vs. Indo-European and non-European languages). As the authors 
acknowledge, “even when both L1 and L2 are Indo-European, the processing 
of different languages can vary greatly and can cause individual variability in 
L2 writing proficiency and its sub-skills” (Kojima et al., 2022, p. 197). 
Therefore, more sensitive measures of L1-L2 distance are needed in order to 
disentangle the role of L1 in L2 writing. To our knowledge, this is the first 
study to examine whether the normalized and divided Levenshtein distance is 
a predictor of text-production fluency and correctness6 in L2 writing among 
adult immigrant L2 Spanish learners.7

L2 Writing Skills of Immigrant Learners: 
Challenges and Methodological Problems

In September 2004, a group of specialists in the teaching of Spanish as an L2 
discussed and drafted the Manifiesto of Santander. This document focuses on 
the teaching of the Spanish language to immigrant learners and highlights the 
need to design specific courses for this population that take into account their 
interests and different levels of training and professional qualifications 
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(Villalba Martínez & Hernández García, 2005).8 Currently, the premises of 
the Manifiesto of Santander and the problems set forth therein continue to be 
valid, since the teaching of Spanish to immigrants has not been fully consoli-
dated from an institutional point of view. Contrary to what the signatories 
requested, educational policies promoted by the Spanish Ministry of 
Education to regulate and standardize the teaching of Spanish to immigrant 
learners have not been entirely materialized; thus, immigrants often attend 
Spanish language courses thanks to the efforts of nonprofit organizations and 
volunteer teachers who, despite their excellent intentions, have not always 
been provided with adequate training, or lack the necessary resources to face 
the multiple challenges and needs of immigrant learners (García Mateos, 
2008; see also D’Agostino & Mocciano, 2021, for similar accounts in the 
Italian context). As Gonzalves (2021) points out, similar arguments can be 
found in the international literature, with instructors reporting “feeling unpre-
pared” to teach literacy, in addition to the new language, to adult immigrants 
who are not literate in their L1.

The teaching of literacy skills to immigrant learners implies further pro-
nounced educational challenges, which manifest in many dimensions. For 
example, although the ability to speak and read in the target language might 
ensure more employment opportunities, mastering the writing skills and con-
ventions of the dominant language of the host country will eventually provide 
immigrants with a wider range of prospects for economic development (e.g., 
high-paying jobs) and for expressing their culture and identity with increased 
self-confidence (Dustmann, 1994; C. Robinson & Gadelii, 2003). However, 
many immigrants and refugees might lack the motivation to learn to read and 
write (but see Winlund, 2021). This might be attributable to lower L1 literacy 
skills with the subsequent difficulty this entails when trying to read and write 
in a new language. These challenges collide head-on with the urgency of 
acquiring an appropriate level of L2 literacy.

Research on the economics of migration and the language skills of immi-
grants mainly focused on L2 oral proficiency as assessed either through 3- or 
4-point self-reported scales or based on the number of languages spoken 
regularly (Chiswick & Miller, 2014). However, self-reported data of this 
kind9 are subject to certain biases.10 For example, one could argue that having 
“(very) good” writing skills is mainly about the correct use of grammar and 
vocabulary, neglecting cohesion and coherence, which undoubtedly consti-
tute other important indicators of writing mastery. Also, L2 learners might 
believe and self-report “(very) good” writing skills just because they can 
speak the target language with relative ease. Chiswick and Miller (2014) 
argued that in immigration contexts “analyses using literacy skills show the 
same patterns as those using speaking skills” (p. 10), and this is explained by 
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the high correlations between L2 reading or L2 writing, on the one hand, and 
L2 speaking, on the other. However, this assumption might not always be 
correct. Theoretically, all people without language or cognitive impairments 
born in a specific geographical territory would be able to speak their L1 flu-
ently; yet, not all of them are expected to master the orthographic conven-
tions of their L1 or to have advanced academic writing skills, as “writing is 
attained only rarely and only with great effort” (Weigle, 2005, p. 128). In a 
similar vein, many immigrant L2 learners, regardless of their age or educa-
tion level, can eventually reach a satisfactory degree of communicative com-
petence in the language of the host country (e.g., as a result of the constant 
exposure to that language and longer stays in the host country) and acquire a 
quite diverse vocabulary (e.g., vocabulary related to their professional 
domains) without necessarily being able to write fluently, accurately, or 
coherently in the L2.

Cumming (1989, 1995) pointed out that a high level of proficiency in the 
L2 is a facilitative rather than a sine qua non condition for achieving writing 
expertise. The results of her study showed that both L2 level of proficiency 
and writing expertise explained “large but distinctly separate” percentages of 
the variance in writing quality and problem-solving strategies. Furthermore, 
people usually transfer their linguistic abilities (including writing) from their 
L1 (or other languages they have acquired) to a newly learned language, but 
this is quite unlikely when they have not developed these abilities through 
formal schooling or professional experience (Cumming, 1989), or when their 
L1 is unwritten ( C. Robinson & Gadelii, 2003). However, these individuals 
are able to learn to speak and communicate orally in the L2.

Young-Scholten (2013) argued that “reliance on easy-to-recruit mid-
dle-class secondary and university participants has had the—unin-
tended—consequence of diminishing the attention paid to socially 
excluded adult L2 learners” (p. 441). According to the author, research on 
immigrant populations is socially relevant because their language acqui-
sition process is subject not only to linguistic but also (and particularly) 
to nonlinguistic variables. Contrary to the long neglect of the immigrant 
population in the SLA literature (Young-Scholten, 2013), the linguistic 
barriers and diversity of immigrants and their impact on international 
migration and trade flows have been a prominent topic in research in eco-
nomics. Although it is impossible to summarize this research in a few 
pages, in what follows we review some studies that are particularly rele-
vant as they examined the influence of the normalized and divided 
Levenshtein distance on the language acquisition of immigrants in the 
United States, Germany, and Spain.



Mavrou and Chao 7

Linguistic Distance as a Predictor of Language 
Proficiency in Migration Contexts

Using data from the 2000 US Census, the German Socio-Economic Panel, 
and the National Immigrant Survey of Spain, which were exclusively based 
on male immigrants aged between 16 and 65 and self-reports of language 
fluency converted into a dichotomous variable (1 = “good” or “very good 
skills” and 0 = otherwise), Isphording and Otten (2013) found that linguistic 
distance was negatively correlated with immigrants’ self-reported language 
skills. This was interpreted as the higher costs of language acquisition among 
immigrants whose L1 was more distant from the language spoken in the host 
country (see also Isphording & Otten, 2011).11

In a subsequent study, which used data from the American Community 
Survey and the German Socio-Economic Panel of immigrants between 17 
and 65 years, from non–English-speaking or non–German-speaking coun-
tries, and who had arrived in the destination country at the age of 17 years or 
later, Isphording and Otten (2014) reached similar conclusions. Linguistic 
distance had a negative influence on the perceived12 language skills of immi-
grants. Moreover, the authors used an interaction term in their statistical mod-
els (i.e., linguistic distance × years since migration) and found that gaps in 
the perceived level of proficiency of immigrants whose L1 had a close or 
distant linguistic proximity to the target language tended to increase over 
time of residence, but this pattern was mainly observed in the data from the 
American Community Survey. The authors interpreted this difference in 
assimilation patterns “as a potential outcome of stronger enclave effects in 
the US” (p. 46) and highlighted the need to conduct research beyond 
Anglophone countries.

It is interesting to mention an observation made by the authors, that 
“Linguistic studies typically analyze the effect of linguistic distance employ-
ing small samples” (p. 32) and that “While specialized linguists have dedi-
cated their whole career to studying the difference between two specific 
languages” (p. 32), research questions of this kind only require a simple stan-
dardized and continuous linguistic distance measure. Although both state-
ments represent an undeniable reality, it is also true that linguistic studies go 
beyond the mere use of self-report ratings and examine the multidimension-
ality of the construct of communicative (or writing) competence through 
assessment tasks and well-refined scales and descriptors, as well as linguistic 
and psycholinguistic measures (e.g., discourse-, sentence-, and word-level 
variables) that require extremely laborious and time-consuming analyses and 
coding. To do this kind of analyses, linguists would likely need considerable 
time if they had to deal with the “sufficiently large” sample sizes employed 
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in economics. Even though in linguistics we also use self-reports of L2 pro-
ficiency as indicators of L2 learners’ actual performance (see Van der Slik, 
2010, p. 402, for a discussion), when it comes to L2 writing, we must 
acknowledge that statements such as “my writing skills are ‘bad’ or ‘good’” 
do not capture the complex processes and the multidimensional levels of 
writing (see, e.g., Troia et al., 2019).

Esser (2006) further summarized some of the findings of economic 
research on the writing competence of immigrants. For example, it has been 
shown that education level and age at migration seem to have stronger effects 
on L2 writing than on L2 oral fluency, and that writing requires individual 
language training. However, the four macro skills (reading, listening, read-
ing, writing) are expected to mutually support each other and to have cumula-
tive—rather than isolated—effects on immigrants’ L2 acquisition process. In 
addition, an earlier study by Dustmann (1994) that included self-reports of 
writing skills of immigrant learners of German found that length of residence, 
years of schooling, and years of job-specific education had a positive and 
significant effect on the writing abilities of both male and female immigrants; 
in fact, the latter two variables seemed to be more advantageous for writing 
development than for speaking fluency.

It is also important to include in this literature review Van der Slik’s (2010) 
study with an impressive sample size (5,594 and 5,636 for speaking and writ-
ing, respectively) of immigrant learners of Dutch L2 from 11 West European 
countries. He found that a cognate linguistic-distance measure,13 rather than 
a genetic linguistic-distance measure,14 had stronger explanatory power in 
predicting (global) oral and writing proficiency, as assessed with the State 
Examination of Dutch as a second language. Gender (with women outper-
forming men), education level,15 age at migration, length of residence in the 
host county, and schooling quality explained a significant amount of the vari-
ability in L2 writing skills. Interestingly, time (in hours) spent studying Dutch 
had a negative influence on writing. As the author clarifies, an important 
limitation of the linguistic distance measure used in his study is that it only 
considers Indo-European languages, while the normalized and divided 
Levenshtein distance used in the present study covers all relevant pairs of 
languages.

Accuracy and Fluency in L2 Writing

Writing proficiency is a form of language proficiency (Schoonen, 2022). 
However, L1 and L2 writing proficiency are not necessarily (and do not 
always have to be) assessed based on the same criteria. As Schoonen (2022) 
argued, although a person with “limited inspiration” to write may be viewed 
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as a poor writer, “from a cognitive-education or second language acquisition 
(SLA) point of view, we probably want to be more lenient, because we usu-
ally accept that students who have to write about a very unfamiliar topic, let 
us say The evolution of the ladybug, will produce little text. So, generation of 
content might not be at the core of writing proficiency (cf. Weigle, 2002), or 
maybe not writing proficiency at all” (p. 88). We agree with Schoonen that 
“discussing the criteria for evaluating writing performances is opening 
Pandora’s box” (p. 89), and that these criteria are subject to many variables, 
such as the context and purposes of writing and assessment, the intended 
readers, the paradigm used, and so forth.

Generally speaking, L2 writing performance can be assessed by means of 
holistic and analytic scales, as well as quantitative indexes and frequency-
based measures.16 This study draws on the cognitive-interactionist approach 
to SLA (P. Robinson, 2011; Skehan, 1996; Skehan & Foster, 2001) that con-
siders linguistic complexity, accuracy and fluency as fundamental dimen-
sions of L2 communicative competence (Housen & Kuiken, 2009; Housen 
et al., 2012; Larsen-Freeman, 2009; Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). These lin-
guistic dimensions are important core aspects when assessing L2 writing. 
Since the participants of the present study had a low L2 proficiency level and 
were not expected to produce linguistically elaborate and sophisticated texts, 
linguistic complexity was not considered.

Accuracy has been characterized as the oldest and most transparent lin-
guistic construct and the one with the greatest internal consistency (Housen 
& Kuiken, 2009; Housen et al., 2012; Palloti, 2009; Wolfe-Quintero et al., 
1998). The term is generally linked to the ability to produce error-free lan-
guage. This view does not deny the importance of error in the process of L2 
learning and acquisition; it rather reflects the systematic efforts in the field of 
SLA to objectively assess L2 accuracy. Objectivity does not necessarily 
imply a binary wrong or right division. Accuracy can be assessed based on 
the general impression of a set of raters, or by quantifying specific errors 
based on some pre-established criteria. These two approaches do not cancel 
each other but can—and must—be treated as complementary (see, e.g., 
Kojima & Kaneta’s 2022 meta-analysis). When assessing a large number of 
exams, the first approach is more viable; the second approach is more fruitful 
in order to identify L2 writers’ specific language difficulties and needs and to 
overcome some shortcomings of the first approach (e.g., effects of fatigue on 
human raters, halo effect). In this study, both approaches have been applied. 
Vocabulary and grammatical accuracy and control were among the descrip-
tors of the analytic scale used to assess overall writing competence and were 
complemented with a performance-based measure17 that quantified the pro-
portion of errors by taking text length into account.
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Contrary to accuracy, most of the definitions of fluency in SLA research 
have been developed with reference to oral production (see, e.g., Chambers, 
1997; Schmidt, 1992; Segalowitz, 2007). In fact, some scholars argued 
that a viable definition of L2 writing fluency is lacking (Abdel Latif, 2008; 
Bruton & Kirby, 1987; Fellner & Apple, 2006). Bruton and Kirby (1987) 
distinguished between an initial stage of writing fluency that concerns 
aspects such as quantity and speed, a feeling of comfort that helps indi-
viduals write quickly and without fear, and a second stage characterized by 
the generation of more ideas that emerge with greater ease and are clearer. 
Fellner and Apple (2006) defined writing fluency as “the number of words 
produced in a specified time frame, together with lexical frequency, irre-
spective of spelling and content, provided that the writer’s meaning is 
readily understandable” (p. 19). From the perspective of the potential 
reader, writing fluency can be conceptualized as the integration of linguis-
tic elements into sentences that exhibit a certain degree of accuracy 
(Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). Moreover, writing fluency requires atten-
tional control but can be fostered by a high degree of automaticity of cer-
tain components of writing (e.g., handwriting) (Fayol et al., 2012; Olive & 
Kellogg, 2002).

Based on the above definitions, it appears that both quantity and speed 
matter when evaluating writing fluency. Indeed, in their analysis of more than 
100 measures of complexity, accuracy, and fluency, Wolfe-Quintero et al. 
(1998) established three types of writing fluency measures: (1) measures 
based on the absolute number of words, sentences, clauses, t-units, and verbs; 
(2) measures based on the speed of written production, such as the number of 
words per minute; and (3) length-based measures and ratios, which are based 
on the total number of words in relation to the total number of error-free 
t-units or clauses (see Norris & Ortega, 2009, and Mavrou, 2016, for a discus-
sion of the limitations of some of these measures).

More recent L2 writing studies that focused on the process rather than the 
product of writing examined L2 fluency behaviors (e.g., length and location 
of pauses) using keystroke logging and eye-tracking techniques (e.g., 
Chukharev-Hudilainen et al., 2019; Révész et al., 2017, 2019). These tech-
niques, which are ideal for experimental studies, were impossible to imple-
ment in the current study in which participants had to undertake a certification 
exam in an authentic language testing setting. Moreover, this study investi-
gated L2 writing by immigrant learners of Spanish at the beginner level who 
were not expected to produce long, sophisticated, or linguistically complex 
texts, nor to develop a great number of ideas. As the time allotted for the 
completion of the writing section of the certification exam was the same for 
all the candidates, the total number of words that the participants used in their 
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texts was deemed appropriate to assess L2 writing fluency. This measure was 
also used in a recent meta-analysis of 103 L2 writing studies (Kojima & 
Kaneta, 2022).

Method

Participants

Participants were 292 immigrant learners of Spanish, 91 males and 194 
females (missing data = 7), aged between 16 and 71 years (M = 33.95, 
SD = 9.85, missing data = 1). Their country of origin, length of residence in 
Spain, years of enrolment in Spanish L2 courses, and education level varied. 
Specifically, up to 39 different countries of origin were included, represent-
ing seven different language families: Argelia, Bangladesh, Belarus, Brazil, 
Bulgaria, Cameroon, China, Congo, Egypt, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, 
India, Italy, Ivory Coast, Jordan, Kenya, Kuwait, Mali, Mauritania, Moldova, 
Morocco, Nigeria, Pakistan, Palestine, Philippines, Poland, Portugal, 
Romania, Russia, Senegal, Sierra Leona, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Syria, 
Uganda, Ukraine, and the United States. Participants’ L1 was the official lan-
guage spoken in these countries. In some cases, participants reported a sec-
ond L1 (2 L1); for example, 13 Ukrainian participants reported having 2 L1 
(Ukrainian and Russian). However, for reasons of parsimony, only the lin-
guistic distance between Spanish and the first L1 reported by the participants 
was considered in the analysis. The average number of years that participants 
had been enrolled in Spanish L2 courses was 4.48 (SD = 5.22, missing 
data = 5), whereas their education levels were distributed as follows: 105 par-
ticipants had attended university or had a university degree, 32 had obtained 
a vocational degree, 49 had stopped their studies after high school (12 years 
of schooling), 60 after secondary education, and 26 after primary education 
(10 and 6 years of schooling, respectively), while 6 participants had never 
attended school (missing data = 14).

Materials and Procedures

Diploma LETRA. All participants attended the fifth edition of the Diploma 
LETRA examination held in Madrid on the 28th and 29th of May 2016. The 
Diploma LETRA (Lengua Española para Trabajadores Inmigrantes [Spanish 
Language for Migrant Workers]) is a language proficiency test addressed to 
immigrants who have a linguistic proficiency in Spanish equivalent to up the 
A2-n level. This level is somewhat lower than the A2 level established by the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of 
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Europe, 2001). The purpose of the exam is to assess immigrants’ communi-
cative ability to carry out everyday transactions related to the public and pro-
fessional domains.

The Diploma LETRA consists of four sections: reading comprehen-
sion, audiovisual comprehension, written expression and interaction, and 
oral expression and interaction. The first three parts of the exam take 
place on the same day. Lecture rooms are available for this purpose. Only 
one student can be seated at a table, and the entire examination process is 
supervised by trained professionals (teaching and research staff who have 
been involved in the design and implementation of the exam). Candidates 
are not allowed to use their mobile phones, textbooks, notes, the internet, 
or any means of external communication. Once the participants have 
completed the reading, listening, and writing sections of the exam, they 
are allowed to leave the room, but they are advised to maintain silence so 
that they do not disturb the students who are still doing the exam. For the 
oral exam, which is assessed by two independent raters, each candidate is 
assigned a time slot that can be on the same day of the exam or on a dif-
ferent day but always after the candidates have completed the other three 
sections.18

For this study, we used the data from the writing section (only Tasks 2 
and 3), as well as the overall scores that participants obtained in the exam 
(i.e., their level of proficiency in Spanish based on their scores on the four 
sections). The writing section comprises three tasks that must be com-
pleted in 25 minutes. In Task 1 (not considered in this study), candidates 
had to fill in a form with personal information; in Task 2, they were asked 
to write a job posting (Usted tiene un negocio y quiere contratar a un 
nuevo empleado. Escriba un anuncio. El anuncio debe explicar trabajo 
que ofrece, horario del trabajo, sueldo y forma de contacto. “You own a 
business and want to hire a new employee. Write an advertisement. The 
advertisement must explain the job you offer, working hours, salary, and 
contact details.”); and in Task 3, they were required to respond to an email 
(e.g., accept or reject an invitation). The prompts for Task 3 were as fol-
lows: Imagine que usted es un alumno o una alumna de la Escuela de 
Español Cervantes y ha recibido este correo electrónico. Lea el correo 
electrónico que le ha enviado Alicia Romero y responda a este mensaje 
con unas 20 palabras como mínimo. “Imagine that you are a student at the 
Cervantes School of Spanish and that you have received this email. Read 
the email that Alicia Romero has sent you and reply to this message using 
at least 20 words.”
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Writing performance was assessed by two independent raters using a 
holistic and an analytic rubric.19 Both rubrics include four score bands that 
are later transformed into a final score ranging from 0 to 10 because immi-
grant learners of Spanish are more familiar with this numeric scale and can 
interpret it easier (Baralo, 2012). The holistic rubric gauges communicative 
effectiveness and linguistic control related to vocabulary and grammar. These 
two aspects are reflected in specific descriptors that have been developed for 
each of the four score bands (ranging from very unsatisfactory response = 1 
point to very satisfactory response = 4 points). For example, 4 points are 
assigned when the two following conditions are met: (1) “The writer provides 
the required information in a very satisfactory way, offering pertinent infor-
mation and more details than the requested to fulfill functional purposes. Text 
genre is adequate. The text is understood without the need to re-read it” 
(communicative effectiveness); (2) “The writer uses a varied and accurate 
linguistic repertoire, according to the proficiency level assessed by the exam” 
(linguistic control). The analytic rubric includes descriptors assessing overall 
expression and interaction, discourse cohesion and coherence, socioprag-
matic competence, vocabulary accuracy and control, grammatical accuracy 
and control, and spelling; for each of these descriptors, candidates can obtain 
a maximum of 4 points (see Baralo, 2012, pp. 20-22).

Performance-based measures of accuracy and fluency. In addition to participants’ 
scores on the writing section of the exam and their overall scores, the texts they 

Email (Spanish) Email (translated into English)

Buenos días:
Nos gustaría invitarle a la fiesta de final de 
curso que la Escuela de Español Cervantes 
organiza para sus alumnos. La fiesta tendrá 
lugar el próximo viernes 17 de junio a las 
20:00 horas en la cafetería de la escuela 
y los alumnos pueden traer algo típico de 
su país si lo desean. Por favor, díganos si 
puede venir o no y si quiere venir con algún 
acompañante.
Un saludo afectuoso,
Alicia Romero
Dirección de la Escuela de Español 
Cervantes

Good morning,
We would like to invite you to the 
end-of-year celebration that the 
Cervantes School of Spanish organizes 
for the students. The event will take 
place next Friday, June 17 at 8:00 p.m. 
in the school cafeteria and the students 
can bring something typical of their 
country if they wish. Please tell us if 
you can attend or not and whether you 
bring a friend with you.
Warm regards,
Alicia Romero
Director of the Cervantes School of 
Spanish
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produced were analyzed using two performance-based measures: the number 
of words that the participants produced in both tasks, which served as a proxy 
for text-production fluency, and the number of errors in both tasks, which was 
used to calculate an index of linguistic correctness (i.e., the percentage of lin-
guistic accuracy in relation to the total number of words). This was not a 
straightforward analysis because of certain linguistic and nonlinguistic vari-
ables that needed to be considered (e.g., irregular handwriting, illegibility, lexi-
cal elements that turned out to be superfluous when measuring text length, and 
operationalization of error). For the purpose of word counting, names and sur-
names, nicknames, contact or telephone numbers, emails, postal addresses, 
dates, abbreviated elements, words containing slashes or split by a hyphen, 
amounts of money, and illegible chunks were counted as one single lexical unit, 
while nonlexical elements, such as bullets, emoticons, and signatures, were 
discarded from word counting. The errors were classified into four categories: 
spelling errors (e.g., *experencia [experiencia “experience”]); segmentation 
errors generated by the incorrect union or separation of two or more words 
(e.g., *voya [voy a “I am going to"]); morphosyntactic errors (e.g., *buenos 
tardes [buenas tardes “good afternoon”]); and lexical errors referring to errors 
in word choice, omission of lexical elements, and L1 interference. After count-
ing the total number of errors in both tasks and for each participant, linguistic 
correctness was computed according to the following formula: 100 – [(total 
number of errors in both tasks × 100) / total number of words in both tasks].

Results

Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, skewness, and kurtosis) for 
the linguistic variables of the study are summarized in Table 1. For all these 
variables, the values of skewness and kurtosis were quite low. Pearson prod-
uct-moment correlations between linguistic distance, age, years since immi-
gration, years of enrolment in Spanish L2 courses, and measures of writing 
and communicative competence in Spanish are presented in Table 2. As can 
be seen, participants whose L1 had a greater linguistic proximity to Spanish 
tended to achieve better results in overall L2 proficiency, writing skills, accu-
racy, and text-production fluency. It is important to note that the assessment 
of writing skills using the holistic and analytic rubrics correlated significantly 
with both performance-based measures (r = .521 for accuracy, and r = .565 for 
fluency), which indicates that these measures tapped into some aspects of 
writing that were also assessed with the rubrics (i.e., vocabulary and gram-
matical accuracy and control that is equivalent to accuracy; overall expres-
sion and interaction and cohesion and coherence, which take into account the 
amount of information provided by the candidates).20
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To take into account the remaining categorical variables of the study (i.e., 
gender and education level), a series of multiple linear regression models 
were computed. For gender, the reference category was female. For educa-
tion level, in order to reduce the number of dummy variables, we merged 
participants with no education (n = 6), primary and secondary education 
within the same category, those who had completed secondary education or 
had a vocational training degree into a second category, and those who had 
attended university or had a university degree into a third group, which was 
used as the reference category. The remaining predictor variables were lin-
guistic distance, age, years since migration, and years of enrolment in Spanish 
L2 courses. Two interaction terms were also included (age × age and linguis-
tic distance × years since immigration) but they did not reach statistical sig-
nificance; therefore, they were removed from the final models. The regression 
model referring to fluency was first estimated (Table 3), followed by the 
model predicting linguistic accuracy (Table 4). Finally, participants’ scores 
on the writing section of the exam served as the dependent variable of the 
third model (Table 5).

The results showed that L2 proficiency level in Spanish, years since immi-
gration and education level explained around 24% of the variability in text-
production fluency.21 In other words, participants who obtained higher scores 
on the exam, had been living in Spain for shorter periods of time—and were 
therefore younger than their peers22—and had a medium or high level of edu-
cation in their L1 (more than 12 years of schooling) used more words in their 
texts. A complementary mediation analysis based on 5,000 bootstrap samples 
revealed an indirect negative relationship between linguistic distance and flu-
ency, which was mediated by L2 proficiency level (b = −0.234, 
z-value = −3.649, p < .001, bootstrap 95% CI [−0.37, −0.13]). Furthermore, 
L2 proficiency level in Spanish, linguistic distance, age, education level, and 
years of enrolment in Spanish L2 courses explained a significant amount of 
the variability (around 35%) in linguistic accuracy: younger participants, 
those whose L1 had a greater linguistic proximity to Spanish, had attained a 
higher proficiency level in L2, had attended school for at least 12 years, and 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for the Linguistic Variables of the Study.

Variable M SD Skw Ku

L2 Proficiency level 7.69 1.52 –0.71 –0.16
L2 Writing skills 6.81 1.88 –0.23 0.03
Fluency_Task2&3 64.91 19.76 0.30 1.22
Correctness_Task2&3 80.31 14.24 –1.29 1.93
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took Spanish L2 courses for longer periods achieved a higher level of linguis-
tic accuracy in L2 writing. Descriptive statistics for the different types of 
errors that participants made (see Table 6) revealed that most of these errors 
were morphosyntactic (n = 921 in Task 2 and n = 841 in Task 3) followed by 
spelling errors (n = 771 in Task 2 and n = 578 in Task 3), while the total num-
ber of segmentation errors and lexical errors in both tasks were compara-
tively very low (<103). Therefore, any assumptions regarding the influence 
of the above predictor variables exclusively concern morphosyntactic and 
spelling errors. Finally, writing competence was predicted by overall profi-
ciency in Spanish, linguistic distance, and years since immigration. When the 
same analysis was replicated using the backward elimination method, educa-
tion level also emerged as a significant predictor (i.e., university students 
performed better than the remaining two groups). In this adjusted analysis, 

Table 2. Correlations Between Writing Measures, Linguistic Distance, Age, Years 
Since Migration, and Years of Enrolment in Spanish L2 Courses.

Linguistic 
distance

Age Years since 
immigration

Years L2 
courses

L2 proficiency 
level

L2 writing 
skills

L2 Proficiency level –.241*** .051 .214*** .338*** –  
L2 Writing skills –.289*** .007 –.037  .114 .677*** –
Fluency_Task2&3 –.116* –.080 –.156** –.084 .400*** .521***
Correctness_
Task2&3

–.283*** –.134* –.055 .153** .519*** .565***

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 3. Predictors of Fluency in L2 Writing of Adult Immigrant Learners of 
Spanish.

Variables B SE β t p

(Intercept) 28.456 15.830 1.798 .073
Gender –0.812 2.283 –0.020 –0.356 .723
Age 0.021 0.129 0.011 0.165 .869
Years since immigration –0.688 0.305 –0.218 –2.252 .025
Years L2 courses –0.164 0.319 –0.046 –0.516 .606
Low-level education –6.142 2.763 –0.153 –2.223 .027
Medium-level education –4.188 2.649 –0.101 –1.581 .115
Linguistic distance 0.019 0.131 0.009 0.147 .883
L2 proficiency level 5.462 0.765 0.442 7.135 <.001

Note. F(8, 256) = 10.638. R2 = .249. Adjusted R2 = .226. Root mean square error = 16.587.
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the above variables explained 50% of the variability in overall writing scores, 
F(5, 259) = 54.066, R2 = .511, adjusted R2 = .501.

Discussion

The main goal of this study was to examine whether the linguistic distance 
between L1 and L2, along with other nonlinguistic variables, influence the 
writing competence of 292 immigrant learners of Spanish at the beginner 
level who took a certification exam. The results revealed that linguistic dis-
tance, length of residence in Spain, education level, and overall L2 profi-
ciency in Spanish predicted immigrants’ overall L2 writing scores. These 

Table 4. Predictors of Correctness in L2 Writing of Adult Immigrant Learners of 
Spanish.

Variables B SE β t p

(Intercept) 82.532 10.815 7.632 <.001
Gender –0.875 1.560 –0.029 –0.561 .575
Age –0.248 0.088 –0.169 –2.821 .005
Years since immigration –0.305 0.209 –0.129 –1.460 .146
Years L2 courses 0.477 0.218 0.181 2.192 .029
Low-level education –5.106 1.888 –0.171 –2.704 .007
Medium-level education –0.092 1.810 –0.003 –0.051 .959
Linguistic distance –0.255 0.090 –0.150 –2.841 .005
L2 proficiency level 4.195 0.523 0.454 8.022 <.001

Note. F(8, 256) = 18.979. R2 = .372. Adjusted R2 = .353. Root mean square error = 11.332.

Table 5. Predictors of L2 Writing Competence of Adult Immigrant Learners of 
Spanish.

Variables B SE β t p

(Intercept) 3.013 1.253 2.405 .017
Gender 0.101 0.181 0.025 0.558 .577
Age 0.011 0.010 0.055 1.038 .300
Years since immigration –0.054 0.024 –0.173 –2.219 .027
Years L2 courses 0.007 0.025 0.019 0.261 .795
Low-level education –0.355 0.219 –0.090 –1.623 .106
Medium-level education –0.398 0.210 –0.098 –1.899 .059
Linguistic distance –0.025 0.010 –0.110 –2.369 .019
L2 proficiency level 0.815 0.061 0.670 13.447 <.001

Note. F(8, 256) = 33.768. R2 = .513. Adjusted R2 = .498. Root mean square error = 1.313.
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results add up to existing evidence on the important role of linguistic distance 
in predicting immigrants’ language outcomes—as assessed either with self-
reports (Dustmann, 1994; Isphording & Otten, 2011, 2013, 2014) or with 
certification exams (Van der Slik, 2010)—and suggest that linguistic proxim-
ity confers a significant advantage when it comes to L2 writing in a newly 
learned language by immigrants. Education level had an additive effect, 
which is in line with the assumption that low-literate adult immigrant learners 
progress more slowly in L2 acquisition (Kurvers et al., 2006; Young-Scholten 
& Strom, 2006) and corroborates previous findings on the role of L1 literacy 
in L2 writing (Gonzalves, 2021; Kurvers, 2015; Kurvers & Stockmann, 2009; 
Manjón-Cabeza Cruz & Sosiński, 2021). These results are consistent with 
Kojima et al.’s (2022) meta-analysis of the external correlates of L2 writing, 
which revealed that L1 writing skills explain a considerable amount of the 
variability in L2 writing performance. They further support Cumming’s 
(1989, 1995) claims that L2 proficiency level plays a facilitative role in L2 
writing (including overall L2 writing quality, accuracy, and text-production 
fluency). In fact, L2 proficiency level proved to be the strongest predictor 
variable explaining around 35% of the variability in L2 writing performance, 
while linguistic distance, length of residence in the host country, and educa-
tion level explained 15% of this variability. This finding appears to indicate 
that L2 proficiency level is a strong predictor of L2 writing skills among 
immigrant learners of Spanish at the beginner level, who have not attained 
the threshold level of linguistic competence that would allow them, for exam-
ple, to transfer their L1 writing skills to the L2 (see, e.g., Cummins, 1979; 
Majchrzak, 2018).

By contrast, length of residence in Spain was negatively linked to partici-
pants’ overall L2 writing performance and L2 text-production fluency. 
Further mediation analyses suggested an indirect negative relationship 

Table 6. Descriptive Statistics for Different Types of Writing Errors in Task 2 and 
Task 3.

M SD Minimum Maximum Sum

T2_Spelling errors 2.64 2.86 0 18 771
T2_Segmentation errors 0.27 0.64 0 4 80
T2_Morphosyntactic errors 3.15 2.78 0 12 921
T2_Lexical errors 0.35 0.76 0 6 102
T3_Spelling errors 1.98 2.48 0 20 578
T3_Segmentation errors 0.35 0.70 0 5 102
T3_Morphosyntactic errors 2.88 2.68 0 16 841
T3_Lexical errors 0.28 0.62 0 4 82
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between age and L2 text-production fluency mediated by length of residence 
in Spain. Therefore, to interpret the above findings, we must consider length 
of residence together with age. Participants with shorter stays in Spain were 
also younger and were probably bilingual or multilingual speakers from a 
young age. Previous evidence suggests that, as opposed to late bilinguals, 
early bilinguals who are late learners of a third language are better able to 
control verbalization in the target language, while preventing interference 
from the other languages they speak (Martin et al., 2013). Furthermore, some 
empirical studies point to the benefits of bilingualism on writing performance 
(Poorebrahim et al., 2017), as well as to the greater exposure of young adults 
to online platforms (Leung, 2013), which provides them with a variety of 
opportunities to engage in interactive textual environments. This leads us to 
the conclusion that constant exposure to the target language resulting from 
longer periods of stay in the host country may enhance L2 writing skills if it 
is combined with a relatively early age of onset of the L2 or a high degree of 
bilingualism.

The results of our study also revealed a robust contribution of linguistic 
distance to accuracy. Spanish is a transparent language, both phonologically 
and orthographically (i.e., it has one-to-one relationships between its graph-
emes and phonemes). Therefore, the greater the linguistic proximity between 
immigrants’ L1 and Spanish—particularly as assessed with a linguistic dis-
tance measure that taps into the phonetic similarities across languages—the 
greater the immigrants’ ability to retrieve from memory and transcribe cor-
rectly the L2 words needed according to the intended text and meaning. This 
may be quite obvious in the case of vocabulary or lexical items,23 but our 
study suggests that linguistic distance is also important for grammatical accu-
racy. In a similar vein, Boon and Kurvers (2008) observed that immigrant L2 
learners might struggle to fill in a questionnaire with basic information and 
attributed some common L2 writing errors to the differences between L1 and 
L2 in the formation and frequency of appearance of letters and sounds. 
Although our results contradict those obtained by Kojima and Kaneta (2022) 
in their meta-analysis of 103 L2 writing studies, it is important to note that 
the linguistic distance measure that these researchers used was based on a 
dichotomous distinction between Indo-European versus Indo-European and 
non-Indo-European languages, while the linguistic distance measure used in 
the present study takes into account more subtle differences between the lan-
guage of origin and the target language.

Age, education level, and years of enrolment in Spanish L2 courses also 
emerged as significant predictors of L2 writing accuracy. Previous studies 
confirm the negative link between age and the number of morphosyntactic 
errors or other measures of global L2 writing skills (Kurvers, 2015; Kurvers 
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& Stockmann, 2009). At least to some extent, this might be attributable to 
age-related declines in (some) attentional processes and working memory 
functions (Bopp & Verhaeghen, 2005; Vallesi et al., 2021; Zuber et al., 2019), 
which are necessary at the initial stages of L2 learning in order to process, 
retain, and retrieve the correct L2 forms, especially when this learning takes 
place implicitly (i.e., in an immersion context). This interpretation is rein-
forced by previous L2 writing studies suggesting a positive link between 
working memory and L2 writing accuracy (Bergsleithner, 2010; Chenoweth 
& Hayes, 2003; Mavrou, 2020, among others). As Mavrou (2020) argued, 
linguistic accuracy might be “the result of several computations that operate 
first on individual linguistic elements or combinations of these elements (e.g. 
chunks) and later at a more global level (e.g. clause, utterance, paragraph)” 
(p. 9) and that require both memory and attentional processes. For example, 
at the initial stages of L2 learning, as in the case of our participants, preposi-
tions and verb conjugation tend to be learned using a memory-based 
approach—which is enhanced by the similarities between the L1 and the L2; 
as the process of L2 acquisition develops, these learners are better able to 
analyze and reflect on the particularities of the new language. Therefore, 
older learners might have acquired learning strategies that allow them to 
overcome working memory constraints, but eventually—and as the results of 
this study indicate—a minimum L1 literacy level and L2 formal instruction 
need to be added to the equation for older adults to achieve higher levels of 
L2 writing accuracy (Kurvers, 2015; Kurvers & Stockmann, 2009). As 
Kurvers et al. (2010) pointed out, “for older students (i.e. students older than 
40) and students without any schooling in the home country it is more diffi-
cult to progress quickly in L2 literacy than for younger students or students 
who had attended primary school” (p. 73). It is also possible that being highly 
literate in L1 combined with more hours of attendance on L2 courses help 
immigrants practice the new language more extensively (both in the written 
and the oral mode), and greater L2 practice may enhance L2 accuracy.

Regarding fluency, the results of the mediation analysis revealed that the 
link between linguistic distance and the total number of words that the par-
ticipants produced in their texts was mediated by L2 proficiency level. This 
novel finding highlights the important role of overall L2 proficiency in L2 
text-production fluency, beyond any differences in the structural components 
of the L1 and the L2: the closer the linguistic proximity between the L1 and 
the L2, the greater immigrants’ ability to express themselves fluently in the 
L2—at least in the written mode—as long as their L2 proficiency level is suf-
ficiently high. Although in Kojima and Kaneta’s (2022) meta-analysis lin-
guistic distance was not a significant moderator, the operationalization of 
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linguistic distance in their study might have not been sensitive enough, and 
the authors did not run mediation analyses as did the present study.

L1 literacy level had an additional positive effect not only on L2 accu-
racy but also on the number of words participants used in their L2 texts. 
In other words, immigrants past the age of compulsory schooling 
(12 years) produced more words and achieved a higher level of accuracy. 
This is in line with Kurvers’s (2015) findings revealing a statistically sig-
nificant correlation between years of L1 schooling and writing skills of 
322 immigrants in the Netherlands. As L1 literacy usually develops in 
formal settings and entails cognitive changes (Olson, 2004),24 immigrants 
with high L1 literacy skills may be equipped with the mechanisms or 
strategies needed to map written forms onto their meanings, or to convert 
sounds into letters to access the printed form of L2 words, and they do so 
not only more easily but also more accurately. To achieve this, a minimum 
threshold of literacy (around 12 years of schooling according to the results 
of the present study) seems to be necessary.

Nonetheless, this study has several limitations that should be acknowl-
edged. An important drawback of this study—yet very common in our field—
concerns the nature of the sample, which was self-selected; participants took 
the exam voluntarily and were probably driven by similar motivations (i.e., to 
certify their level of proficiency in Spanish and obtain a diploma that they 
could use when applying for a job or studies). Moreover, the way the concept 
of error was operationalized in this study is very restrictive and does not cap-
ture how immigrants construct meaning based on their language resources or 
other sociocultural factors. However, writing is not only about learning and 
applying a set of grammar rules or specific vocabulary; it is “a meaning-
making activity, rooted in social contexts, and reflecting power relations 
between different groups” (Myhill & Jones, 2007, p. 325). Also, what consti-
tutes an error from a strict morphosyntactic point of view could be perfectly 
acceptable or at least would not impede communication in a different interac-
tional (or writing) context. It could even be seen as an indication of progress. 
Thus, we share Manjón-Cabeza Cruz and Sosiński’s (2021) opinion that 
deviances from the standard should be seen as “a starting point for improve-
ment” rather than as errors, and we agree with Haswell (1988) that “Writing 
errors may be not so much mistakes as mis-takes, or missteps, inevitable in 
traversing new ground, not so much stubbornness—fossils of previous more 
ignorant learning stages in need of clearing away to allow subsequent prog-
ress—as stumbles, wrong turns made when new tactics are attempted”  
(p. 482). It is also important to stress that writing is a recursive process, and 
lack of time pressure and anxiety—which are typical of language testing con-
ditions—would have probably helped our participants go through further 
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stages of editing or rewriting to improve the quality of their texts. Therefore, 
future replication studies should broaden the scope of L2 writing assessment 
and investigate whether linguistic distance is a strong predictor of immi-
grants’ L2 writing abilities in more diverse writing contexts. Additionally, our 
study examined a specific set of key variables that might influence L2 writ-
ing; however, the list of potentially influential (linguistic and nonlinguistic) 
variables is quite long. Future studies should consider specific circumstances 
surrounding immigration (e.g., reasons for migration, immigration status and 
experience), cultural differences and how they determine language learning 
habits and L2 engagement, social networks, amount and intensity of previous 
exposure to the target language at the country of origin and to social media 
platforms, the role of incentives in the time invested to develop L2 literacy, 
qualifications and skills and how they might enhance or obstruct L2 writing 
mastery, factors affecting handwriting (fatigue, carpal tunnel, personal his-
tory of manual labor), to mention only a few. Furthermore, although proxies 
are convenient, future studies should try to employ standardized tests of L1 
literacy, as well as a wider range of L2 writing tasks and more varied L2 writ-
ing measures (both product- and process-based). As emotions are always 
embedded in writing, future research should also address the extent to which 
linguistic distance is a proxy for emotional detachment by examining the 
emotional dimensions of the texts produced by immigrants (see e.g., Mavrou 
& Bustos-López, 2018).

Conclusion

Fluency and accuracy are not only relevant in everyday tasks (e.g., when fill-
ing official documents, conducting writing tasks at work) but also constitute 
important cues in computer-mediated and online interpersonal communica-
tions—an aspect that has been investigated in the general population (Ellison 
et al., 2006; Van der Zanden et al., 2020, among many others)25 but less, if not 
at all, among immigrants. The findings of this study highlight the important 
role of linguistic proximity in achieving greater accuracy, text-production 
fluency and overall L2 writing scores. A minimum threshold of literacy 
(around 12 years of schooling) also emerged as a significant predictor of all 
aspects of L2 writing addressed in this study. These results can inform both 
language policies for immigrants and the design of L2 courses and teaching 
materials for this population. For example, L2 courses could be structured by 
placing immigrants with similar linguistic and L1 literacy profiles within the 
same classroom, as “we cannot have the same expectations of L2 adult learn-
ers with emergent print literacy as we have for L2 learners who have exten-
sive experience with alphabetic print literacy in their L1s” (Gonzalves, 2021, 
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p. 13). Explicit (hand)writing instruction might need to be reinforced, par-
ticularly for those students lacking a high degree of L1 literacy (see Gonzalves, 
2021). Teachers and instructors of these courses should receive additional 
training comprising both theoretical knowledge of the challenges that new 
immigrant writers usually face in L2, and teaching skills development that 
will allow them to establish rapport with these students and guide them 
through the multiple stages of L2 literacy—and particularly writing—skills. 
Teaching materials could be enriched with more grammar and spelling activi-
ties, as immigrants—especially those whose L1 has a greater linguistic dis-
tance from Spanish—seem to struggle with these aspects. As Gonzalves 
(2021) argued, “explicit instruction may help students become more attuned 
to letter form, letter positionality, number of letters in a word, etc.” (p. 12). 
Undoubtedly, some immigrants will drop out of L2 courses; for this reason, 
providing incentives for them to invest in these courses and—if possible—in 
L2 courses specifically designed to enhance their L2 writing skills is essential 
because it will pay off in the long run, either because writing will help them 
improve their oral skills or because good writing skills will open more doors 
for them in the labor market.

To conclude, language and international migration are current topics in the 
field of (micro)economics, and language skills are seen as a form of human 
capital. The acquisition of an adequate level of literacy skills—and especially 
writing skills—in the new language is the gateway to a more balanced social 
and economic inclusion and can facilitate the pathway to equal opportunities 
for career development and a better quality of life. Therefore, understanding 
the determinants of writing skills in immigrants and finding ways to enhance 
these skills are challenging goals that the field of SLA should address in more 
detail. In doing so, and as Young-Scholten (2013) rightly argued, future stud-
ies should not neglect the “ongoing research on naturalistic, low-educated L2 
adults of which mainstream SLA is unaware because the findings appear in 
languages other than English, in local journals whose target readership is 
native-language L2 teachers” (p. 450). Undoubtedly, immigrants’ writing 
abilities await and deserve further attention, exploration, and interdisciplin-
ary collaboration.
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Notes

 1. Around 60 of the immigrants who attended the fifth edition of the Diploma 
LETRA examination (see Methods section) reported being unemployed in Spain, 
and another 80 were employed in personal and domestic services. However, 
most of them had attended university or had obtained a university degree in their 
countries of origin in areas such as marketing and management, modern lan-
guages, engineering, chemistry, mathematics, economics, law, biology—areas 
that require a good command of writing skills. Learning to write in Spanish 
would eventually help these immigrants start looking for similar job positions in 
the host country.

 2. The Swadesh list is a compilation of concepts that are believed to be universal 
(body parts, verbs, natural phenomena) and have been translated into different 
languages to allow researchers to compute the linguistic proximity or diversity 
between pairs of languages.

 3. We provide here some additional examples of how we can convert the English 
word night into natt (Norwegian), noapte (Romanian), noc (Czech), and gabí 
(Tagalog). The number of changes we must make is three in Norwegian, four 
in Romanian, four in Czech, and five in Filipino. The same procedure would 
be followed to convert the remaining words of the Swadesh list from one 
language into the other. For example, for the English word person we would 
make zero changes to convert it into its equivalent word in Norwegian (per-
son), two changes in Romanian (persoană), five changes in Czech (osoba), and 
five changes in Tagalog (tao). The subsequent algorithmic application leads to 
a linguistic distance of 64.19 between English and Norwegian, 85.22 between 
English and Romanian, 91.28 between English and Czech, and 102.13 between 
English and Tagalog.

 4. Other approaches include (a) a scalar measure of linguistic distance based on 
the ease or difficulty that American speakers have in learning other languages, 
applicable only to English L2 and used in a series of studies by Chiswick and 
Miller (2001, 2005, 2008) showing a negative correlation with migrants’ linguis-
tic proficiency in English; (b) the use of language trees (such as the Ethnologue 
Project; Lewis, 2009); and (c) the World Atlas of Language Structure (WALS) 
(Dryer & Haspelmath, 2013).

 5. Kurvers’s (2015) study is an exception as her participants—322 immigrants in 
the Netherlands—were also coming from 39 different countries.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6612-1839


Mavrou and Chao 25

 6. In this study, the terms accuracy and correctness are used interchangeably.
 7. Kojima and Kaneta (2022) also addressed this question, but they used a dichoto-

mous variable of L1-L2 linguistic distance, and the studies they included in their 
meta-analysis mainly focused on L2 learners with tertiary education and less on 
minority language speakers.

 8. Among the premises of the Manifiesto of Santander we would like to highlight 
the following: the inclusion of L2 teaching in the framework of a global policy 
for the immigrant population; the need for a general plan of organization, stan-
dardization, regulation and evaluation of L2 teaching to speakers with a migrant 
and refugee background; the inclusion of L2 teaching to immigrants and refu-
gees in the general framework of language teaching; teacher training that can 
guarantee a high level of teaching quality; flexible teaching organization that 
meets the real needs of immigrant learners and takes their diversity into account; 
respect for and maintenance of the language and culture of origin of the immi-
grant population (for more information, see https://cvc.cervantes.es/ensenanza/
biblioteca_ele/inmigracion/documentos/manifiesto.htm).

 9. We only refer to the 3- or 4-point Likert-type scales used in economic studies that 
require immigrants to assess their L2 skills based on a very limited number of cat-
egories, which are barely specified and can be interpreted in many different ways 
by the respondents (e.g., low, medium, high skills; “not at all/bad” to “very well”).

10. For a discussion of the misclassification errors derived from self-reports of lan-
guage proficiency and their impact on parameter estimates in statistical models, 
see Dustmann and van Soest (2001, 2002). Van der Slik (2010) also discusses the 
problems of self-reports.

11. In their 2011 study, Isphording and Otten indicate that regression models not 
reported in their article confirm a similar influence of linguistic distance on 
self-reported writing proficiency of migrants, but we do not know whether and 
to what extent other variables—beyond linguistic distance—influenced these 
results.

12. We prefer to use the term perceived because their data regarding the level of pro-
ficiency in English were again based on self-reports (i.e., 4-point scale ranging 
from “not at all/bad” to “very well”), and in the case of German only on self-
reports of oral skills.

13. “The proportion of cognates of the Dutch part of the Swadesh 200-item list, 
extracted from Dyen et al. (1992)” (Van der Slik, 2010, p. 414).

14. Van der Slik (2010) describes this measure in the following way: “Cavalli-
Sforza et al. developed a genetic linguistic distance measure by means of trans-
posing genetic differences between populations to the linguistic classification 
scheme adopted from Ruhlen (1987). This genetic linguistic distance measure 
is greatly contested (O’Grady et al., 1989), however, because the assumption of 
commensurate or synchronous development of genes and tongues appears to be 
untenable” (p. 405). He hypothesized that the explanatory power of the cognate 
distance measure would be greater than the explanatory power of the genetic 
distance measure.

https://cvc.cervantes.es/ensenanza/biblioteca_ele/inmigracion/documentos/manifiesto.htm
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15. It is important to note that Van der Slik’s (2010) study only included scores from 
candidates with a demonstrable amount of at least secondary schooling; there-
fore, the results may not generalize to low-literate immigrants.

16. Other aspects, such as the use of strategies or the cognitive processes involved in 
L2 writing, are not discussed here because they were impossible to assess given 
the language testing context of the current study. In our study, we were interested 
in “writing proficiency as the ability to perform (semi-)authentic writing tasks,” 
that is, performance assessment (see Schoonen, 2022, p. 98).

17. Kojima and Kaneta (2022) refer to measures of syntactic complexity, lexical 
complexity, accuracy, fluency and cohesion used in SLA research as “objective 
measures of text features.” As the authors clarify, textual features of L2 writing 
include “content, argument, organization, cohesion, coherence, grammar, vocab-
ulary, language use, mechanics, complexity, accuracy, and fluency. These textual 
features are sometimes subjectively rated by human judges, but in cases of quan-
tifiable features (e.g., complexity, accuracy, fluency, and cohesion), objective 
measures (e.g., frequencies or rations of target forms per word or per comparable 
linguistic unit, such as a clause or sentence) are frequently employed” (p. 110). 
However, some scholars might not embrace the term objective when it comes 
to the assessment of the multifaceted nature of productive language skills such 
as (L2) writing; therefore, in this study we opt for the more neutral term perfor-
mance-based measures.

18. For more detailed information about the Diploma LETRA, the tasks and the 
assessment of each section, see http://www.diplomaletra.com.

19. Full versions of both rubrics can be found in Baralo (2012).
20. A recent meta-analysis by Kojima and Kaneta (2022) revealed that L2 writing 

proficiency—operationalized in their study “in terms of holistic scores or com-
posite scores of analytic scoring based on judgments of human raters” (p. 111)—
had the strongest mean correlation with fluency (r = .629 for low/intermediate 
learners, and r = .547 for advanced learners) as assessed with measures of speed 
and quantity of text production, followed by accuracy (r = .477). According to 
the authors, these results suggest that both fluency and accuracy successfully dis-
criminate texts written by L2 learners with different levels of writing proficiency.

21. For the data reported in Tables 3–5, the enter method was used (i.e., all vari-
ables were entered in a single step). The analyses were also replicated using the 
backward elimination method, which starts with the inclusion of all predictor 
variables and in subsequent steps eliminates those predictor variables that are not 
statistically significant. The percentage reported here corresponds to adjusted R2 
of a model that only includes overall level of proficiency in Spanish, years since 
immigration and education level. This percentage is almost identical to the one 
reported in Table 3.

22. The correlation between years since migration and age was positive and statis-
tically significant (r = .478, p < .001). We also conducted a mediation analysis 
based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. The results of the indirect effect revealed 
a statistically significant indirect negative relationship between age and the 

http://www.diplomaletra.com
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total number of words mediated by length of residence in Spain (b = −0.146, z 
value = −2.225, p = .026, Bootstrap CI95 = −0.321, −0.012).

23. For example, the linguistic distance between Spanish and German is greater 
than the linguistic distance between Spanish and Italian or French. Therefore, 
an Italian or French learner of Spanish would retrieve and spell the Spanish 
word “decisión” more easily because of its phonological and orthographic 
similarity with “decisione” in Italian or “décision” in French, as opposed to 
“Entscheidenung” in German.

24. Olson (2004) exemplifies the role of literacy in cognition in the following way: 
“In written English, sentences are notationally indicated by capital letter and a 
full stop. Oral utterances are rarely identical to grammatical sentences. Learning 
to read and write is not only learning something about these conventions; it is a 
matter of coming to analyze one’s own speech into units expressible by the gram-
matical form of the sentence. Reorganizing oral “idea units” (Chafe, 1985) into 
acceptable sentences is the task of literacy. And thinking about those sentences 
apart from the contextualised meanings they ordinarily convey is at the basis of 
literate thought” (p. 545).

25. For example, in Ellison et al.’s (2006) study, participants paid attention to their 
own and others’ self-presentational messages on an online dating app, and mis-
spellings were interpreted as lack of education and lack of interest or attentive-
ness in life in general. Interestingly, in the same study lengthy emails were 
viewed as a sign of “being desperate for conversation,” as stated by one of the 
participants. Likewise, Van der Zanden et al. (2020) found that language errors 
had a negative impact on perceptions of social and romantic attraction, but the 
types of error (mechanical and rule-based errors) were associated with differ-
ent personality attributes (lower attentiveness and lower perceived intelligence, 
respectively).
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