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Complexity is one of the dimensions of Skehan’s (1989) three-dimensional model of L2 proficiency, 

which also considers accuracy and fluency in the so-called CAF model. Two main aspects are especially 

important in the definitions of complexity, namely the elaboration or sophistication and the range of 

sophistication of the language produced (Ellis, 2003; Bulté & Housen, 2014; De Clercq & Housen, 2017; 

Lu, 2011; Ortega, 2003; Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). 

The measures employed to analyse Noun Phrase (NP) complexity have traditionally been large-

grained indices of syntactic complexity at the clause and sentence levels. More recently, fine-grained 

indices, which capture phrase-internal complexification (Biber et al., 2011; Casal & Lee, 2019; De 

Clercq & Housen, 2017; Kuiken & Vedder, 2019; Kyle & Crossley, 2018; Norris & Ortega, 2009), have 

also been adopted to capture the multidimensional nature of complexity (Biber et al., 2011; Norris & 

Ortega, 2009). The measures in L2SCA (Lu, 2010) and TAASC (Kyle, 2016) are the ones most 

commonly employed in LCR (see, Casal & Lee, 2019; Díez-Bedmar & Pérez-Paredes, 2020), together 

with the measures in Biber et al.’s (2011) developmental index (see, Ansarifar et al., 2018; Lahuerta 

Martínez, 2023; Parkinson & Musgrave, 2014; Satre & Gnevsheva, 2022). The use of these pre-

established complexity indices, however, may hinder the effect that different variables (task, L1, 

proficiency level) may have on the actual variety of NP complexity types employed and the existence 

of NP complexity criterial features, i.e. NP complexity types which show statistically significant 

differences in their use between CEFR levels. 

To provide a comprehensive description of fine-grained NP complexity measures in L1 Spanish EFL 

argumentative writing at different levels, this study analyses a subsection (32113 words in 140 

argumentative texts; 44 texts at B1, 50 at B2 and 46 at C1) of the FineDesc Learner Corpus (Díez-

Bedmar, 2025). The manual parsing of the 6182 NPs in the subsection of the learner corpus allowed the 

identification of 39 NP complexity types, which were then employed as fine-grained NP complexity 

measures to reveal NP complexity criterial features. Non-parametric tests (Kurskall-Wallis and 

subsequent Mann-Whitney tests) were run due to the non-normal distribution of the data. 

The findings reveal that CEFR B2 learner argumentative writing may be considered a turning point 

in L1 Spanish NP complexity development in argumentative writing due to the major increase at that 

level in the variety and the frequency of NP complexity types employed. Another important result is the 

importance of considering corpus-driven fine-grained complexity measures to provide comprehensive 

descriptions of NP complexification in different tasks and CEFR levels. In this study, the use of 

comparative clauses, which had not been previously considered in the literature, proved to be important 

in the description of NP complexity at B2 level.  

This paper, therefore, underscores the use of corpus-driven fine-grained complexity measures to 

describe NP complexification in different text types and CEFR levels by considering the actual variety 

of NP complexity types employed and their frequency. 
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