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Attitudes towards the use of generative Al in education vary, but whether one is positive or negative
towards it, it does remain a fact that students can easily generate seemingly “perfect” English texts very
casily. But how “perfect” are these texts really? Previous research has shown that Al-generated texts
differ from those produced by students in various ways, and differences include lack of a main argument
(Goulart et al., 2024), greater reliance on simpler syntactic constructions (Jiang & Hyland, 2025a), more
generic style (Amirjalili et al., 2024; Herbold et al., 2023; Jiang & Hyland, 2025b), and less use of
interactional metadiscourse (Jiang & Hyland, 2025c).

This study investigates the frequency of features related to clausal complexity in human-authored
argumentative student essays and their Al-generated counterparts, with the aim of testing whether
clausal complexity is a useful tool to distinguish between Al-generated and human-authored learner
texts. If differences between the two sets of learner texts are found, this would have both pedagogical
implications as well as implications for learner corpus research as a field, which must obviously adapt
to a situation where the question of “authenticity” in corpus compilation becomes ever more thorny. The
study employs Biber et al.’s (2011) framework for analyzing clausal complexity, and examines the use
of such features in one set of human-authored learner texts produced by Norwegian learners of English,
and one set of “corresponding” Al-generated texts. The human-authored texts originated from the
TRAWL corpus (Dirdal et al., 2022) and the Norwegian component of the ICLE corpus (Granger et al.,
2009), and range from Year 10 (lower-secondary) to the first year of university. The Al texts were
generated using the large language model (LLM) ‘KI-chat’ (Sikt Norwegian Agency for Shared Services
in Education and Research, n.d.), which was given the same prompts as the learners and instructed to
replicate the style of the respective age groups included in the human-authored corpus. The study aims
to answer the following research questions:

1. To what extent do Al-generated and human-authored learner texts display a developmental

trajectory towards lower overall frequencies of clausal complexity features?

2. To what extent do Al-generated and human-authored learner texts display a developmental
trajectory towards more sophisticated forms of clausal complexity?

3. To what extent is the use of specific clausal complexity features similar on each “developmental
level” in Al-generated and human-authored learner texts? For instance, what characterizes
human-authored texts written by Year-10 pupils, and how similar are these to the corresponding
Al-generated texts?

Preliminary results indicate that there is greater evidence for a developmental trajectory in the
human-authored texts than in the Al-generated texts, but this development is in the direction of increased
rather than decreased frequencies of clausal complexity features. The human-authored texts show some
indications of a developmental trajectory towards more sophisticated forms of clausal complexity, but
the Al-generated texts do not. It would seem, then, that the frequency of clausal complexity features as
well as the use of different types of such features is at least potentially a useful way of distinguishing
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between human-authored learner texts and their Al-generated counterparts, and that learners who rely
on Al-tools to “write” their essays for them may be in danger of not developing beyond a certain level
of sophistication.
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