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Noun phrase complexity is one of the key markers of development in the process of becoming a mature
writer (Biber, Gray, & Poonpon, 2011; Durrant, Brenchley, & McCallum, 2021). However, while
research has done much to trace this development in writers’ first (e.g., Durrant & Brenchley, 2023;
Ravid & Berman, 2010) and other (e.g., Bulté & Housen, 2014; Wang & Jiang, 2024) languages, little
is known about how such complexity operates across the different languages in which a learner writes.

In particular, although cross-linguistic influence is important for many aspects of language
acquisition, there is very little research into how the noun phrase complexity that writers show in one
language is reflected in another. We know of two studies of multilingual writing that include the measure
of modifiers per noun phrase, one finding a weak negative correlation between Basque and Spanish, but
no significant correlations to L3 English (Arias-Hermoso & Imaz Agirre, 2024), and one finding no
significant correlation between L1 Spanish and L2 English in the development of modifiers over a two-
year period (Granados, Lorenzo-Espejo, & Lorenzo, 2022). As there might be several moderating
factors, such as proficiency in and typological similarities/differences between the languages involved,
more research is needed in this area. Understanding the relationships between the diverse languages in
which a learner is working is important to building a theoretical model of their multilingual competence
and its course of development.

This study investigates noun phrase complexity in the writing of first-year upper-secondary students
in Norway across the three languages they were learning (Norwegian, English and either French or
Spanish) in order to address the following research questions:

*  To what extent is the overall complexity of noun phrases consistent across the languages in
which these students write?
*  Which (if any) types of noun phrase complexity are most closely related across languages?

Approximately 300 texts, written by 41 students were hand-annotated for features of noun phrase
complexity using an adapted version of the framework developed by Durrant and Brenchley (2023).

Students’ writings in each of their languages were quantified for overall noun phrase complexity
(words per noun phrase) and for the frequencies of specific types of noun phrase modifier that previous
research has shown to be developmentally significant (all pre modifiers; all postmodifiers;
postmodification by apposition, past participle, infinitive clause, -ing clause, prepositional phrase,
relative clause, that clause). Correlations were then used to identify relationships between these types of
complexity across the three languages.

Results will provide insights into interactions between the languages of multilingual learners and
into the roles of noun phrase complexity in multilingual development. These insights are intended to
inform co-operative instruction across language subjects.
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