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Phraseological complexity, defined as “the range of phraseological units that surface in language
production and the degree of sophistication of such units” (Paquot, 2019, p. 124), is a relatively recent
construct in Learner Corpus Research (LCR) that has nevertheless attracted growing empirical attention
(e.g., Jiang et al., 2023; Wang & Zhou, 2025). Early studies have primarily shown that phraseological
complexity tends to increase with EFL learners’ proficiency, albeit often at a relatively slow pace.

To date, however, far less attention has been paid to variation in phraseological complexity across
registers of learner language, understood as “varieties relating to different circumstances and purposes”
(Biber et al., 1999, p. 15). A small number of studies constitute notable exceptions. For instance,
Vandeweerd et al. (2023) examined learner production across three registers—one written register
(argumentative essays) and two spoken registers (interviews and narratives)—and reported
systematically higher levels of phraseological complexity in the written mode (see also Spina, 2025).
This limited body of evidence suggests that phraseological complexity may be sensitive to register-
related differences, with potentially important implications for LCR.

Against this background, the present study investigates the extent to which EFL learners adjust their
phraseological complexity in response to the demands of two written registers: argumentative writing
and scientific writing. The study is guided by the following research question:

How does the phraseological complexity of EFL learner writing vary across the registers of
argumentative and scientific writing?

The analysis proceeds in two stages. In the first phase, which has already been completed, existing
measures of phraseological diversity and sophistication were reassessed in terms of their ability to
capture register differences. Native-speaker corpora of expert argumentative writing and scientific
writing were used to establish a benchmark. The findings revealed systematically higher levels of
phraseological complexity in argumentative writing than in scientific writing. A complementary
qualitative analysis shed light on the functional underpinnings of these differences, showing that
research articles rely more heavily on recurrent phraseological patterns and the reuse of their constituent
elements. This repetition appears to support disciplinary precision, coherence, and terminological
stability, suggesting that lower phraseological diversity in scientific writing reflects register-specific
communicative constraints.

In the second stage, the measures identified as sensitive to register variation, including moving
window type-token ratios, are being applied to learner data to examine whether EFL learners exhibit
similar patterns of register differentiation. Learner argumentative and scientific writing are represented
by the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE; Granger et al., 2020) and the Varieties of English
for Specific Purposes dAtabase (VESPA; Paquot et al., 2022), respectively. Specifically, texts written
by French learners were selected from both corpora in order to control for first-language background
and reduce potential cross-linguistic variation. The second stage is currently ongoing, and results will
be presented at the conference.

By adopting a phraseological complexity perspective, this study seeks to advance our understanding
of how EFL learners accommodate register-specific demands and to refine the construct of
phraseological complexity in relation to register variation.
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