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Phraseological complexity refers to the diversity and sophistication of word combinations in learner
texts (Paquot, 2019). Typically, diversity is operationalized as the ratio of unique to repeated
phraseological units (i.e., type-token ratio) and sophistication as association strength (e.g., pointwise
mutual information) or register specificity (e.g., units from an academic collocation list). While such
measures have been shown to be significant indicators of L2 proficiency and development across a
variety of languages (Paquot & Naets, 2024), so far the focus has been almost entirely on the diversity
and/or sophistication of two-word phraseological units such as direct objects and adjectival/adverbial
modifiers.

In contrast to results for L2 English, however, phraseological complexity measures based on
binary modifier relations (e.g., adjective + noun; adverb + verb) seem to be less informative about
proficiency and development in L2 French (see e.g., Edmonds & Gudmestad, 2021; Vandeweerd et
al., 2021). This may be because French writing tends to have a more “nominal” style whereby
modification is often expressed through prepositional phrases rather than adverbs or adjectives
(Ballard, 2004; Vinay & Darbelnet, 1995). For example, one may express the idea of the “best coffee”
in French as un café [de toute premiere qualité]pp (“a coffee of superior quality”). L2 learners of
French therefore need to develop modification strategies beyond simple two-word collocations,
especially if they come from an L1 background in which such strategies are comparatively less
common. Supporting this, an exploratory study found that higher-rated L2 French texts written by
Swedish learners contained more prepositional modifiers compared to lower-rated texts (Vandeweerd
et al., 2025). Yet relatively little is known about how the shift in phrasal modification strategies
develops with proficiency and how this interacts with task type, given that certain registers also tend to
be comparatively noun-heavy across various languages (Biber, 2014).

To investigate the shift in phrasal modification strategies, this study uses a corpus of oral and
written productions from the TEF (Test d’évaluation de frangais) in which each participant (n = 281)
completed four tasks: (1) a letter to an editor, (2) a newspaper story, (3) a telephone inquiry about a
product or service, and (4) a telephone call to convince a friend to participate in an activity. The
corpus also includes proficiency scores, making it possible to investigate the effects of both task
type and proficiency on modification strategy use. To this end, all modified nouns were extracted from
the corpus on the basis of grammatical dependencies and subsequently annotated for modification
strategy (e.g., adjective or prepositional phrase). Frequency of noun-modification type was then
modeled as a function of task and proficiency.

Preliminary results suggest that prepositional phrase modification is more frequent in oral and
expository tasks as compared to written, argumentative tasks. Somewhat surprisingly, however,
proficiency was not found to be a strong predictor of modification strategy across any of the tasks.
These findings are discussed in relation to the development of register differentiation in L2 French as
well the construct of phraseological complexity more generally.
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