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Translators, regardless of their professional expertise, are necessarily also (advanced) learners of one of 

the languages involved in translation. Studies on directionality in translation therefore touch upon the 

question of learner status and present conflicting findings regarding task duration or the influence of 

language proficiency (e.g. Ferreira et al., 2021; Pokorn et al., 2019). Fewer studies focus on linguistic 

properties in the different translation directions, with similarly inconclusive results; Rodríguez-Inés 

(2013) finds no directionality effects on global text features, while Rodríguez-Inés (2017) observes 

greater explicitation in L2 translations. Penha-Marion et al. (2024) report decreased lexical density and 

increased syntactic complexity in L1>L2 translation compared to L2>L1 translation and original texts, 

which they attribute to low translation experience and source text influence. Miljanović et al. (2025) 

investigate the translation process and editing patterns and report differences depending on translation 

direction and register. The translation of reviews requires less time and revision, especially in the more 

familiar translation direction L2>L1. The popular-scientific register seems to be more demanding in this 

direction, as the potentially difficult source text is in the L2. This corroborates previous findings of 

register effects overpowering other factors (Whyatt, 2019; Penha-Marion et al., 2024). 

In the present paper, we ask whether student translations differ in complexity when performed into 

the L2, thus showing traces of learner status, versus into the L1. To this end, we measure clausal and 

phrasal complexity as well as lexical variation, drawing on Biber et al.’s (2024, p. 73) feature matrix. 

The set of 10 features is analysed using the CTAP in both English and German (Chen & Meurers, 2016). 

We use a corpus of multiple translations produced in two registers by 38 student translators. The 

participants are L1 German speakers and advanced learners of English. All participants translated a total 

of four source texts, one popular-scientific article and one product review respectively from German 

into English and from English into German, totalling 152 target texts. 

The analyses reveal a lower type-token ratio, more coordinating phrases and more pre- and 

postnominal modification in L1>L2 than in L2>L1 translation. In L1>L2 translation, register differences 

also become apparent: Lexical density is much lower in the translations of the popular-scientific source 

text and higher in the review translations, and the popular-scientific texts contain fewer coordinating 

conjunctions than the reviews. The students’ proficiency in both languages (measured using LexTALE; 

Lemhöfer & Broersma, 2012) and their varying self-reported translation experience allow further 

differentiation of explanatory factors. These results reaffirm the complex interplay between translation 

direction and register and indicate a smaller range of lexical choices yet more complex phrasal structures 

in the translation direction into the L2 English, similar to Penha-Marion et al.’s (2024) findings. The 

student translators appear to resolve complex English source texts into simpler structures in German and 

to have better control of lexical variation in German. However, proficiency does not notably affect the 

measures. Changes in complexity are thus not due to learner status, but rather other factors like register. 
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