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Complexity is a key component of proficiency in a target language (Bulté et al., 2025), but its
assessment is complicated by differences in register and mode of production. Previous work has
examined complexity development in L2 writing (e.g., Kisselev et al., 2022; Menke & Strawbridge,
2019), L2 speech (e.g., Vercellotti, 2017; Yu & Lowie, 2020), and, less frequently, across both
modalities (e.g., Vasylets et al., 2017). These studies suggest that while syntactic complexity may
develop sooner in L2 speech than in writing (e.g., Chan et al., 2015), lexical/phraseological complexity
may develop first in writing (Vandeweerd et al., 2023). However, few analyses have explicitly explored
lexical and grammatical complexity, and specifically nominal complexity features (common in
academic writing) and clausal complexity features (common in informal speech) (Biber et al. 2025).
Using quasi-longitudinal corpus data from 400 German intermediate learners of English in school
grades 5-11 (ages 10-18), this study investigates how linguistic complexity evolves across spoken and
written registers as learners advance in age and proficiency. We analyze essays and oral picture
descriptions from the Young German Learner English corpus from a usage-based perspective (Ellis et
al., 2016). Lexical complexity is measured using TAALES while grammatical complexity is examined
using the Register-Functional framework (Biber et al., 2025), focusing on features typical of different
registers, including subordination patterns and sentence complexity ratios (Biber et al., 2011).

We hypothesize that

1) Complexity broadly increases across registers with age/years of exposure (see Alexopoulou et
al., 2017). However, there may be both parallel growth and competition between individual
complexity types/measurements (see Kim et al., 2025; Spoelman & Verspoor, 2010).

2) Learners will initially show higher rates of clausal complexity features across both tasks. As
learners develop register-specific patterns over time, we expect their speech and writing to
diverge into the register-specific patterns mentioned by Biber et al. (2025).

Lexical and grammatical measures were computed automatically using TAALES 2.0 (Kyle,
Crossley & Berger, 2018) and LxGrTagger (Kyle, 2025). Principal component analysis reduced lexical
measures to six dimensions of lexical complexity. Grammatical analysis targeted features associated
with speech and academic writing, notably finite complement/adverbial clauses and phrasal noun
modifiers (Biber et al., 2025).

Grade was significantly associated with an increase in lexical complexity with trade-off effects
between unigram versus bigram- and trigram-based frequency measures. Unlike hypothesized, spoken
language becomes more formulaic or phraseologically dense quicker than written language.
Grammatical patterns partly mirrored register distinctions reported by Biber et al. (2025), with phrasal
noun modifiers more frequent in writing, while clause frequencies did not differ by task suggesting
emerging but still developing register sensitivity. Overall, the findings highlight the importance of
register-sensitive approaches to complexity development and point to future work examining how
complexity dimensions develops across tasks and registers.
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