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Exploring linguistic complexity in two varieties of learner English:
ESP and applied languages

Linguistic  complexity  (Bulte and Housen 2012) is  one of  the main dimensions used for  the
characterisation of an L2. It is a multidimensional construct that can be exploited in different
tasks such as L2 proficiency level identification (Kyle 2016) or proficiency progress (McAllister
and Belan 2014), L1 identification (Xiaofei and Haiyang 2015) or error detection. The task of L2
variety  identification  can also  benefit  from the use of  the construct.  By operationalising  the
construct in terms of specific metrics it is possible to provide points of comparisons that can
inform on possible differences or similarities of two types of L2.

Many tools exist to compute various indices of complexity, and they have been widely used in
recent years in the research on criterial features  (Hawkins and Buttery 2010). However, little
research  has  been  conducted  in  the  domain  of  L2  varieties  linked  to  linguistic  complexity
metrics. It  is assumed that  applied languages learners and LSP learners rely on a common
functional language culture due to the professionalisation aspect of their field.  It  is therefore
important to provide empirical results regarding the vicinity of these two varieties. Our research
question consists in analysing the difference between the two varieties in terms of linguistic
complexity. 

Our proposal is to compare two corpora from the two L2 varieties, i.e. a corpus of 50 texts
written by LEA learners of English and a corpus of 282 texts written by LSP learners in several
domains (Gaillat and Ballier 2019). The B2 proficiency level of all the texts is used as a control
variable. After computing various syntactic complexity and readability metrics with a pipeline
program composed of CoreNLP (Manning et al. 2014), L2SCA (Lu 2010) and Quandeta (Benoit
et al.  2018), pairwise comparisons are computed and significance tests are conducted. The
results  inform the  researcher  on the  complexity  indices  that  do  or  do  not  show significant
differences. They contribute to the debate on the difference between the two types of L2. 
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