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The study of syntactic complexity has attracted considerable attention in 
second language (L2) writing research in recent years, revealing the range of 
grammatical resources employed by learners in their text construction and the 
role these resources play in L2 writing development (e.g., Ortega, 2003; Ai & 
Lu, 2013; Wood & Struc, 2013; Kim, 2014; Scontras et al., 2014; Lu & Ai, 
2015; MacDonald, Montag & Gennari, 2015; Mazgutova & Kormos, 2015; 
Vyatkina, Hirschmann & Golcher, 2015; Biber & Gray, 2016). Most studies 
conducted in this area have been cross-sectional in design (cf. Wood & Struc, 
2013; Vyatkina et al., 2015) and often involve comparisons with a target 
language norm. Several early studies, which focused on a number of specific 
syntactic measures, have provided some initial findings which offer useful 
longitudinal insights (see, e.g., Larsen-Freeman, 1983; Arnaud, 1992; Kern & 
Schultz,1992; Casanave, 1994; Ishikawa, 1995). More longitudinal research, 
however, is required to make sense of how changes in the employment of a 
wide range of grammatical resources might take place over time, which is 
essential to a fuller understanding of what development may mean in the 
study of L2 writing. 

This paper reports on a longitudinal corpus study that considered 14 
syntactic complexity measures in L2 texts to determine whether and to what 
extent changes may be observed in the writing of a group of 124 secondary 
school students at four points in time over a 24-month period. All the texts 
produced by the students were based on a common narrative task. The 
results of the 14 measures are generated using L2 Syntactic Complexity 
Analyzer (Lu, 2010), which examined such constructs as mean length of 
sentence (MLS), mean length of T-unit (MLT), mean length of clause (MLC), 
clauses per sentence (C/S), verb phrases per T-unit (VP/T), clauses per T-unit 
(C/T), dependent clauses per clause (DC/C), dependent clauses per T-unit 
(DC/T), T-units per sentence (T/S), complex T-unit ratio (CT/T), coordinate 
phrases per T-unit (CP/T), coordinate phrases per clause (CP/C), complex 
nominals per T- unit (CN/T), and complex nominals per clause (CN/C). The 
scores from the L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer were analyzed using 
repeated measures ANOVA to ascertain if there are statistical differences of 
the 14 indices as observed across four points in time in the writing of the 124 
students. 

The findings of the study indicate a statistically significant change in 
the use of syntactic structures based on 10 out of the 14 measures over time 
(i.e., MLS, MLT, DC/C, DC/T, CP/C, CN/C, C/S, VP/T, CN/T and C/T). More 
dependent clauses per clauses and per T-unit, complex nominal per clauses, 



mean length of T-unit, clauses per sentences and complex nominal per T-unit 
were observed to be used over time in the student texts. The use of 
coordinate phrases per clauses, mean length of sentences, verb phrases per 
T-unit and clauses per T-unit, on the other hand, have significantly decreased 
over time. Interestingly, while a high employment of dependent clauses has 
been noted to be a feature of spoken language (e.g., Halliday, 1989; Biber et 
al, 2011), this category of clauses has been found to be used more frequently 
over time in this study (see also Pallotti & Ferrari (2008) for similar 
observations). A heavy use of subordinations also suggests high causative 
relations in writings (Ryshina-Pankova, 2015), indicating an increased 
emphasis on such relations in the narrative texts. Equally interesting, as time 
goes by, the use of complex nominals was found to have significantly 
increased, which opens up questions about the use of complex nominals in 
genres other than academic writing (cf. Biber & Gray, 2016). Furthermore, 
the findings show that while changes as measured in certain constructs can 
be observed within six months, changes in other syntactic features may only 
be observable over a full period of 24 months, indicating an organic, 
developmental process at play (e.g., Chau, 2015; Larsen-Freeman, 2015). 
The paper concludes by offering some cautionary notes. While the observed 
increase in complexity may imply that there is evidence of more sophisticated 
language use over time in the writing of the students, it should be 
remembered that “more complex does not necessarily mean better” (Ortega, 
2003). Development in L2 writing essentially entails a complex interplay 
between one’s deployment of linguistic resources and what is socially valued 
as ‘good’ writing (see, e.g., Skehan & Foster, 2007; Ortega, 2015). As Pallotti 
(2009, p. 14) observes, the ability for learners to put language into use 
involves not only syntactic complexification; it “also entails the development 
of discourse and sociolinguistic repertoires that the language user can adapt 
appropriately to particular communication demands”. Further implications for 
future research into syntactic complexity in L2 writing are considered.  
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