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“most clausal subordination measures are actually more common in 
conversation than academic writing. In contrast, fundamentally 
different kinds of grammatical complexity are common in academic 
writing: complex noun phrase constituents (rather than clause 
constituents) and complex phrases (rather than clauses).” 

Biber, Gray and Poonpon (2011, p. 5)

Goussakova (2019)

Staples & Reppen (2016)

Parkinson & Musgrave (2014)

EAP or composition classes

Ansarifar, Shariari & 

Pishghadam (2018)

Applied Linguistics

Taguchi, Crawford & Wetzel (2014)

Biber, Gray & Staples (2014)

Assessment purposes

Staples, Egbert, Biber & Gray (2016)

Tasker (2019)

L1 writing for content classes
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Investigate how lexico-grammatical 
complexity features are used across 

registers. 
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Investigate how lexico-grammatical complexity features 
are used across registers. 

- To what extent does the use of grammatical complexity features 
vary across registers?

- To what extent do the lexical choices associated with these 
complexity features vary across registers?

- What is the function of these grammatical and lexical features in 
each register?
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Method
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- Brazilian undergraduate students in the UK

- Life sciences and physical sciences

- Register classification (Gardner & Nesi, 2012)

Brazilian Academic Written English Corpus
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Brazilian Academic Written English Corpus

Register Number of texts Number of words Mean text length

Case Study 27 61,346 2,272.07

Critique 34 58,962 1,734.17

Essay 77 128,482 1,668.59

Explanation 39 68,829 1,764.84

Total 177 317,619 1,794.45

177 texts written by 107 students7 1. Introduction 2. Method 



Lexico-grammatical features
Feature Example

Clausal

Finite Adverbial 
Clauses

(...) the community because they felt neglected and unworthy of 
a nice, beautiful, functional environment

Verb + that clauses it means that 2.6 billion of people have gained access (...)

Clausal coordinating 
conjunction

clinical presentation can be confused with infectious diseases 
or other cancers and at first a simple blood examination is 
requested

Phrase Nouns Time, system, water, etc

Attributive Adjectives the main source of microbial contamination

Premodifying nouns systems have being seen as prominent water source.
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Lexico-grammatical features

Feature Example

Intermediate

Wh- Relative 
Clauses

the person who is using the product will have a
good performance...

That- Relative 
Clauses

the worker that is sorting the distance to be
covered may damage it...
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Lexico-grammatical features

- Features were identified using the Biber Tagger

- Frequency counts were normed by 1,000.

- Kruskal-Wallis was run using SPSS.

- Python scripts were used to identify the most frequent lexical 
choices for each feature across register.
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Results
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Critique
n = 34

Case Study
n = 27

Essay
n = 77

Explanations
n = 39

mean rank mean rank mean rank mean rank H p η²

Adverbial-causative 97.29 79.36 86.62 93.12 2.29 p = .51 .015

Adverbial -
conditional

89.50 100.63 90.60 77.36 3.60 p = .30 .008

Adverbial – other 88.81 93.52 89.92 84.22 0.57 p = .90 .001

Verb + that clauses 91.40 65.41 96.84 87.76 7.63 p = .06 .038

Clausal coordination 83.15 93.63 84.66 99.46 2.84 p = .42 .014

Total nouns 91.53 86.74 93.68 79.13 2.24 p = .52 .013

Attributive adjectives 81.85 79.00 98.77 82.87 5.04 p = .17 .038

Premodifying nouns 101.59 86.48 87.77 82.21 2.84 p=.41 .021

Relative clauses 
(that)

81.68 85.13 88.51 99.03 2.34 p = .13 .047

Relative clauses 
(wh-)

77.06 81 99.03 85.15 5.67 p = .50 .017

Kruskal-Wallis
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Attributive adjectives and premodifying nouns

Register Adjective type Premodifying Nouns

Critique Classification (low cost, high level)
Time (previous studies, last year) supply chains, wind farms

Case Study Classification (different type, final product)
Topical (raw material, environmental impact) energy sources, photovoltaic panels

Essay Topical (chronic diseases, human body)
Classification (high levels, low levels) water supply, climate change

Explanation

Topical (stainless steel, environmental 
impact)

Classification (public spaces, surrounding 
areas)

Descriptive (different materials, urban areas)

carbon dioxide, blood pressure
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Attributive adjectives and premodifying nouns
PSCRHWUT01I20 – Critique

Some issues are becoming challenges in wind energy generation. One of

them is electricity storage. It is not possible to store electricity in

large quantities because of its low cost-effectivity due to the cost of

the appropriate technologies available and to the energy losses caused

by energy storage. Another issue relates to the topology. Offshore wind

farms have construction costs that can be more than three times that of

onshore ones, but they are more efficient and smarter than onshore ones

because of the frequent strong winds over the ocean, allowing more

energy generation with fewer interruptions. Moreover, noise pollution

in the offshore wind farms does not affect workers, because of their

location they have less human contact and less environmental impact. It

does not harm birds and they can sustain larger wind turbines than

onshore ones. These advantages can justify a higher initial investment

of offshore topologies in wind farms because of their efficiency, being

a smarter solution to generate wind energy.

15



Attributive adjectives and premodifying nouns

PSESSHUT01I99 – Essay

Urban green areas are able to promote better quality of life in poor

urban spaces, which act rightly in environmental, social and economic

areas. The environmental urban design goal is to put human and nature

in a healthy connection to reach better quality of life and mitigate

environmental problems which are really common in many cities

worldwide.
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Intermediate features
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Intermediate features

PSESTEUT01I110 – Essay

There are different push and pull factors that lead people to move

from urban areas.

PSESGSUT02I19 – Essay

Since cost and funding are regarded as one of the limiting factors

that might obstruct the deployment of humanitarian resources in Gaza.
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Intermediate features

PSEXBAUT04I31 – Explanation

There is an ecological process that was thought to be the cause of

adaptive radiation.

LSEXBAUT03I46 – Explanation

Once in the water the CO2 participate in three important biological

processes that are called biological pump.
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Verb complement clauses
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Verb complement clauses
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Verb complement clauses

PSEXLSUT01I76 - Explanation

Another common belief is that it could have been a representation of

the Finish lake’s form.

LSCRLIUT02I147 - Critique

Another shortcoming is that the end-product makes it harder to

identify which part of the structure of the water treatment.
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Verb complement clauses

LSESBLUT02I58 - Essay

Researchers have shown that mental practice through mental imagery

is helpful for the learning and performance of motor skills.

PSESMULT01I63 – Essay

Figure 1 shows that the semi-arid area in the Northeast region had

the higher irradiation value.
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Verb complement clauses

PSESWEUT01I81 - Essay

Bristol mayor, Ferguson, said that the local government invested in

Bristol becoming a cycling city.

LSESLMUT02I72 – Essay

It has been suggested that educational programs should be applied to

help men with this disease.

LSESBLUT04I58 - Essay

It has widely been suggested that large and specific trials are

needed.
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Verb complement clauses
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Subordinated clauses
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Subordinated clauses

LSESABUT03I14 - Essay

The orthostatic hypotension, in particular, is clinically relevant 

either because it may indicate a more serious disorder.

PSCSWEUT01I182 – Case Study

When the expansion was opened the problem was discovered, the tower

above the facade blocked the way up, so the glass facade was removed,

and the glass replaced.

LSCSCMUT01I59 – Case Study

Hemodialysis can be done if patient’s renal function is deteriorating

or compromised. However, this does not seem to be the case. Although

there is a urinary obstruction, patient X is stable.
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The use of lexico-grammatical features 
across registers
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Critique

- Evaluation: attributive adjectives, to verb complement clauses 
controlled by be.

- Premodifying nouns are used as a cohesive device
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Critique
Evaluation: attributive adjectives, 
to verb complement clauses 
controlled by be.

Premodifying nouns are used as a 
cohesive device

Case Study

- Conditional subordinate clauses used to express other possible 
treatments.

- so introducing subordinate clauses as an ordering device.
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Critique
Evaluation: attributive adjectives, 
to verb complement clauses 
controlled by be.

Premodifying nouns are used as a 
cohesive device

Case Study
Conditional subordinate clauses 
used to express other possible 
treatments.

so introducing subordinate 
clauses as an ordering device.

Essay

- Verb complement clauses controlled by communicative 
verbs being used to strength students’ argument.
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Critique
Evaluation: attributive adjectives, 
to verb complement clauses 
controlled by be.

Premodifying nouns are used as a 
cohesive device

Case Study
Conditional subordinate clauses 
used to express other possible 
treatments.

so introducing subordinate 
clauses as an ordering device.

Essay

Verb complement clauses 
controlled by communicative 
verbs being used to strength 
students’ argument.

Explanation

- So is used to introduce further details about the topic being 
explained. 
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Conclusion
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There is no difference in the mean frequency of these features across 
registers.

This may relate to:
- the use of complexity features in academic writing.
- learner level.
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To what extent does the use of grammatical complexity 
features vary across registers?
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The lexical choices relate to the communicative purpose of the registers.

- Verb complement clauses in essays.
- Ordering devices in case studies.
- Evaluative and classifying adjectives in critiques.
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To what extent do the lexical choices associated with these 
complexity features vary across registers?

What is the function of these grammatical and lexical 
features in each register?

The lexical choices vary as a function of the register being 
written.
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Research in complexity:

- Register being investigated.
- Lexical choices associated with the grammatical feature.

Teaching writing:

- Purpose of the text influences the lexical choices.
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Final considerations
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