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Background

Linguistic Complexity is
« Major variable in SLA research
« Used to:
« describe L2 performance
« assess L2 proficiency
« track L2 development
(Housen & Kuiken, 2009; Paquot, 2019)

Problem
* Focus on lexical and syntactic complexity measures
* There remains a need for measures of complexity that
capture language at the phrasal level (Paquot, 2019).




Why should we care about
phraseology (and its measures)?

Phraseology plays an essential role in language proficiency
and development (Wray, 2002).

Research shows that more proficient learners use a wider
range of strongly associated collocations (Bestgen & Granger,
2018; Paquot, 2019).



Phraseological Complexity =  range (diversity) +
sophistication of phraseological units

(Paquot, 2019)



A Focus on Sophistication

* Why Phraseological Complexity?

» Phraseological Complexity has emerged as a valuable construct
that provides insights into the description, assessment and
tracking of learner language

« Multiple studies have established the role of PC across a variety of
L2 groups

» Phraseological Sophistication is a particularly promising measure:

« Automatic measures of PS can distinguish between proficiency
(CEFR) levels (predictive validity), highlighting the potential of
phraseological complexity as a measure of L2 development.



The dimensions of phraseological sophistication

» Register specificity.: Academic vs. Non-Academic
Collocations

« Association strength (MI): How strongly words co-
occur

* Frequency: Common vs. rare combinations

(Paquot & Naets, 2025)



The theoretical construct
sophisticated are:

register-specific
strongly associated
less frequent

assumes that collocations which are more
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Research Gap

Currently

Phraseological complexity
(including phraseological
sophistication) is typically
measured using
automatic corpus-based
indices.

Unclear

Whether these measures
reflect how humans
actually perceive
phraseological complexity
(and sophistication).

Problem

Construct validity and
convergent validity in
Applied linguistics:
linguistic constructs are
rarely validated through
human perception
studies (Jarvis, 2017).




This study aims to empirically test whether reliable human judgments of
sophistication are attainable at the phrasal level and determine which
dimensions of phraseological sophistication human judges are sensitive to.

e » RQ1:To what extent do L1 speakers of
English share similar intuitions about the
sophistication of word combinations?

Research

Questions

¢ » RQ2: To what extent do dimensions of
phraseological sophistication influence
human judgments of phraseological
sophistication?




Method: Comparative Judgment

Comparative Judgment (CJ) originates in the field of Psychology
(Thurstone, 1927). This is a novel approach to evaluating complex linguistic
constructs (Thwaites & Paquot, 2024).

Judges compare two items:
“Which word combination is more sophisticated?”

text A or textB




Comparative Judgment

Pros:

v/ Requires minimal training with clear instructions

v Reliability: it aggregates multiple judgments, reducing individual bias

v/ The holistic nature of the task better captures the multidimensional nature of
linguistic constructs.

v/ Promotes construct validity as it captures a collective interpretation of a linguistic
construct




Verb + direct object collocations

Corpus
« WikiCorpus
 6.8M texts
N asyr Extracted
* Verb + direct object collocations
WIKIPEDIA

» Organised using hierarchical word

The Free Encyclopedia tiers (Burch & Egbert, 2023)



Dataset

128 collocations

« Balanced across dimensions of
| phraseological sophistication
\@ » Register specificity

- » Association strength
WIKIPEDIA -
, . qguency
The Free Encyclopedia




Dimensions of phraseological sophistication

Dimensions

Operationalisation

+

Register Specificity | Academic vs. Non-Academic | acquire knowledge find information
Collocation (ACL) (Non-ACL)
Association Strength | How strongly words co-occur shed light present case
(PMI score) (PMI = 9.8) (PMI = 3)
Frequency Common vs. Rare provide insight corroborate finding

Collocations

(occurs 6,803 times)

(occurs 91 times)




Study Design

Design

« 30 expert judges (L1 English) make pairwise comparisons between
two collocations and decide which better exemplifies phraseological
sophistication

* 50 comparisons each

* 1,500 comparisons total

» Feedback form collecting qualitative comments about characteristics
of collocations that assisted in their decision-making process




Judges’ instructions

In this study. the term is used in a broad sense, reflecting how it 1s commonly applied in
research on vocabulary and phraseology. In general. phraseological sophistication reters to
differences in how certain word combinations are considered conventional or typical in
language use. One way to think of phraseological sophistication is that some word
combinations may appear more idiomatic, conventional, or natural in context than alternative
combinations.

This broad framing 1s intended to provide a minimal common starting point for the task.
rather than a strict definition. As there 1s no clear consensus on the detinition of
phraseological sophistication, we invite you to rely primarily on your intuition and
professional experience when deciding which word combinations you consider more
phraseologically sophisticated,|




Judges compare two items:

A
2 Which word combinations... | & unda 20 Right >

Q Q

take possession iInvestigate
Impact




Output
« Scale ranking 128 collocations from least sophisticated to most sophisticated

least sophisticated CoIIocationﬁ most sophisticated collocation




CJ scale

Analysis

explained by

Frequency

— Association

Register
Specificity

RQ1: Can phraseological sophistication be judged reliably?

« Assess inter-judge reliability using Scale Separation
Reliability (SSR).

RQ2: What drives perceptions of phraseological
sophistication?

Generate a Comparative Judgment (CJ) scale ranking
collocations from least to most sophisticated.
Determine alignment with corpus-based measures

« Calculate indices of frequency, association and

register specificity

Use regression modelling to determine the extent to
which these dimensions predict the CJ scale.
Thematic analysis of qualitative comments regarding
the decision-making process



Preliminary Results

Data collection concluded on 28/06/2026

30 judges recruited, 28 completed the CJ task

 Current reliability: 0.85

* Indicates a good level of consistency in their decisions



Sample of qualitative comments

What characteristics of the word combinations did you rely on when making decisions during the
experiment?

“based on my subjective feelings of whether a word/phrase felt 'academic’ or more ‘every day™
“Some decisions were based on single words and others on the full phrase”

“‘academic appearance .”
“ Research related phrases.”

"Phrases suggesting more abstract concepts would seem to be more sophisticated, as would
those where a collocation seems less literal or transparent in meaning.



Take-home message

Phraseological sophistication is a promising dimension of complexity, but its
construct validity remains largely untested.

This research investigates whether human judges share a common understanding of
phraseological sophistication.

By comparing human judgments with corpus-based measures, this study will provide
evidence for the current operationalisation of phraseological sophistication.




Thank you for your time ©
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