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Abstract
Task planning and its effect on the complexity of second language (L2) written production have been
studied extensively. However, the results of these studies are inconclusive, and at times contradictory,
potentially as a result of variation in metrics of linguistic complexity. This study is an extension of earlier
research syntheses and quantitative meta-analyses on the effects of planning on oral and written L2 pro-
duction. It examines the identification and selection of linguistic complexity metrics in previous research
on planning and its subsequent effects on the linguistic complexity of written L2 production. This
research-focused synthesis of studies surveys construct definitions and operational definitions of linguistic
complexity in the research domain and provides an overview of rationales for metric selection in the
included studies. Methodological implications for future research are discussed in light of the findings.

1. Introduction

As the most-frequently examined task complexity variable in task-based language teaching
(TBLT)-informed second language (L2) writing research (Abdi Tabari, 2016, 2017, 2018; Ellis,
2021; Johnson, 2017, 2022), task planning has garnered considerable attention since Ellis (2005) intro-
duced his model of task planning to the TBLT field. This construct has been appealing to TBLT scho-
lars, evidenced by the large number of conceptual and empirical studies that have attempted to
discover how task planning as an implementation variable, in tandem with task features as inherent
variables in the task’s topic or design, influence L2 writing performance and development. In particu-
lar, TBLT-informed studies have focused on the examination of task planning and its proposed effects
on linguistic complexity, accuracy, and fluency (or the CAF triad), the three of which are multifaceted,
multilayered, and multidimensional in nature (Housen et al., 2012; Norris & Ortega, 2009). The lit-
erature on TBLT highlights that findings from studies on task planning in L2 writing have shown
inconsistencies, particularly concerning the impact of task planning on linguistic complexity.

These inconsistent results might stem from several factors. First, linguistic complexity has often not
been fully defined at the level of the construct in previous task planning research. In other words,
many researchers select metrics of linguistic complexity without fully defining what linguistic com-
plexity is and how it might be recognized. Thus, operational definitions of linguistic complexity
often take the place of construct definitions of complexity (Bulté & Housen, 2012). Second, there is
a proliferation of diverse operationalizations of linguistic complexity within the TBLT domain
(Long, 2014; Pallotti, 2022). Finally, L2 development and the response of the L2 writer to the demands
of the genre of the writing task have often not been considered in the selection of linguistic complexity
metrics (Abdi Tabari, 2023; Biber et al., 2022; Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008; Lu, 2011; Norris &
Ortega, 2009). These salient factors have potentially obscured the effects of task planning on linguistic
complexity, especially in the L2 writing domain, as no single stable finding has yet emerged.
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To shed light on the nature of task planning and its effect on written L2 production, this research-
focused synthesis (Chong & Plonsky, 2023) extends the work of earlier research syntheses and
meta-analyses on the result of task planning on L2 written production (Ellis, 2021; Johnson, 2017;
Johnson & Abdi Tabari, 2023) by examining the treatment of linguistic complexity in the domain.

2. Review of literature

2.1 Task complexity in L2 writing research

Given the centrality of linguistic complexity to TBLT-informed L2 writing research, this section situ-
ates planning within cognitive frameworks of task complexity and the theorized effect of task complex-
ity on the linguistic complexity of L2 production. TLBT-informed L2 writing research is often situated
in one of two models of cognitive task complexity – typically the Limited Attentional Capacity Model
(Skehan, 1998, 2014; Skehan & Foster, 2001) or the Cognition Hypothesis (Robinson, 2001, 2003,
2005, 2011). However, both models have been criticized for prioritizing oral production (Manchόn,
2014; Tavakoli, 2014). Thus, TBLT-informed L2 writing research often invokes Kellogg’s (1996)
model of working memory in L1 writing to describe the role of cognition in L2 writing. The following
provides a brief overview of these theoretical models.

2.1.1 The Limited Attentional Capacity Model
According to Skehan’s Limited Attentional Capacity Model (Skehan, 1998, 2014; Skehan & Foster,
2001), learners rely on two representations of the interlinguistic system when responding to a language
task: (a) a rule-based representation, which is responsible for the generation of novel utterances, and
(b) an exemplar-based representation, which fluently generates previously acquired automatized
chunks of language. The Limited Attentional Capacity Model predicts that, when presented with a
task that is novel or complex, the learner will consult the exemplar-based system as a method of buf-
fering processing demands and facilitating the planning of the next utterance. Thus, fluency increases.
However, this increase in fluency comes at the expense of complexity and accuracy. In contrast, tasks
that are simple or familiar are thought to free attentional capacity so that the learner may consult the
rule-based interlinguistic system to produce novel utterances, resulting in the production of language
that is more complex or more accurate but less fluent.

2.1.2 The Cognition Hypothesis
According to the Cognition Hypothesis (Robinson, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2011), working memory/attention
consists of multiple resource pools. A task can make demands on one or more attentional resource
pools. But, so long as the complexity of a task does not place demands on the same attentional resource,
language performance will not be affected. Robinson’s Triadic Componential Framework (2003, 2011)
provides a means of describing the complexity of tasks on two axes (see Table 1): (a) a resource-directing

Table 1. Resource-directing and resource-dispersing features of cognitive task complexity (adapted from Robinson, 2011)

Resource-directing features of cognitive task
complexity

Resource-dispersing features of cognitive task
complexity

±Here-and-now ±Planning time

±Few elements ±Prior knowledge

±Spatial reasoning ±Single task

±Causal reasoning ±Task structure

±Intentional reasoning ±Few steps

±Perspective taking ±Interdependency of steps
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axis of task complexity and (b) a resource-dispersing axis of task complexity. Resource-directing features
of task complexity are thought to direct the learner’s attention to the production of language that is more
complex and more accurate – though less fluent – as a result of the cognitive demands of the task.
Resource-dispersing features of task complexity are thought to distract the learner’s attention from
the production of language, resulting in decreased complexity, accuracy, and fluency.

One of the reasons, perhaps, that the Cognition Hypothesis has been accepted enthusiastically by
L2 writing researchers is its conception of multiple attentional resources and the similarity of that con-
ception to Kellogg’s (1996) widely cited model of working memory and its involvement in the writing
process. However, unlike Robinson’s conception of attentional resources, Kellogg’s model considers
working memory to be a limited capacity system.

2.1.3 Working memory in first language (L1) writing
Kellogg’s (1996) model of working memory in L1 writing links Baddeley’s widely cited model of work-
ing memory (1986, 2007) to facets of the writing process. According to this model, writing systems
and processes place varying demands on components of working memory (see Table 2). Of particular
interest to a discussion of L2 writing is the formulation system, as this system comprises two further
processes – planning and translating – which place considerable demands on all three components of
working memory: (a) the visuospatial sketchpad, (b) the phonological loop, and (c) the central execu-
tive. Kellogg’s early research (1987a, 1987b, 1990) has demonstrated that providing planning time
prior to writing eases the demands of translation and results in increased fluency as well as increased
ratings of language use and overall writing quality.

Given the high demands placed on working memory capacity by the formulation system, it is, per-
haps, unsurprising that the majority of TBLT-informed L2 writing research has examined planning as
a resource-dispersing feature of task complexity (Johnson, 2017; Johnson & Abdi Tabari, 2023).

2.2 Research on planning and L2 writing

As noted previously, much of the research on planning and its effect on the linguistic complexity of L2
written production has been informed by task-based theories of L2 learning and teaching, often in
conjunction with Kellogg’s (1996) model of working memory in L1 writing. Typically, such studies
examine the effect of planning on the linguistic complexity of subsequent L2 production. However,
the results of primary research on the effect(s) of planning on the linguistic complexity of L2 written
production differ considerably. For example, a widely cited study by Ellis and Yuan (2004) reports a
medium effect of pre-task planning on the syntactic complexity of L2 written production (d = 0.73)
and a very large effect of pre-task planning on the syntactic variety of L2 written production (d =
4.42) among 42 learners of English as a foreign language. In terms of online planning – that is, plan-
ning that takes place during the composing process – Ellis and Yuan (2004) report small effects of
online planning on the syntactic complexity of L2 written production (d = 0.56) and a medium effect
of online planning on the syntactic variety of written L2 production (d = 0.73). In contrast, a

Table 2. Kellogg’s (1996) model of working memory in L1 writing (adapted from Kellogg et al., 2013)

Writing system Writing process Visuo-Spatial sketchpad Central executive Phonological loop

Formulation Planning ✓ ✓

Translating ✓ ✓

Execution Programming ✓

Executing

Monitoring Reading ✓ ✓

Editing ✓
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large-scale study by Johnson et al. (2012) found no effect of pre-task planning on the linguistic com-
plexity of L2 written production among 918 learners of English as a foreign language. One potential
explanation for the disparity in research findings is differences in the operational definition of linguis-
tic complexity in each study. Ellis and Yuan (2004) examined the number of different grammatical
verb forms and the ratio of clauses to T-units, while Johnson et al. (2012) examined Flesch reading
ease and mean number of words preceding the main verb of clauses.

While the results of individual primary studies on the effect of planning on the complexity of L2
written production run the gamut, some trends are evident in secondary research on planning and its
effect on the complexity of L2 written production (Ellis, 2021; Johnson, 2017; Johnson & Abdi Tabari,
2023). Johnson (2017) focused more broadly on the pooled effect(s) of task complexity features on the
complexity of L2 written production. However, Johnson (2017) further combs apart comparisons
according to task complexity features identified in Robinson (2011). In reporting the pooled effects
of pre-task planning on the complexity of L2 written production, Johnson (2017) notes a small (d
= 0.42) effect of pre-task planning on L2 written syntactic complexity among independent-samples
comparisons and a small to medium effect of pre-task planning on the lexical complexity of L2 written
production (d = 0.65) among dependent-samples comparisons. The author catalogues metrics of lin-
guistic complexity used in the individual studies and provides some discussion of metric selection in
the included studies, but the discussion is somewhat limited.

In a recent systematic review, Ellis (2021) provides a detailed review of studies examining the effect
of planning on L2 written production, reporting individual effect sizes calculated from the results of
the included studies. However, these effects are not aggregated. Thus, the reader is, again, left with
highly variable results. Further, discussion of the various complexity metrics in the included studies
is limited.

Amore recent research synthesis andmeta-analysis (Johnson&Abdi Tabari, 2023) pooled effects across
included studies and reported consistent effects of pre-task planning on the syntactic complexity of written
L2 production (d = 0.60). Consistent with previous syntheses, the authors catalogued metrics of linguistic
complexity in the included studies, but they did not provide a critical analysis of thosemetrics, the rationale
for their inclusion, and their ability to capture linguistic complexity at multiple levels.

Taken together, the results of the meta-analyses reviewed above suggest consistent effects of pre-
task planning on the linguistic complexity of L2 written production. However, a more basic question
seems to be unaddressed in the research domain: how are metrics of linguistic complexity selected by
researchers in the domain, and what rationale is presented for their selection? In other words, what is
linguistic complexity and how should it be measured?

2.3 Linguistic complexity

Bulté and Housen (2012, 2014) advocate for a narrow linguistic definition of complexity, emphasizing
quantifiable linguistic features and their interplay. The authors argue against definitions of linguistic
complexity that make reference to constructs such as development and proficiency. Rather, the authors
argue that features of linguistic complexity, which may or may not be associated with development
and/or proficiency, should be determined empirically.

In an early discussion of linguistic complexity and its operationalization in second language acqui-
sition research, Norris and Ortega (2009) present an argument for the measurement of syntactic com-
plexity as a multi-componential construct. Basing their argument on systemic functional linguistics,
the authors argue that language development occurs in three distinct stages:

1. Expression of ideas through parataxis (i.e., coordination).
2. Expansion of hypotaxis through subordination (among other means).
3. Emergence of/reliance on grammatical metaphor expressed through increased nominalization.

Consistent with Bulté and Housen (2012, 2014), Norris and Ortega (2009) argue for the use of
quantifiable metrics that capture the number and range of forms and the interaction of those
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forms. Norris and Ortega (2009) further argue that metrics of syntactic complexity must be selected to
capture development at each of the above stages, recommending metrics of syntactic complexity at
four levels: (a) global, (b) variety of forms, (c) clausal, and (d) phrasal. More importantly, the authors
argue that metrics of linguistic complexity cannot/should not be considered in isolation as develop-
ment in the L2 is dynamic and does not necessarily follow a linear path. Thus, the authors argue
for the selection of multiple, non-redundant metrics selected to capture the performance of L2 writers
at the stages of development outlined above. However, a more recent synthesis of corpus analytic
research (Biber et al., 2022) suggests that the developmental sequence proposed in systemic functional
linguistics may confound general development in the L2 with L2 writing development and increased
familiarity with academic genres.

In a recent volume on register-functional approaches to assessing grammatical complexity, Biber
et al. (2022) suggest that the movement from clausal complexity toward more nominal complexity,
as proposed by systemic functional linguistics (Norris & Ortega, 2009), may not be associated with
general L2 development but rather with the development of familiarity and proficiency with academic
prose as a register/genre. Based on extensive corpus-analytic research (Biber & Gray, 2010; Biber et al.,
2011, 2013; Staples et al., 2016), the authors outline five stages of academic writing development, the
earliest of which is marked by extensive use of finite complement clauses, the latest of which is marked
by extensive phrasal embedding. Importantly, Biber and his colleagues link the use of these grammat-
ical features not only to the development of academic writing proficiency but also to the functional
demands of academic genres, arguing that academic genres necessitate the dense packaging of infor-
mation, which is facilitated by increasing phrasal elaboration. Thus, Biber et al. (2022) argue that lin-
guistic complexity is mediated by register, and they eschew omnibus metrics of linguistic complexity in
favor of fine-grained metrics that are specific to the register under examination and that can be inter-
preted in terms of their function.

Common to Norris and Ortega’s (2009) and Biber et al.’s (2022) conception of linguistic complex-
ity is a call for researchers to examine multiple metrics of linguistic complexity to capture features of
L2 development, academic writing development, and/or familiarity with the genre of the writing task.
However, many TBLT-informed studies of planning and its effect on L2 writing examine only a hand-
ful of metrics of syntactic and/or lexical complexity. Thus, it begs the question of whether the incon-
sistent results of prior studies are due to differences in operational definitions of linguistic complexity.
This systematic review examines such definitions in the research domain. In particular, it is driven by
the following questions:

1. What construct definitions of linguistic complexity are provided in the included studies?
2. What are the common features of construct definitions in the included studies?
3. How is linguistic complexity operationally defined in the included studies?

a. Are metrics selected for each level of syntactic complexity identified in Norris and Ortega
(2009)?

b. Are metrics selected to identify sub-types of lexical complexity?
c. Are syntactic and lexical complexity metrics examined in concert with one another?

4. What criteria/rationales are presented when selecting operational definitions of linguistic
complexity?

3. Method

3.1 Literature search and inclusion criteria

This systematic review is part of a larger meta-analytic study on the effects of planning on the syntactic
complexity, accuracy, lexical complexity, and fluency of L2 production. Two previous research synthe-
ses and quantitative meta-analyses found consistent, significant effects of pre-task planning on oral L2
production (Johnson & Abdi Tabari, 2022) and written L2 production (Johnson & Abdi Tabari, 2023).
In the study selection process for each of the previous meta-analyses, the authors took every measure
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to be as inclusive as possible. To identify studies for inclusion, the authors worked independently to
search the following databases using the search terms listed in Table 3:

• Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts
• Educational Resources Information Center
• ProQuest Linguistics
• ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global
• ResearchGate
• Google Scholar.

Furthermore, the authors conducted searches in the tables of contents of the top 50 journals in
applied linguistics, as determined by Scimago Journal and Country Rank. Additionally, they reviewed
the following journals, which either featured special issues on linguistic complexity or published a sub-
stantial number of studies related to linguistic complexity:

• International Journal of Applied Linguistics
• International Review of Applied Linguistics
• The Canadian Modern Language Review.

To secure as many studies of written L2 production as possible, the authors also searched the anno-
tated bibliographies regularly published in the Journal of Second Language Writing.

The authors’ searches yielded well over 2,000 studies for potential inclusion. A preliminary review
of the abstracts of these studies indicated that the vast majority (a) did not examine L2 production, (b)
examined the language production of participants with language disorders, or (c) did not examine the
effects of planning on L2 production. These studies were eliminated, leaving 126 studies for further
review. The first author reviewed the method of each study to determine its research focus. Studies
that did not examine the effect(s) of planning on the complexity of L2 production were further elimi-
nated. Extra attention was devoted to the method of dissertation studies to ensure that samples were
not duplicated in later published studies. Together, these measures brought the total number of studies
for inclusion to 103. Because this systematic review focuses on the linguistic complexity of L2 written
production, studies of oral L2 production were eliminated from further consideration. For the pur-
poses of this systematic review, computer-mediated chat (CMC) and collaborative writing tasks
were retained. Kim (2018) was the only study that examined both oral and written modes of produc-
tion. Data reported on the written mode of production was retained for further analysis. These screen-
ing measures yielded a total of 44 studies for further review.

Table 3. Search terms used

Planning terms L2 production terms TBLT terms

Strategic planning Syntactic complexity TBLT

Pre-task planning Accuracy Cognition Hypothesis

Online planning Lexical complexity Trade-off Hypothesis

Within-task planning Lexical richness Limited Attentional Capacity Model

Task repetition Lexical diversity

Task rehearsal Lexical density

Lexical sophistication

Fluency

L2 writing
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The first author worked independently to code the remaining 44 studies for the following
information:

• target language
• context and participants
• L2 proficiency of the participants
• method of ascertaining L2 proficiency
• construct definition of linguistic complexity
• metrics of syntactic complexity
• metrics of lexical complexity
• the rationale for metrics selected.

To establish reliability, the second author coded a subset of approximately 10% of the included studies.
Inter-rater reliability was assessed as the percentage of agreement and was considered acceptable
(96%). Only three disagreements were noted between the first author and the second author. They
were easily resolved through discussion, bringing the agreement to 100%.

4. Results and discussion

The following sections present the results of this systematic analysis and examine their implications for
TBLT-informed L2 writing research. Readers will note that, throughout, the parenthetical frequencies
may exceed the number of included studies. This is because many of the included studies examined
multiple metrics of linguistic complexity.

4.1 Construct definitions and their features

The results of this systematic review with regard to the first research question clearly illustrate one of
the criticisms leveled by Bulté and Housen (2014). In many instances, operational definitions of lin-
guistic complexity take the place of construct definitions of linguistic complexity. In fact, of the 44
studies included in this review, only eight provided construct definitions of linguistic complexity
(see Supplementary Appendix A). The most frequent (n = 5) theme of the included construct defini-
tions was elaboration of language, with authors citing Bulté and Housen (2012), Ellis and Barkhuizen
(2005), and/or Skehan (1996) to support their focus on elaboration. The second most frequent theme
(n = 4) referred to latent psychological constructs such as eagerness, ambition, and/or willingness to
experiment. Finally, the third most frequent theme (n = 3) addressed the use of “advanced” language
with no clear indication of what forms constituted “advanced” language.

In the majority of the eight studies, the authors cite Skehan (1996) and Skehan and Foster (2001) for
construct definitions of linguistic complexity, referring to linguistic complexity as “the capacity to use
more advanced language, with the possibility that such language may not be controlled so effectively”
(Skehan & Foster, 1999, p. 96) or as an indication of “the stage and elaboration of the underlying interlan-
guage system” (Skehan, 1996, p. 46). While the first of these definitions is widely cited – and widely recog-
nized as valid – it is problematic when applied to written L2 production for two reasons: (a) it is not clear
what is considered to be advanced language, and (b) it is not clear whether such “advanced language” fea-
tures are appropriate to a given writing task.When examined in light of the criticisms of Bulté andHousen
(2012), such definitions are further problematic as they incorporate reference to constructs outside the lin-
guistic system, its components, and their articulation. Further, if, as Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008)
argue, language use is an adaptive response to the context of its use, the use of “advanced language” –what-
ever that may be –may not be the most appropriate response to a given context if L2 written production is
conceived of as the L2 writer’s response to the rhetorical context.

For example, one of the included studies illustrates the fundamental mismatch between conceptions
of linguistic complexity at the level of the construct and operational definitions of linguistic
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complexity. Citing the seminal work of Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008), the study provides a
sound rationale for considering linguistic complexity as a dynamic, adaptive, multi-componential con-
struct. However, the study examined only two metrics of syntactic complexity – both of which were
global metrics – together with a single lexical complexity metric. Thus, it would appear that many
TBLT-informed L2 writing studies of task planning have fallen prey to the circularity of reasoning
that Bulté and Housen (2014) caution against by either conflating construct definitions with oper-
ational definitions of linguistic complexity or by fundamentally ignoring the articulation between lin-
guistic complexity as a construct and operational definitions adopted as measurements of that
construct.

4.1.1 Metrics of syntactic complexity and their levels (Norris & Ortega, 2009)
Of the 44 studies included in this review, 42 examined metrics of syntactic complexity. Metrics of syn-
tactic complexity in the included studies are presented by study (in reverse chronological order) in
Supplementary Appendix B and categorized at four levels using the guidelines proposed by Norris
and Ortega (2009) and Johnson (2017): (a) metrics of global complexity, (b) metrics of variety of
forms, (c) metrics of phrasal elaboration, and (d) metrics of clausal elaboration.

Twenty-nine different metrics of syntactic complexity were employed in the included studies, the
most frequently employed of which were mean length of T-unit (n = 11), dependent clauses per T-unit
(n = 10), clauses per T-unit (n = 10), mean length of clause (n = 9) and dependent clauses per clause
(n = 7). When categorized using Norris and Ortega’s framework, the five most frequently used metrics
of syntactic complexity indicate a preference for global metrics of syntactic complexity (i.e., mean
length of T-unit) and for metrics of clausal elaboration commonly associated with oral language pro-
duction (Biber et al. 2013). In fact, 16 of the included studies examined metrics from a single level of
syntactic complexity, typically clausal elaboration. Eighteen of the included studies examined metrics
from two levels of syntactic complexity. Five of the included studies included metrics from three levels
of complexity. Only two studies (Hsu, 2012a, 2017) included metrics from all four levels of syntactic
complexity. These results further illustrate a mismatch between conceptions of linguistic complexity as
a multidimensional construct and operational definitions selected to reflect this construct. If, as
Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) argue, language use is a dynamic response to the context of lan-
guage use – a view consistent with the functional view of linguistic complexity advocated by Biber et al.
(2020) as well as the views of systemic functional linguistics (Byrnes, 2014) – then the operational def-
inition of syntactic complexity at a single level (Norris & Ortega, 2009) seems at odds with such a view.
Further still, if, as Bulté and Housen (2012) argue, measuring linguistic complexity involves iterating
the number of linguistic components and their articulation as well as the use of diverse, elaborate,
sophisticated linguistic forms, then the selection of a handful of metrics – in the case of 26 of the
included studies, the selection of only one (n = 15) or two metrics (n = 11) – as operational definitions
of syntactic complexity falls short of capturing the syntactic complexity of written L2 production.

Of the 16 studies that included more than two metrics of syntactic complexity, four included
metrics of syntactic complexity at three levels. In all cases, metrics were combinations of global com-
plexity, phrasal elaboration, and clausal elaboration.

4.1.2 Metrics of lexical complexity and sub-types of lexical complexity
Metrics of lexical complexity in the included studies are presented in Supplementary Appendix C and
are categorized by sub-type of lexical complexity as metrics of (a) lexical diversity, (b) lexical sophis-
tication, or (c) lexical density. As discussed in the previous section, studies of task planning and its
effect on lexical complexity appear to suffer from a mismatch between metric selection and concep-
tions of linguistic complexity – in this case, lexical complexity – as a multidimensional construct. Of
the included studies, 32 examined the effect of task planning on lexical complexity. The majority of
those studies (n = 19) examined only lexical diversity metrics. This was typically a single metric of lex-
ical diversity, most frequently mean segmental type-token ratio (n = 13). Nine studies examined lexical
diversity in addition to lexical sophistication. Metrics of lexical sophistication were quite varied, but
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the most frequently used metric was CELEX frequency rating or its log transformation. Only three
studies examined all three sub-sub-types of lexical complexity.

4.1.3 Syntax and lexis examined in concert
Of the 30 studies that examined both syntactic complexity and lexical complexity, five provide some dis-
cussion of the interplay of the two, either in the literature review, the method, and/or the results and
discussion. In most cases, this discussion was limited to (a) the simple observation that either syntactic
complexity or lexical complexity was “improved” through the provision of planning time, and the other
was not; (b) some suggestion that planning time allowed participants to prioritize lexical retrieval over
the retrieval of syntactic forms; or (c) some mention that lexical complexity and syntactic complexity
“complement” one another. Missing from these studies was a discussion of potential tradeoffs between
syntactic and lexical complexity as has been observed in Dynamic Systems Theory studies of L2 writing
(Spoelman et al., 2010; Verspoor et al., 2008, 2012) as well as corpus-driven studies of academic prose,
which found increased nominalization associated with decreased lexical diversity (Biber, 1988). Thus,
metrics of linguistic complexity are observed in isolation despite extensive calls to address linguistic com-
plexity as a dynamic, multi-componential system (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008) as well as corpus-
based calls to address multidimensional metrics of linguistic complexity (Biber et al., 2022).

4.2 The rationale for metric selection

Of the included studies, 35 provide some discussion of the rationale for metric selection. Metric selec-
tion was primarily justified through reference to prior research, either to justify the selection of specific
metrics or to facilitate direct comparison with prior research. Seven of these studies provided more
robust discussions of the metrics through reference to developmental sequences of L2 writing
(Abrams & Byrd, 2017) or syntactic features associated with a specific register and/or genre (Abdi
Tabari, 2021, 2022; Abdi Tabari & Wang, 2022; Farshi et al., 2013; Hsu, 2012b; Johnson et al.,
2012). Of particular concern in metric selection in the included studies is the potential for redundant
or collinear metrics. Few of the included studies report collinearity screening practices to determine
whether the included metrics are, in fact, distinct from one another. Thus, a number of studies
included multiple metrics of lexical diversity (e.g., type-token ratio, mean segmental type-token
ratio, and corrected type-token ratio) which are likely redundant.

5. Conclusion, future directions, and limitations

TBLT-informed L2 writing research on the effects of planning on L2 production has largely taken a
neutral position on the definition and nature of linguistic complexity of L2 production, likely as a
methodological expedient to focus on demonstrating the effect of planning on L2 written production.
The results of this systematic review of studies suggest that when construct definitions of linguistic
complexity are provided, they are often framed in terms of elaboration of language, a definition con-
sistent with the recommendations of Bulté and Housen (2012). However, in a number of instances,
construct definitions are framed in terms unrelated to the linguistic system such as EAGERNESS,
AMBITION, or WILLINGNESS TO EXPERIMENT. Further, much of the rationale in metric selection is one of dir-
ect comparison with previous studies – studies that may or may not have defined linguistic complexity.
Thus, in an ideal scenario, future research on the effects of task planning on linguistic complexity
would provide construct definitions of linguistic complexity that conform to the following
recommendations:

1. Definitions of linguistic complexity should address the use of discrete linguistic units and their
interconnection (Bulté & Housen, 2014).

2. Selection of linguistic complexity metrics – particularly in studies of L2 written production –
should address register/genre as a mediating variable (Biber et al., 2020).

Language Teaching 9

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444824000284 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444824000284


3. Selection of linguistic complexity metrics should also address the role of L2 development
(Norris & Ortega, 2009).

Metric selection would, then, be supported through specific reference to the criteria established by
such construct definitions. However, given the current state of the domain, only the first point is ten-
able as a comprehensive set of linguistic features associated with each register/genre and L2 develop-
ment is unavailable. Thus, a multidimensional approach to the measurement of linguistic complexity
is needed to determine complex linguistic features associated with L2 development (Norris & Ortega,
2009) as well as the L2 writer’s response to the functional demands of the writing task (Biber et al.,
2022).

Though this systematic review of studies illustrates several trends in past research as well as oppor-
tunities for future research, these trends and opportunities should be noted in light of several limitations.
First, while the authors conducted an exhaustive literature search to capture an accurate picture of the
research domain, no efforts were made to locate unpublished literature other than unpublished doctoral
dissertations. Second, although the study of planning and its effect on the linguistic complexity of L2
written production dates back to 1998, the field is still comparatively young. Thus, further research –
in particular, replication research using carefully selected metrics of linguistic complexity – is needed
to fully understand the effects of task planning on the linguistic complexity of L2 production.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit: https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0261444824000284.
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