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The language input available to language learners is considered to be a driving force for Second
Language Acquisition (SLA). Input that is just above the level of the learner is assumed to best
foster learning, which depending on the SLA tradition is characterized as i + 1 input of Krashen
(1981), input in the Zone of Proximal Development in socio-cultural approaches (Lantolf, Thorne,
& Poehner, 2015), or L2 development reflecting input in usage-based SLA approaches (Ellis &
Collins, 2009). Yet how can one make the envisaged adaptive relation between the proficiency of
a given learner and the input concrete and useful for education in practice?
We explore this relation based on the notion of linguistic complexity. As part of the triad
Complexity, Accuracy, and Fluency it is used in SLA to characterize language proficiency based
on analyses of learner productions (cf., e.g., Housen & Kuiken, 2009), and such SLA complexity
measures have also been shown to be effective for characterizing the complexity of reading material
(cf., e.g., Vajjala & Meurers, 2012). Chen and Meurers (2019) therefore proposed a ComputerAssisted Language Learning tool using high-dimensional vectors of linguistic complexity measures
as a fine-grained link between input and output of learners. While conceptually this appears
attractive, how empirically viable is this linguistic complexity link?
In this presentation, we explore this question by analyzing and comparing the linguistic complexity
of graded reading materials with that of CEFR-rated learner productions. We focus on German as
a Foreign Language to help extend the focus and relevance of research in this domain to languages
beyond the dominant English. For the graded reading material, we compiled a corpus of 1.446
articles published for beginner, intermediate, and advanced learners of German between 2018 and
2019 in 45 magazines by a leading European publisher for foreign language reading materials. For
the learner productions, we make use of the MERLIN corpus (Wisniewski et al., 2013) of learner
writings for official standardized foreign language certification tests. Building on our linguistic
complexity analysis of MERLIN in Weiss and Meurers (2019), we use the same approach to
obtain a broad linguistic complexity analysis of the new graded reader corpus and compare the
results for the two corpora at the complexity feature level as well at the document level using
supervised machine learning classification experiments. After discussing classification accuracies
and insights about the most informative features for within-corpus classification experiments, we
turn to cross-corpus analyses designed to probe into the link between input and output complexity
in this foreign language learning context.
In sum, the presentation will explore the use of linguistic complexity analysis as a link between
learner input and their output, present novel complexity analyses on a new German as a Foreign
Language reading corpus, and relate the analysis to that of a graded learner corpus. On the practical
side, the approach supports the development of tools for the retrieval of individually adaptive
reading materials for foreign language teaching and learning.
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Wisniewski, K., Schöne, K., Nicolas, L., Vettori, C., Boyd, A., Meurers, D., . . . Hana, J. (2013).
Merlin: An online trilingual learner corpus empirically grounding the european reference
levels in authentic learner data. In Ict for language learning 2013, conference proceedings,
florence, italy. libreriauniversitaria. it edizioni.

2

