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Is conversation m ore gram m atically com plex
than academ ic writing?

Abstract
Conversation is usually considered to be grammatically simple, while academic writ­
ing is often claimed to be structurally complex, associated primarily with a greater use 
of dependent clauses. Our goal in the present paper is to challenge these stereotypes, 
based on the results of large-scale corpus investigations. We argue that both conversa- 
tion and professional academic writing are grammatically complex but that their com- 
plexities are dramatically different. Surprisingly, the traditional view that complexity is 
realized through extensive clausal embedding leads to the conclusion that conversa- 
tion is more complex than academic writing. In contrast, written academic discourse 
is actually much more ‘compressed’ than elaborated, and the complexities of academic 
writing are realized mostly as phrasal embedding rather than embedded clauses.

1. Introduction

Grammatical complexity is often linked with elaboration and clausal embed- 
ding in linguistic theory. A ‘simple’ clause has only a subject, verb, and object 
or complement. A ‘simple’ noun phrase has a determiner and head noun. Ad- 
ditions to these structures represent elaboration, resulting in ‘complex’ gram- 
mar. In particular, there is widespread agreement that embedded clauses are an 
important type of grammatical complexity (often contrasted with ‘simple’ 
clauses; see e.g., Huddleston 1984: 378, Willis 2003: 192, Purpura 2004: 91, 
Carter / McCarthy 2006: 489).

Conversation has long been described as grammatically simple in these terms. 
Conversational participants share time and place, and they normally also share 
extensive personal background knowledge. As a result, pronouns and vague 
expressions are common, and referring expressions generally do not need to 
be elaborated in conversation. Because of these factors, conversational gram- 
mar is assumed to be generally not complex, employing “simple and short 
clauses, with little elaborate embedding” (Hughes 1996: 33).
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In contrast, academic writing is claimed to be structurally complex, shown by 
longer sentences, longer ‘t-units’ (a main clause plus all associated dependent 
clauses), “longer and more complex clauses with embedded phrases and claus­
es” (Hughes 1996: 34), and generally a greater use of subordinate clauses (see, 
e.g., O'Donnell / Griffin / Norris 1967, O'Donnell 1974, Kroll 1977, Chafe 1982, 
Brown / Yule 1983).

These stereotypical portrayals of conversation and academic writing reflect 
the most salient characteristics of both. For example, some of the most notice- 
able characteristics of conversation are the hesitations, false starts, and short 
non-clausal utterances, because none of these features are normally appropri- 
ate in formal writing. The following conversational excerpt illustrates these 
characteristics:

Text Excerpt 1: Conversation

Non-clausal utterances are marked in bold

Barry: I went to the Institute of Terror.
Wendy: You went to where?
Barry: The Institute of Terror.
[...]
Wendy: Oh.
Barry: It's pretty cool. You want to go? I've got free tickets.
Wendy: Is it - it's a - how long is it going to be open?
Barry: Until the thirty first.
Wendy: Cool. It's, it's an, it's actually pretty scary and stuff?
Barry: I wouldn'tgo so far as to say it's really scary
Wendy: But it's cool. [laugh]
Barry: Yeah. [...] I'll go with you. I wouldn't pay for you or anything
Wendy: [laugh]
Barry: But I'll go with you.
Wendy: It's expensive, isn’t it? It's like five bucks.
Barry: Yeah, this one's six.
Wendy: The one down here? And you have free tickets?
Barry: Well, yeah. [...]
Wendy: Wow. Cool.
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This conversation additionally illustrates the reliance on short, simple clauses, 
such as where's that?, it'spretty cool, I'vegot free tickets, I'llgo withyou, and It’s 
like five bucks. If most conversation included only the grammatical features il- 
lustrated in Text Excerpt 1, we would be justified in making the generalization 
that conversation was generally not grammatically complex (as measured by 
the traditional criteria).

In contrast, one of the most noticeable characteristics of academic writing is 
that sentences tend to be long, and readers usually attribute that fact to the 
presence of numerous embedded clauses. Text Excerpt 2 illustrates this style of 
discourse:

Text Excerpt 2: Academic writing: Philosophy textbook

Embedded clauses marked with [ ]

[Even if propositional attitude accounts succeeded in their own terms], they would 
not explain most of [what should be explained by a theory of emotion]. Propositional 
attitude theories are often presented [as if they were a simple consequence of the idea 
[that emotions involve the occurrence of mental states [which represent states of af- 

fairs in the world (states with “content”)]]].

[What is distinctive about the propositional attitude theory] is the interpretation [it 
gives to the words thought and belief]. The mainstream philosophical tradition 
[in which Lyons is located] assumes [that our everyday understanding of these no­
tions is adequate for a theory of emotion].

Here again, if most written academic texts incorporated this same dense use of 
embedded clauses, we would be justified in making the generalization that 
academic writing was highly complex as measured by that criterion.

However, consideration of a single text excerpt from a register does not pro- 
vide an adequate basis for such conclusions. Rather, this is exactly the kind of 
research question that corpus-based research can contribute to (see, e.g., Bi­
ber / Conrad / Reppen 1998, McEnery / Tono / Xiao 2006). By basing analyses 
on large, representative collections of texts, it is possible to discover patterns 
of use that are generalizable to a register, rather than more specific patterns 
that characterize only particular texts. Further, corpus-based methods usually 
entail quantitative analysis, permitting description of the extent to which a
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linguistic pattern is typical of a register. Both of these analytical characteris- 
tics are important here. First, corpus research shows that the general com­
plexity’ characteristics of conversation and academic writing are quite differ­
ent from those that are especially salient in individual texts. And second, 
corpus research shows that both conversation and academic writing use 
grammatical complexity features to some extent; the major difference be- 
tween them is in the quantitative extent to which they rely on different sets of 
features.

Our goal in the present paper is to challenge the stereotypes described above, 
based on the results of large-scale corpus investigations. We argue that both 
conversation and professional academic writing are grammatically complex -  
but their complexities are dramatically different. Surprisingly, if we adopt the 
traditional view that complexity is realized through extensive clausal embed- 
ding, the evidence presented below would lead us to conclude that conversa- 
tion is more complex than academic writing. In contrast, written academic 
discourse is actually much more ‘compressed’ than elaborated, and the com­
plexities of academic writing are realized mostly as phrasal embedding rather 
than embedded clauses.

The following sections present the results of large-scale corpus analyses that 
document these patterns of use. Section 2 introduces the corpora and linguis- 
tic features used for the analyses. Then, the analyses themselves are discussed 
in Section 3, which surveys the synchronic patterns of use for features associ­
ated with structural elaboration versus compression. In conclusion, we briefly 
discuss functional motivations for these patterns of use.

2. Corpus and grammatical features used for the analysis

We employ corpus-based analysis to describe the typical discourse styles of 
conversation and academic writing, investigating the extent to which both reg­
isters employ grammatical devices associated with structural elaboration. Pre- 
vious corpus-based studies have documented the different complexities of 
spoken and written registers. For example, multi-dimensional studies of regi­
ster variation (e.g., Biber 1988, 1992, 2006) have shown repeatedly that certain 
dependent clause types (e.g., because-clauses and WH-clauses) are more 
strongly associated with speech than writing. The Longman Grammar of Spo-
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ken and Written English (Biber et al. 1999) provides more detailed descriptions 
of the grammatical features that are common in conversation versus those that 
are common in academic writing.

Building on this previous research, the present study focuses on the grammati- 
cal devices in English that are associated with structural elaboration. The de- 
scriptions below contrast the patterns of use in conversation to those in profes­
sional academic writing, based on analysis of a large corpus of texts for each of 
these two registers.

The conversation subcorpus is taken from the Longman Spoken and Written 
Corpus (see Biber et al. 1999: 24-35). The subcorpus includes 723 text files and 
c. 4.2 million words of American English conversation. These are conversa- 
tions collected by participants who agreed to carry tape recorders for a two- 
week period. The corpus thus represents one of the largest collections of natu­
ral face-to-face conversations available.

We constructed a corpus of academic research articles (c. 3 million words), 
sampled from four general disciplines: science / medicine, education, social 
science (psychology), and humanities (history). We collected texts from 
three 20-year intervals (1965, 1985, 2005) to enable the description of short- 
term historical change. However, for the purposes of the present study, we 
consider these as a single group (429 texts, c. 2.9 million words), contrasted 
with conversation.

The corpora were grammatically annotated (‘tagged’) using software devel- 
oped for the Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English and earlier 
corpus studies of register variation (e.g., Biber 1995). Then, more specialized 
computer programs were developed for detailed linguistic analyses of specific 
types of structural elaboration.

Table 1 lists the types of dependent clauses that we considered for our analysis 
of structural elaboration. These dependent clauses can serve three major syn- 
tactic functions: complement clauses, which usually function as the direct ob­
ject of a verb; adverbial clauses, which modify the main verb; and post-nomi­
nal relative clauses, which modify a head noun. In addition, dependent clauses 
can be finite (with tense overtly marked) or non-finite.
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Grammatical feature Examples

Finite complement clauses I wonder how he is today.
I thought that was just too funny.

Non-finite complement clauses We'd love to come.
They talk about building more.

Finite adverbial clauses
She won’t narc on me, because sheprides 
herself on being a gangster.
You can have it if you want.

Finite relative clauses

A method that would satisfy the above 
conditions...
a repressor substance which prevents the 
initiation...

Non-finite relative clauses the assumptionsgiven above ... 
initiatives involving local authorities...

Table 1: Selected grammatical features associated with structural elaboration

We also considered grammatical devices that result in a ‘compressed’ rather 
than ‘elaborated’ discourse style, illustrated in Table 2. These are all phrases 
rather than dependent clauses, used to modify a head noun. Attributive adjec- 
tives and pre-modifying nouns occur before the head noun (‘pre-modifiers’), 
while prepositional phrases occur after the head noun (‘post-modifiers’).

Grammatical feature Examples

Attributive adjective (adjective 
as noun pre-modifier)

a large number, unusual circumstances

Noun as noun pre-modifier human actions, membrane structure

Prepositional phrase as noun 
post-modifier

the scores for male and female target students 
in the class
the mechanism forpenetration of protein 
through the ovariole wall

table 2: selected grammatical features associated with structural compression
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Most of these features could be identified accurately using automatic Compu­
ter programs. However, prepositional phrases required hand coding to deter- 
mine when the phrase was functioning as a noun modifier versus adverbial. 
This analysis was based on a sub-sample of tokens (every fourth occurrence) 
from a sub-sample of the corpus (48 conversations and 41 academic research 
articles). The counts for all linguistic features were converted to a ‘normed’ 
rate of occurrence (per 1 000 words) for each text (see Biber / Conrad / Reppen 
1998: 263-264).

3. Structural elaboration and compression in conversation 
versus academic writing

As noted above, researchers have usually focused on dependent clauses (or sub­
ordinate clauses) as the primary measure of grammatical complexity or struc- 
tural elaboration. What they have less often noticed is that there is extensive 
clausal embedding in conversation. In particular, complement clauses (also 
called ‘nominal clauses’) are very common, especially that-clauses and WH- 
clauses. Complement clauses normally fill a direct object slot, making it possible 
for a relatively short utterance to have multiple levels of embedding. For exam- 
ple, the following short utterance has two embedded complement clauses:

You know [you couldget [whatyou wanted]]

Unlike adverbial clauses and relative clauses, complement clauses are not op­
tional structures; rather, they take the place of a required noun phrase. In con- 
versation, the complement clause usually occurs with a transitive verb (e.g., 
think, know, or want): the complement clause substitutes for the noun phrase 
as the direct object of the verb. As a result, these structures can contain multi­
ple levels of structural embedding. For example, the following relatively short 
sentence from conversation has four embedded complement clauses, each oc- 
curring as the object of the preceding main verb:

ButIdon't think [we would want [to have it [sound like [it's coming from us]]]].

Adverbial clauses are optional rather than obligatory clause elements. How- 
ever, these clause types are also commonly found in conversation, as in:

She married him [because Clinton's father died before Clinton was born]
[If anybody wakes me up early] they die
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Figure 1: Common dependent clause types in conversation vs. academic writing

Our corpus investigations show that the structures illustrated above represent 
strong general differences between academic writing and conversation: that 
they are much more frequent in conversation than in academic writing. Thus, 
Figure 1 shows that both complement clauses and adverbial clauses are much 
more frequent in conversation than in academic writing. These differences are 
strongest for finite clauses (e.g., that-clauses and WH-clauses functioning as 
complement clauses; because-clauses and «/-clauses functioning as adverbial 
clauses). However, the same general pattern holds for non-finite complement 
clauses (to-clauses and ing-clauses). In contrast, relative clauses are more fre­
quent in academic writing than in conversation (especially non-finite relative 
clauses, such as the concept o/society proposed here).

Text Excerpt 3 illustrates the pervasive use of embedded clauses in conversa­
tion. Unlike Text Excerpt 1 above, this conversational excerpt shows how cer- 
tain kinds of dependent clauses can occur with extreme density in normal con­
versational interactions. For the most part, these kinds of structural elaboration 
do not feel complex, and they certainly do not inhibit normal communication. 
However, they are clearly ‘complex’ according to the definition of embedded 
clauses added on to simple clauses. Overall, Figure 1 shows that there are 
around twice as many dependent clauses in conversation as in academic writ- 
ing. Thus, if we limited our comparison to these features, we would be forced 
to conclude that conversation is more complex than academic writing.
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Text Excerpt 3: Conversation

Dependent clauses are marked in bold
Gayle: AndDorothy saidBob'sgetting terrible with, with thesmoking. Uh, he's

really getting defiant about it because there are so many restaurants 
where you can't smoke and he just gets really mad and won't go to them.

[...]
Peter: Well they, they had a party. I forget what it was. They had it at a friend's

house. I can't remember why it wasn't at their house any way. And they 
had bought a bottle of Bailey's because they knew I liked Bailey's.

[...]
Gayle: I can't remember who it was. One of us kids.
[...]
Peter: Oh. I'll tell you I think the biggest change in me is since I had my heart

surgery.

Gayle: Really? Yeah Iguess my, I mean I know my surgery was a good thing but

Peter: <?> It makes you think. You realize it can happen to you.

The obvious question at this point is to ask why academic research writing 
seems grammatically complex. That is, given that dependent clauses are gener- 
ally more frequent in conversation than in writing, we need to account for the 
perception that academic texts are hard to process. Part of this perception is 
caused by difficult subject matter and complex vocabulary. However, there are 
also grammatical features that make a major contribution to this complexity. 
In particular, the structural elaboration of academic writing is realized mostly 
as phrases without verbs. For example, consider the following sentence from a 
Biology research article:

The knowledge of tissue distribution of each novel molecular species is the first 
step toward the understanding of its possible function.

This sentence consists of only a single main clause, with the main verb is. There 
are no dependent clauses in this sentence. The sentence is relatively long be- 
cause there are multiple prepositional phrases:

of tissue distribution 
of each novel molecular species 
toward the understanding 
of its possible function
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In addition, many of the noun phrases include extra nouns or adjectives as 
pre-modifiers before the head noun:

tissue distribution 
novel molecular species 
possible function

In their main clause syntax, sentences from academic writing tend to be very 
simple. Thus, consider the following sentence from a Psychology research 
article:

This may indeed be part [of the reason [for the statistical link [between 
schizophrenia and membership [in the lower socioeconomic classes]]]].

Similar to the example from biology above, the clausal syntactic structure of 
this sentence is extremely simple, with only one main verb phrase:

X may be Y (This may be part)

All of the elaboration here results from prepositional phrases added on to 
noun phrases. Thus, unlike conversation, academic writing does not frequent- 
ly employ dependent clauses for structural elaboration. Rather, we find a more 
‘compressed’ style, employing embedded phrases rather than fuller dependent 
clauses.

As Figure 2 shows, academic writing relies heavily on non-clausal phrases 
instead of dependent clauses to add information. Most of these phrases oc- 
cur embedded in noun phrases. Many of these structures are adjectives mod- 
ifying a head noun (e.g., theoretical orientation) or nouns pre-modifying a 
head noun (e.g., system perspective). But the most striking difference from 
conversation is for the use of prepositional phrases as noun post-modifiers. 
Many of these are of-phrases (e.g., an interpretation o f the general form  o f 
mitochondria), but other prepositions are also commonly used for this func­
tion (e.g., the complex relations between three components; understanding 
rational approach to politics). Prepositional phrases used as adverbials (e.g., 
From the systems perspective, these stages are marked by...) are also more 
common in academic writing than in conversation, but the difference is 
much less strong.
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Figure 2: Common dependent phrasal types in conversation vs academic writing

It is not the case that there are no dependent clauses in academic writing. 
Rather, as Figure 1 above shows, dependent clauses are relatively frequent in 
academic writing, especially noun modifiers and non-finite clauses. Text Ex- 
cerpt 4 illustrates these patterns.

Text Excerpt 4: Academic research article

Main Verbs are underlined; main verbs in dependent clauses marked in bold

A number of important themes have emerged from previous research exploring the 
links among gender, interaction, and collaborative learning. First, in mixed-gender 
interactions boys tend to dominate apparatus, teacher attention, and peer discussion 
within the classroom (for a review, see Howe 1997). Second, the comparative context 
and, in particular, task are important in determining how children engage in col­
laborative interaction (Holmes-Lonergan 2003). Third, a child's gender and that of 
his or her conversation partner appear to affect the dynamics of conversation but not 
necessarily the answer that children agree on (Leman 2002): Specifically, boys tend to 
showgreater resistance to girls' arguments, but ultimately all children tend to opt for 
the developmentally more advanced answer after interaction, regardless of whether a 
girl or a boy has put these arguments forward.
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A further consideration for studies of gender and interaction is the influence of both 
Speakers and partners gender on conversation. Leaper (1991) examined both these 
types of gender effect on communication between pairs of children in two different age 
groups (5 and 7years) who were engaged in play with a puppet.

However, this same text excerpt also illustrates the more important grammatical 
pattern that sharply distinguishes between academic writing and conversational 
discourse: the heavy reliance on phrasal rather than clausal elaboration. Thus, 
Text Excerpt 4 is repeated as Text Excerpt 5 below, highlighting the complex 
noun phrases with phrasal rather than clausal modifiers. A quick glance at this 
excerpt shows that the majority of this text is composed of such structures.

Text Excerpt 5: Academic research article [repeated from Text 4]

Complex noun phrases with no clausal embedding are marked in bold

A number of important themes have emerged from previous research exploring the 
links amonggender, interaction, and collaborative learning. First, in mixed-gen- 
der interactions boys tend to dominate apparatus, teacher attention, andpeer dis- 
cussion within the classroom (for a review, see Howe, 1997). Second, the compara- 
tive context and, in particular, task are important in determining how children 
engage in collaborative interaction (Holmes-Lonergan, 2003). Third, a child'sgen­
der and that of his or her conversation partner appear to affect the dynamics of 
conversation but not necessarily the answer that children agree on (Leman, 2002): 
Specifically, boys tend to showgreater resistance to girls' arguments, but ultimately 
all children tend to opt for the developmentally more advanced answer after inter­
action, regardless of whether a girl or a boy has put these arguments forward.
A further consideration for studies of gender and interaction is the influence of 
both speakers and partners gender on conversation. Leaper (1991) examined both 
these types of gender effect on communication between pairs of children in two 
different age groups (5 and 7years) who were engaged in play with a puppet.

In fact, relatively few noun phrases in Text Excerpt 5 are simple noun phrases. 
The majority of noun phrases contain some manner of phrasal complexity. Fur- 
thermore, noun phrases in academic prose often have multiple levels of phrasal 
embedding within a single noun phrase. For example, the following complex 
noun phrase contains two prepositional phrases functioning as noun postmodi­
fiers (head noun of phrase in bold, prepositional postmodifiers bracketed):
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the influence [of both Speakers and partners gender] [on conversation]

Thus, despite stereotypical beliefs about the complexity of academic writing 
stemming from subordinate clauses, it appears that one of the more distinctive 
complex structures of academic prose have been largely overlooked: phrasal 
modification.

4. Conclusion

In summary, the stereotype that writing is more elaborated than speech is not 
supported by corpus evidence. In fact, using traditional measures of elabora­
tion -  considering the use of dependent clauses -  we would conclude that the 
opposite was the case: that conversation is more complex and elaborated than 
academic writing. However, that conclusion would also be an over-simplifica- 
tion, because it does not fully capture the characteristics of either conversation 
or academic writing.

However, the elaboration of conversation is very restricted in nature. As noted 
above, most of the dependent clauses in conversation are integrated into the 
clause structure: complement clauses normally fill an object slot controlled by a 
transitive verb. As such, these dependent clauses are not ‘elaborating’ in the same 
way that adverbial clauses and relative clauses are. In addition, the structural pat­
terns in conversation are very restricted lexically. For example, although there 
are over 200 different verbs that can control a that complement clause (e.g., 
assume, ensure, feel, hear, imply, indicate, propose, realize, suggest), only three 
verbs account for c. 70% of all occurrences of this clause type in conversation: 
think (35%), say (20%), know (13%) (see Biber et al. 1999: 667-670). The lexical 
restriction is even stronger with to complement clauses, where c. 50% of all 
occurrences are controlled by the verb want (see ibid.: 710-714). Thus, the over­
all frequency of dependent clauses in conversation is largely due to a few high 
frequency lexico-grammatical patterns.

On the other hand, the lack of elaboration in academic writing is in part an arti- 
fact of inadequate measures, rather than an accurate characterization of aca­
demic writing. That is, elaboration has normally been analyzed by considering 
the extent to which dependent clauses are used in a text. By that measure, we 
would conclude that academic writing is actually less elaborated than conversa­
tion. However, that measure misses the most important structural characteristic
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of academic written discourse: the reliance on phrasal rather than clausal elabo­
ration. Most sentences in academic prose are elaborated in the sense that they 
have optional phrasal modifiers, especially nominal pre-modifiers (adjectives or 
nouns) and nominal postmodifiers (e.g., prepositional phrases).

These phrasal modifiers are elaborating because they are optional, providing 
extra information. At the same time, though, these structures are condensed or 
compressed: the opposite of elaborated. That is, phrasal modifiers are alterna­
tives to fuller, elaborated expressions that use clausal modifiers (e.g., the effect 
of gender can be paraphrased with a relative clause, as in the effect which is 
caused by gender).

There are good reasons why compressed, phrasal expressions are preferred over 
elaborated clausal expressions in academic writing: they are more economical; 
they allow for faster, more efficient reading; and they are equally comprehensible 
to the expert reader despite the fact that some explicit meaning is lost when fuller 
clauses are reduced to phrasal structures. In contrast, conversation relies on a 
relatively small set of very productive verbs controlling complement clauses to 
convey information, with much less reliance on complex noun phrases.

Thus, academic writing is dramatically different from speech but not in the ways 
that conform to the stereotypes of complexity created through the use of embed- 
ded dependent clauses. Rather, academic writing has developed a unique style, 
characterized especially by the reliance on nominal / phrasal rather than clausal 
structures. Consequently, perhaps the question should not be which register is 
more or less complex, but instead, in what respects are conversation and aca- 
demic writing each complex in their own distinctive ways?
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