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Abstract: Reading comprehension is a vital skill for language learners, enabling text understanding 

and academic success. Despite technological progress, written text has remained key to learning, 

especially in higher education, fostering knowledge acquisition and new ways of thinking. Many 

studies have explored reader-related challenges affecting comprehension; however, there is a need to 

cast a careful light on text-related factors as well. To address this, the current study examined 

syntactic complexity across four corpora of advanced academic reading texts to highlight the need for 

greater syntactic alignment in teaching and testing materials. By analyzing 100 texts from the Vision 

series textbooks, Iranian M.A. TEFL entrance exams, Cambridge IELTS reading tests, and discussion 

sections of research papers, the study addressed and reviewed the linguistic challenges EFL learners 

face in comprehending advanced academic texts. While differing in purpose, these texts share a 

relatively advanced complexity level. Typically, strong M.A. reading exam performance aligns with 

IELTS reading proficiency, which is often seen as readiness for research papers. Similarly, Vision 

coursebooks, the most advanced in Iranian high schools, are expected to exhibit a level of syntactic 

complexity that, while less dense than research papers, may sufficiently prepare students for 

university-level reading demands. However, recent research has suggested that such assessments or 

textbooks, including M.A. entrance exams, may not effectively prepare students for the complexities 

of real academic contexts. Therefore, using L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer (L2SCA), the study 

analyzed the texts, and a MANOVA test confirmed significant differences among the corpora. The 

findings further revealed that standardized tests and instructional materials often underrepresent the 

syntactic complexity of authentic academic research, creating a gap between learners' preparedness 

and real-world academic reading demands. In addition to challenging traditional views on test 

validity, the results highlighted the need for more representative and comparable syntactic features in 

instructional and assessment materials. 
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Introduction 

Reading Comprehension: Reader Characteristics as well as Textual Features 

Reading comprehension is a multifaceted process influenced by the interplay between the reader's 

abilities and the characteristics of the text. For English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners, this 

process becomes even more demanding due to the linguistic complexities of advanced texts, such as 

academic research papers and standardized test materials. Textual features, including syntactic 

complexity, cohesion, and overall readability, are useful in determining the ease with which learners 

can process and understand written material (Crossley et al., 2017; McNamara et al., 2010) 

In EFL contexts, where exposure to authentic English input is often limited, educational 

resources like textbooks and test preparation materials are pivotal in supporting language acquisition 

and academic development (Ali et al., 2022; Bernal & Bernal, 2020; Nuttall, 2005) .However, when 

these materials fail to adequately reflect the grammatical and structural demands of real-world texts, 

learners and students find it challenging to shift to higher-level and university level academic reading 

(Biber et al., 2011; Parkinson & Dinsmore, 2018). This gap in alignment in the learners input can 

hinder their ability to handle advanced academic tasks. 

To better understand this misalignment, examining the distribution of key textual features 

across related/various text genres can provide valuable insights into how educational resources can 

better cater to learners' needs (Hyland, 2008). By addressing discrepancies between common learner 

input materials and the syntactic demands of academic texts, educators and material developers can 

create resources that strike a balance between linguistic complexity and learner readiness. This 

approach not only enhances reading comprehension but also equips learners with the skills necessary 

for better academic performance (Crossley & McNamara, 2011).  

Syntactic Complexity in Advanced Texts: Insights for Comprehension and Instruction 

The ability to comprehend advanced academic reading materials depends on the interaction between 

reader-related factors and text characteristics. Among text factors, syntactic complexity plays a 

reasonable role in determining both readability and comprehension. While existing research highlights 

the challenges posed by syntactic complexity of the texts, much of it tends to focus on isolated learner 

difficulties or the analysis of specific text types, often overlooking a comprehensive comparison 

across different sources of reading materials (Curran, 2020; Grabe & Stoller, 2019) 

Academic texts can serve as typical benchmarks for advanced linguistic proficiency, with 

syntactic complexity knowledge and grammatical mastery being important factors for both writing 

and reading comprehension skills in that area. Research highlights that the knowledge of and the 

ability to effectively practice syntactically complex texts can significantly predict writing quality and 

language proficiency (Jung et al., 2019; Maamuujav et al., 2021). In other words, mastery and a good 

grasp of syntax and grammar can enhance not only writing fluency but also reading comprehension in 

academic contexts (Baron, 2020).  Effective language instruction, language assessment, and material 

development should thus, particularly in EFL settings, consider these features and skills to support L2 

learners' academic proficiency (Riemenschneider et al., 2024; Uccelli et al., 2015). This is because 

those texts frequently feature complex sentence structures with multiple phrases and clauses, posing 

syntactic challenges to EFL learners (Basilan & De Sagun, 2024; Nergis, 2013). Learners with greater 

syntactic awareness are better equipped to process the sophisticated structures found in research 

papers and standardized tests (Arya et al., 2011). This can highlight the importance of aligning 

textbooks and assessments with research papers to ensure that learners are adequately exposed to 

consistent linguistic patterns across contexts. Such alignment fosters a more reliable evaluation of 

reading comprehension skills while simultaneously equipping learners to meet the demands of higher-

level reading tasks. Minimizing syntactic discrepancies across textbooks, tests, and research papers is 

crucial to preparing learners for the challenges of advanced texts. Instructional materials designed 
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with this alignment in mind can support a smoother transition into complex reading tasks by ensuring 

that learners are exposed to syntactic features reflective of authentic academic language (Arya et al., 

2011). 

The alignment of syntactic complexity across textbooks, standardized tests, and authentic 

academic texts contributes to the validity and consistency of reading materials as well. By using 

research papers as a benchmark for advanced syntactic structures, material developers can provide 

learners with a foundation for tackling the linguistic challenges of academic and professional contexts 

the face when entering universities. Teachers, in turn, can design instruction to address syntactic gaps 

and better prepare students for the demands of advanced reading comprehension (Basilan & De 

Sagun, 2024; Johnson, 1981). 

In the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning, a key challenge arises from 

the often limited exposure EFL learners have to the target language, which can significantly hinder 

their ability to process complex sentence structures in written texts (Zuhra, 2015). This limited 

exposure can create a mismatch between the syntactic structures learners typically encounter in their 

EFL contexts, and the more complex syntax often found in advanced academic materials in 

universities, research papers, or standardized tests. This gap can present a considerable obstacle to 

reading comprehension (Nuttall, 1996). Effectively addressing this challenge requires careful 

consideration of instructional materials. Reading materials can play an essential role in bridging this 

gap by providing crucial exposure to a range of syntactic structures, thereby better equipping learners 

to handle the demands of increasingly complex texts and ultimately fostering improved reading 

comprehension and academic performance (Lak, 2017). 

This study aims to bridge this gap by compiling corpora from textbooks, standardized tests, 

and academic research papers to analyze and compare their syntactic complexity indices. Through this 

comparative lens, the research seeks to offer a deeper understanding of the syntactic demands 

imposed by advanced texts among learner input. The findings enhance general awareness on the 

syntactic complexity characteristics of texts, informing language instruction. 

Therefore, the study provides implications for material developers and test designers by 

highlighting the importance of representativeness, consistency, and validity in reading materials and 

assessments. Accordingly, addressing syntactic discrepancies between standardized test texts and 

academic reading materials can offer clearer explanations for common learner difficulties. This 

alignment not only supports more effective teaching and assessment practices but also contributes to a 

more reliable evaluation of reading comprehension skills as well (Alderson, 2000; Zuhra, 2015). 

Literature Review 

Factors Influencing Reading: Texts and Learners 

Syntactic complexity in academic reading texts is often viewed as a relevant factor that can influence 

reading comprehension and contribute to the overall difficulty of texts. It encompasses the 

arrangement of clauses, phrases, and other grammatical elements, which may pose challenges for 

students and potentially affect their ability to grasp the author’s message in reading texts (Basilan & 

De Sagun, 2024). As one of several components contributing to text difficulty, syntactic complexity is 

often discussed alongside lexical richness (Karami & Salahshoor, 2014). Academic texts tend to 

exhibit higher syntactic complexity, particularly in scholarly works such as research papers where 

clausal complexity is often greater than in learner texts, although phrasal complexity may sometimes 

be comparable or lower (Vinogradova et al., 2020). Additionally, the ability to process complex 

syntactic structures has been suggested as a potential predictor of academic reading performance, 

which can influence comprehension in contexts such as English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

courses (Karami & Salahshoor, 2014; Wijanti, 2017). However, mismatches between instructional 

materials or textbook grade levels and syntactic demands in real-life texts that students encounter 

could hinder student comprehension, underscoring the need for careful material selection and 
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instructional strategies that consider the syntactic demands of different genres and text sections (Beers 

& Nagy, 2011; Indrawan, 2018). Mentioning this importance, a recent study even suggested tailored 

instructional interventions to potentially help students overcome difficulties associated with syntactic 

complexity and improve their comprehension skills (Basilan & De Sagun, 2024). 

L2 reading comprehension is a multidimensional process shaped by the interaction of reader-

related and text-related factors (Grabe & Stoller, 2019; Koda, 2005). Reader-related factors include 

linguistic proficiency, such as grammar and vocabulary knowledge, as well as background knowledge 

(Qian, 2002). Individual differences, such as anxiety and reading fluency, further influence the 

reading experience (Klauda & Guthrie, 2008; Sellers, 2000). These factors play a crucial role in 

determining how well a reader engages with and understands a text. Text-related factors, including 

content, length, grammar, and genre affect text comprehension (Alderson, 2000; Nation, 2006). The 

linguistic features and structure of the text can either facilitate or hinder understanding, depending on 

how well they match the reader’s language skills and prior knowledge. 

Reading Process 

Reading comprehension as a multifaceted cognitive process requires readers to access word meanings, 

semantic and syntactic ties, activate relevant prior knowledge, and construct coherence while reading 

a text (van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983). This process operates on two interrelated levels: literal 

comprehension, which focuses on understanding explicit textual information, and inferential 

comprehension, which involves drawing connections between background knowledge and implicit 

textual cues to construct deeper meaning (Alptekin & Erçetin, 2010, 2011). While literal 

comprehension establishes a foundational understanding, inferential comprehension demands 

advanced cognitive engagement to interpret unstated relationships and implications within the text. 

Successful reading comprehension relies on the interaction between bottom-up and top-down 

processes. Bottom-up processes, including word recognition and word-to-text integration, involve 

identifying individual words, retrieving their meanings, and integrating them into larger syntactic and 

semantic structures in the texts (Fender, 2001; Perfetti & Hart, 2001). Automatization of these 

lower-order processes is crucial, as it reduces cognitive load, allowing readers to allocate more mental 

resources to higher-order inferential tasks (Just & Carpenter, 1992; Perfetti, 1985). In contrast, and 

after bottom-up processes, top-down processes rely on readers' background knowledge and contextual 

understanding to interpret meaning beyond the explicit text, enabling them to construct a situational 

model of the content (Grabe & Stoller, 2019). Effective comprehension emerges from the interplay 

between these two processes, with each reinforcing the other. 

In an EFL context, Yazdi, and Mohammadian (2022) investigated the relationship between 

intermediate EFL students' syntactic knowledge and their proficiency in productive skills (speaking 

and writing). Results indicated that syntactic knowledge had no significant influence on these skills, 

as the correlations for both writing and speaking were weak and non-meaningful. This suggested that 

while syntax may hold some relevance, its impact on productive skills is minimal. Consequently, it 

can open the hypothesis that syntactic knowledge may play a more significant role in receptive skills, 

such as reading and listening. With this regard, and in the case of more advanced language learners, 

Ghorbani Shemshadsara et al. (2022) explored the effects of multi-component training involving 

grammatical awareness and self-regulated strategies on Iranian upper-intermediate EFL learners’ 

receptive skill of reading comprehension. Using a cognitive load theory framework, 120 

undergraduate students were divided into a control group and three experimental groups receiving 

different interventions over 12 weeks. Results showed that text structure/syntactic awareness along 

with self-regulated strategies significantly improved reading comprehension of the learners. 

Based on the related literature, an essential factor influencing comprehension is syntactic 

complexity, particularly in advanced reading materials. This is because texts with deeper grammatical 

structures demand more cognitive effort and advanced syntactic knowledge, often posing challenges 

for readers (Fender, 2001; Nation & Snowling, 2000). On the other hand, exposure to linguistically 
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appropriate and well-structured texts can play an appreciable role in overcoming these challenges, as 

regular engagement with syntactically rich input supports both lexical and syntactic development 

(Ellis, 2002; Grabe & Stoller, 2019). As stated earlier, this knowledge can relieve cognitive load, 

allowing for more inferential reading comprehension processes while reading a text. As a result, text 

related factors such as the level of syntactic complexity can be regarded as meaningful determinants 

of whether a text is effective and aligns with a learner's proficiency levels (Fulcher, 1997; Jin et al., 

2020). While reader-related factors, such as motivation and prior experience, have meaningful 

influences on reading comprehension, they are often less controllable in empirical research. 

Consequently, greater focus can be placed on text-related variables, which are related to reading 

comprehension outcomes (Liontou, 2015). 

Advanced academic texts often contain more complex syntactic structures, which may present 

challenges for learners who lack a solid grammatical foundation (Morvay, 2012; Zuhra, 2015). 

Research on textbook evaluation has suggested that many EFL textbooks may not adequately address 

critical local text structures, such as signalling and referential words, which can hinder the 

development of a solid syntactic knowledge. As a result, teachers feel the need to supplement 

textbooks which are careful on these aspects (Bogaerds-Hazenberg et al., 2022). This absence of 

complex grammar in EFL reading materials limit students' preparedness for advanced academic tasks, 

as observed in studies from Saudi Arabia, where learners appeared to be insufficiently exposed to the 

syntactic complexity potentially required for higher-level academic performance (Alenezi, 2016). 

Reading Comprehension and Reading Texts through the Lens of Standardized Testing and 

Instructional materials 

As another type of academic text, reading comprehension exams have been the focus in literature as 

well. A significant body of research has examined the reading assessments, and the predictive validity 

of those reading tests has traditionally suggested that the texts used in them effectively assessed 

reading skills that equated future academic success. Hopkins and Sitkei (1969) found that reading 

readiness tests are more reliable predictors of academic success, showing significant correlations with 

end-of-year teacher marks and standardized reading test scores, thus reinforcing their critical role in 

early academic achievement. Similarly, Bagford (1968) established significant correlations ranging 

from .16 to .72 at the .01 or .05 confidence levels between reading readiness test scores and later 

reading success among 150 students in Iowa City Public Schools, highlighting the importance of early 

assessments in identifying instructional needs. Bremer (1959) found a correlation of 0.40 between 

first-grade Metropolitan Readiness Test scores and second-grade performance on the Gray-Votaw-

Rogers General Achievement Test, while Powell and Parsley (1961) reported an even stronger 

correlation of 0.82 between Lee-Clark readiness scores and vocabulary-comprehension scores from 

the California Reading Test at the beginning of second grade. Collectively, these findings underscore 

the foundational role of pre-literacy skills in shaping long-term academic outcomes.  

On the contrary, and more recently, the study by Liu and Li (2023) indicated that the reading 

texts used in M.A. entrance exams did not effectively predict success in parallel academic contexts, 

such as IELTS reading comprehension. Chinese students encountered specific challenges in IELTS, 

including nuanced language and complex sentence structures that differed from those in their entrance 

exams. This suggested that the skills assessed in M.A. entrance exams did not fully align with those 

required for IELTS proficiency. Consequently, while there might have been some overlap, the 

differences in text complexity and reading demands implied that performance on M.A. entrance 

exams might not reliably forecast success in IELTS reading comprehension. 

Further, investigations into the reading components of standardized English proficiency tests 

appear to raise questions about their effectiveness, and reliability in forecasting real-life academic 

performance. Johnson and Tweedie (2021) analyzed data from 1,918 post-secondary students over 

seven years and found that standardized test scores explained only 4-6% of the variance in GPA, 

indicating weak predictive power. Other studies similarly report a small correlation between IELTS 
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scores and academic performance, with reading scores being slightly more predictive than other 

components but still offering limited insight into real-world academic success (Gagen & Faez, 2024; 

Kerstjens & Nery, 2000). While the IELTS reading section is designed to assess comprehension and 

synthesis of information, its ability to predict actual academic tasks has been questioned (Marina, 

2018; Mauriyat, 2021). Moreover, IELTS preparation courses, though capable of improving test 

scores, do not necessarily equip students with the full range of skills required for academic study, as 

certain essential competencies, such as critical reading and deep text engagement, may not be 

adequately covered (Dang & Dang, 2023; Marina, 2018). Although strategies like skimming and 

scanning are useful for the IELTS reading test and can aid in academic reading, the exam itself may 

not sufficiently prepare students for the depth and analytical engagement needed in university settings 

(Fitria, 2024; Marjerison et al., 2020). Thus, while IELTS reading tests provide a structured measure 

of language proficiency, they remain limited in predicting students' academic success and fully 

preparing them for the demands of higher education. 

Moreover, research on the effectiveness of English textbooks as learning materials suggests 

that their syntactic complexity may not adequately prepare students for the demands of academic 

reading. Studies indicate that high school English textbooks generally exhibit lower syntactic 

complexity than university entrance exams, highlighting a gap that may leave students unprepared for 

the linguistic challenges of higher education (Gedik & Kolsal, 2022; Kim & Oh, 2019). This 

discrepancy can lead to a negative backwash effect, where students, accustomed to less complex texts, 

struggle with the advanced structures found in exam materials (Gedik & Kolsal, 2022). Additionally, 

inconsistencies in the progression of syntactic complexity within textbooks have been identified, with 

some lower-grade textbooks (e.g., grade 10) demonstrating greater complexity than those for higher 

grades (e.g., grade 12), suggesting a lack of systematic scaffolding in language development 

(Indrawan, 2018; Verdiansyah, 2020). While some textbooks show a structured and gradual increase 

in complexity, others fail to maintain this progression, potentially hindering students' readiness for 

more sophisticated academic texts (Putra & Lukmana, 2017; Yang & Bae, 2022). These findings 

underscore the need for textbook revisions that ensure a consistent and developmentally appropriate 

increase in syntactic complexity, aligning with students' cognitive growth and better equipping them 

for university-level reading (Indrawan, 2018; Verdiansyah, 2020). 

As far as the authors reviewed in this study, it seems that, much of the existing research has 

primarily focused on reader-related challenges in reading comprehension literature. And, there 

appears to be a relevant gap in examining text-related factors, particularly the syntactic characteristics 

of reading materials used in learner input. Despite the apparent importance of these factors, and the 

enhanced importance of reading materials in EFL contexts, there has been relatively little comparative 

analysis across different types of EFL learning materials, such as textbooks, standardized tests, and 

academic research papers. This gap could be significant, as understanding how syntactic demands 

vary across these sources can provide valuable insights into the challenges learners face when 

entering universities. The present study intends to address this gap by analyzing the syntactic 

complexity within frequent learner input, identifying potential inconsistencies, and exploring how 

these discrepancies might have challenged learners' comprehension. Ultimately, this research could 

contribute to a broader understanding of syntactic complexity in advanced texts, suggesting more 

implications for test developers and material designers. To this aim, the current study poses the 

following question: 

Research Question One: How does the syntactic complexity of reading comprehension texts in EFL 

textbooks, standardized tests, and research papers compare? 

Methodology 

Design of the Study 
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The current research adopted a non-experimental quantitative design to evaluate syntactic complexity 

of texts in samples of EFL learner input. This quantitative design, further, aimed to discover frequent 

patterns of syntactic complexity in advanced texts genre through interpretation and discussion of the 

results. 

Instruments 

The primary instruments to answer the research questions of this study were text document data, and 

linguistic text analysis and evaluation tool of L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer (Lu, 2010). Four 

corpora of advanced reading texts were compiled based on the sources of the texts (i.e., educational 

textbooks, standardized tests, and academic research papers). The texts were, then, fed into the 

linguistic tools for detailed syntactic complexity and readability analyses. 

The Corpora Analyzed in the Study 

Educational textbooks in Iran as an EFL country (First corpus): The Prospect Series was introduced 

by the Ministry of Education in Iran since 2012 and aimed at developing communicative competence 

of learners at the junior high school level. Prospect Series is part of the English for Schools series, 

prepared to be taught in junior high schools of Iran. It involves three volumes including, Prospect 1, 

Prospect 2, and Prospect 3. On the other hand, three other textbooks in the English for Schools series 

are targeted to senior high school and comparatively more advanced level which are entitled Vision 1, 

Vision 2, and Vision 3 (Kheirabadi & Alavimoghaddam, 2016). Vision series course books are 

designed in 2016 to for the Iranian high school students who are in age range of 16-18. The pattern 

and structure of the books are similarly designed throughout the series: each book includes four 

lessons. Listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills are combined in these coursebooks. All of the 

lessons start with ‘Get Ready’ section which is aimed to provide introduction to the lesson. 

‘Conversation’ and ‘New Words’ sections carry the new words of each lesson. Other sections in each 

lesson include ‘Reading’, ‘Grammar’, ‘Listening’, ‘Speaking’, ‘Pronunciation’ and ‘Writing’. Finally, 

‘what you learned’ section reviews the lesson, helping students internalize what they have learned 

(Saeedi & Shahrokhi, 2019). Since Vision is concerned with secondary high school studies, and 

considered comparatively as a type of more advanced educational textbook, reading texts in these 

textbooks are chosen for complexity analysis in this study. Vision coursebook series include Vision 1, 

Vision 2, and Vision 3. They contain 4, 3, and 3 lessons respectively. Each lesson contains one reading 

passage (N=10). Table 1 illustrates names of the lessons as well as reading comprehension texts 

included in the textbooks, which are included in the corpus. It should also be mentioned that these 

textbooks cannot be considered as including similarly advanced texts compared to IELTS text books 

or academic research papers. However, as a sample of EFL learner input in Iran, which is being taught 

in highest secondary high school level in this country, the texts in these books can be regarded as 

relatively more advanced compared to those taught in lower levels (i.e., Prospect coursebooks). And, 

therefore, they are expected to present a level of syntactic complexity, while not as dense as research 

papers, more representative of advanced texts. Vision textbooks are the most advanced English texts 

students read before entering universities. They are also regarded as a frequent sample of learner input 

in Iran as an EFL country, where, according to the literature, print material play a crucial role in 

language development. 

Table 1  

Vision Coursebook Series' Lessons and Reading Comprehension Texts 

Vision Coursebook                                                    Lesson Reading Section 

   

 1: Saving Nature Endangered Animals 

Vision 1 2: Wonders of Creation A wonderful Liquid 

 3: The Value of Knowledge No Pain No Gain 

 4: Travelling the World Iran: A True Paradise 

 1: Understanding People Languages of the World 
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Vision 2 2: A Healthy Lifestyle 
Having a Healthier and Longer 

Life 

 3: Art and Culture Art, Culture, and Society 

 1: Sense of Appreciation Respect your Parents 

Vision 3 2: Look it Up! How to Use a Dictionary 

 3: Renewable Energy Earth for our Children 

Total 10 10 

Standardized tests (Second corpus): University and higher education candidates in Iran need to take 

part in Iranian national university exams, which are administered every year, in order to advance their 

educational studies and academic career. According to Razmjoo, and Heydari Tabrizi (2010), 
examinees’ performance on such high-stakes tests has direct impact on their future life and academic 

studies. M.A. Teaching English as a Foreign Language University Entrance Exams (M.A. TEFL UEE) 

are held since 1990 in Iran, and consist of General and Major English questions. More information on 

the sub-sections is presented in Tables 2, and 3, respectively. 

Table 2  

M.A. EFL UEE Format: General English 

Table 3  

M.A. TEFL UEE Format: Major English 

Majors Sub-parts Number of Items 

 1.1. Teaching Methodology 40 Items 

1. TEFL 1.2. Testing 20 Items 

 1.3. Linguistics 20 Items 

2. English Literature No-subparts 80 Items 

 3.1. Theoretical principles of 
25 Items 

 translation 

3. Translation 
3.2. Linguistics 15 Items 

3.3. Contrastive Analysis 10 Items 

 3.4. Morphology 15 Items 

 3.5. Translation skill 15 Items 

Note: Retrieved from "A Content Analysis of the TEFL M.A. Entrance Examinations" by S. A. Razmjoo, and H. 

Heydari Tabrizi, 2010, Journal of Pan-Pacific Association of Applied Linguistics, 14(1), p. 161. Copyright 2010 

by the Pan-Pacific Association. 

General English items are organized, as shown in Table 2, into four different sections, and major 

English items are specified for candidates of each major: TEFL, English Literature, and Translation 

programs. It should be mentioned that, although candidates of each specific major answer only 

respective question items in Major English section, general English items are answered by all the 

candidates regardless of their specific major. Reading comprehension section in these standardized 

Section Sub-sections Number of Items 

1. Structure and 1.1 Sentence Completion 10 items 

Written Expressions 1.2 Error Recognition 10 items 

2. Vocabulary  10 items 

3. Cloze Test  15 items 

4. Reading Comprehension  25 items / 3 passages 

Note: Retrieved from "A Content Analysis of the TEFL M.A. Entrance Examinations" by S. A. Razmjoo, and H. 

Heydari Tabrizi, 2010, Journal of Pan-Pacific Association of Applied Linguistics, 14(1), p. 161. Copyright 2010 

by the Pan-Pacific Association. 
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tests, according to Table 3, includes three reading passages, without a topic, followed by 

comprehension questions. Accordingly, and to enable a comprehensive syntactic analysis, all the 

reading passages in these exams during the last decade are included in the corpus (N= 30 passages). 

Cambridge IELTS Textbooks (Third Corpus): As another source of advanced reading 

comprehension texts, these books include 4 tests, and each test includes 3 reading passages. The 

books are considered as including authentic practice tests. For the purposes of the current study, a 

random sample of reading comprehension texts (N=30) in the academic version of these tests are 

included in the corpora. Table 4 presents more information on the passages chosen from the books. 

Table 4  

Texts Chosen from Cambridge IELTS Books 

Book Passage 1 Passage 2 Passage 3 Passage 4 

IELTS 9 

William Henry Perkin: The 

man who invented synthetic 

dyes 

Venus in Transit 
Information Theory – the 

big idea 
 

IELTS 10 

The psychology of 

innovation: Why are so few 

companies truly innovate? 

Gifted children and 

learning 

The Context, Meaning 

and Scope of Tourism 

The megafires 

of California 

IELTS 11 

Academic 
Research using twins Great Migrations Raising the Mary Rose  

IELTS 12 

Academic 

What’s the purpose of 

gaining knowledge? 
The Lost City Flying tortoises 

The Benefits of 

Being 

Bilingual 

IELTS 13 

Academic 

Artificial artists: Can 

computers really create 

works of art? 

Oxytocin The coconut palm  

IELTS 14 

Academic 
The secret of staying young 

Saving bugs to find 

new drugs 

The importance of 

children’s play 
 

IELTS 15 

Academic 
What is exploration? 

Should we try to 

bring extinct 

species back to 

life? 

Henry Moore (1898-

1986) 
 

IELTS 16 

Academic 

Plant ‘thermometer’ 

triggers springtime growth 

by measuring night-time 

heat 

The white horse of 

Uffington 

Changes in reading 

habits 

Why we need 

to protect polar 

bears 

IELTS 17 

Academic 

The second attempt at 

domesticating the tomato 
To catch a king 

Building the skyline: The 

Birth and Growth of 

Manhattan’s Skyscrapers 

 

Total    30 

Research papers (Fourth corpus): A random sample of 30 research papers published in different 

disciplines (from 2012 to 2022), as another source of EFL text material, are considered for the 

collection of the last advanced-texts corpora. Scopus subject areas were the criteria to choose journals 

and research papers. There are 26 subject areas in Scopus sources with various sub-area sections. 

Therefore, to compile the research papers corpus, one paper was chosen from each subject area, and to 

maintain the comparability of the corpora, four more random papers from Scopus-indexed journals 

were added to the collection (N=30). It should be mentioned that, the number of words and sentences 

in research papers is not comparable to those in reading comprehension passages, and they tend to 

include much more information and pages compared to reading texts in other corpora. Therefore, to 

maintain the comparability, only discussion sections of the research articles were compiled into 

research papers corpus. Discussion section of the papers are believed to entail new knowledge claims 

as an important aim of research articles (Basturkmen, 2009). Additionally, in academic research 

papers, discussion sections are argued to play a key role in interpreting the findings and contributing 

to theory and practice in disciplines (Le & Harrington, 2015). More information on the journals and 

research papers are presented in Appendix B. Although relatively more complex than texts in other 
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corpora, research papers are essential reading material for M.A. students, in any discipline, who have 

passed entrance exams. 

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 

In this study, the development of the corpus adhered to several key characteristics essential for 

effective corpus design. First, following points mentioned by McEnery and Brooks (2022), the 

corpora were classified as a specialized type, focusing exclusively on advanced reading 

comprehension texts. To maintain authenticity, following McEnery and Wilson (2001), the corpus 

included real-life language data sourced from textbooks, high-stakes standardized tests, and academic 

research papers, ensuring that the texts reflected the typical encounters of EFL learners. Although 

achieving a perfect representative corpus was challenging due to common access limitations 

(McEnery & Brookes, 2022), efforts were made to ensure representativeness, as defined by Biber 

(1993), by collecting a diverse range of advanced texts frequently available to learners. For 

comparability, based on definitions from Ji (2009), and Hewavitharana and Vogel (2008), all texts 

were drawn from the advanced reading genre, with each corpus containing 30 passages, except for 

one corpus (Vision Coursebooks) with only 10 texts, which warranted careful interpretation of the 

results. Additionally, only discussion sections of research papers published within the last decade were 

included to maintain time comparability with other corpora. Detailed information regarding the 

corpora is given in Appendix A. 

The texts were analyzed using syntactic complexity measures of L2SCA. Table 3.5 shows the 

measures included in this tool (Lu, 2010). According to the previous literature, readers process the 

texts linearly, decoding it word by word; but as they read, they need to compile the linguistic items 

into a larger scale of syntactic structures (Just & Carpenter, 1987; Rayner & Pollatsek, 1996) .  

Accordingly, the mental demands required for this operation can vary considerably on the basis of 

how complex the structure is (Perfetti et al., 2005). For these reasons, all 14 measures computed by 

the L2SCA are used in order to make the analysis a comprehensive one. Table 5 presents more 

information on the syntactic complexity measures. 

Table 5 

 L2SCA Syntactic Complexity Measures 

Number Label Description 

Length of production unit   

1 MLC Mean length of clause 

2 MLS Mean length of sentence 

3 MLT Mean length of T-unit 

Amount of subordination   

4 C/T Number of clauses per T-unit 

5 CT/T Complex T-unit ratio 

6 DC/C Number of dependent clauses per clause 

7 DC/T Number of dependent clauses per T-unit 

Amount of coordination   

8 CP/C Number of coordinate phrases per clause 

9 CP/T Number of coordinate phrases per T-unit 

10 T/S Number of T-units per sentence 

Degree of phrasal sophistication   

11 CN/C Number of complex nominals per clause 

12 CN/T Number of complex nominals per T-unit 

13 VP/T Number of verb phrases per T-unit 

Overall sentence complexity   

14 C/S Number of clauses per sentence 

Note: Retrieved from "Automatic analysis of syntactic complexity in second language writing" by X. Lu, 2010, 

International Journal of Corpus Linguistics, 15(4): 474-496. Copyright 2010 by John Benjamins Pulishing 

Company. 
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These measures can be broadly classified into four categories: length of production unit, amount of 

subordination, amount of coordination, and degree of phrasal sophistication. The length of production 

unit is assessed through measures such as mean length of clause (MLC), mean length of sentence 

(MLS), and mean length of T-unit (MLT). These indices provide insights into the overall sentence 

complexity, as readers need to process linguistic items into larger syntactic structures. The amount of 

subordination is captured through measures like number of clauses per T-unit (C/T), complex T-unit 

ratio (CT/T), number of dependent clauses per clause (DC/C), and number of dependent clauses per T-

unit (DC/T). These indices reflect the degree of syntactic embedding and the mental demands required 

for processing complex structures (Lu, 2010; Perfetti et al., 2005). 

The amount of coordination is assessed through the number of coordinate phrases per clause 

(CP/C), number of coordinate phrases per T-unit (CP/T), and number of T-units per sentence (T/S). 

These measures provide information about the level of coordination within the text. Finally, the 

degree of phrasal sophistication is evaluated through the number of complex nominals per clause 

(CN/C). This index reflects the complexity of noun phrases, which can impact the overall processing 

demands on the reader. L2SCA was used in the current study because it offered a comprehensive 

framework for analyzing text complexity by examining various aspects of syntactic complexity, 

including length of production unit, amount of subordination, amount of coordination, and degree of 

phrasal sophistication. 

All of the 14 measures in Table 5 were analyzed and treated as a single measure to present all 

the details with regard to the syntactic complexity and descriptive analysis of the corpora. Building on 

this, the study by Ai and Lu (2013) provided the next step for a structured framework for analyzing 

syntactic complexity by grouping measures into four distinct categories: length of production units, 

amount of subordination, amount of coordination, and degree of phrasal sophistication. They 

compared texts by examining differences in the mean values of these grouped measures across 

multiple writing samples. This grouping allowed for a more focused and systematic analysis of 

syntactic patterns. The study highlighted statistically significant differences between groups, revealing 

how syntactic complexity varied across proficiency levels and text types. This method demonstrates 

the effectiveness of categorizing syntactic complexity measures to uncover patterns and relationships 

inferentially in the corpora. Similarly, in the current study, the syntactic complexity measures were 

systematically grouped into four distinct categories to enable effective statistical analysis. The 

groupings are presented in Table 6. Accordingly, this approach aligns with established methodologies 

in prior research, facilitating a structured examination of syntactic complexity across different text 

sources. By categorizing measures into these specific groups, the data were prepared for comparative 

analysis of syntactic patterns. This strategy can enable the identification of meaningful differences and 

trends in syntactic complexity among the corpora under investigation.  

Table 6  

L2 Syntactic Complexity Measures Groupings 

Group Label Description 

Length of Production Unit MLC Mean length of clause  
MLS Mean length of sentence  
MLT Mean length of T-unit 

Amount of Subordination DC/C Number of dependent clauses per clause  
DC/T Number of dependent clauses per T-unit 

Amount of Coordination CP/C Number of coordinate phrases per clause  
CP/T Number of coordinate phrases per T-unit  
T/S Number of T-units per sentence 

Degree of Phrasal Sophistication CN/C Number of complex nominals per clause  
CN/T Number of complex nominals per T-unit 

Methodological Procedure for the Inferential Analyses 
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To examine variations in syntactic complexity across four corpora, a one-way MANOVA 

(Multivariate Analysis of Variance) was conducted using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences). This analytical approach was selected for its ability to assess multiple dependent variables 

simultaneously while accounting for their interdependence, providing a comprehensive examination 

of syntactic complexity across the corpora. 

Variables and Data Organization 

The analysis incorporated four dependent variables, representing distinct dimensions of syntactic 

complexity: 

1. Length of production unit, indicating overall syntactic elaboration. 

2. Amount of subordination, measured as the frequency of dependent clauses relative to other 

units. 

3. Amount of coordination, reflecting the extent of coordinate structures. 

4. Degree of phrasal sophistication, which captures the intricacy of phrasal elements. 

The independent variable, corpus, consisted of four categories, each corresponding to a 

distinct textual source. Data preparation involved calculating the syntactic complexity indices for all 

samples within each corpus, ensuring consistency and comparability across groups, the descriptive 

report of which is already presented above. 

To ensure reliable results, the analysis treated each corpus as independent, with no overlap or 

dependency between the groups. Each corpus was carefully organized to reflect the unique 

characteristics of specific textbooks and research papers. MANOVA was chosen for its ability to 

analyse multiple related variables at once, making it ideal for exploring differences in syntactic 

complexity across the academic fields of Psychology, Pharmacy, and Accounting, as reflected in their 

textbooks and research papers corpora. This approach was used to highlight how syntactic features 

vary between these written genres. 

Results and Discussion 

Descriptive Analysis of the Results 

Vision Coursebooks (Corpus A) 

The reading comprehension texts from the Vision Coursebooks showed the lowest score on every 

aspect, not even remotely comparable to other corpora: 

• Sentence and Clause Length: Sentences average 12.16 words, with T-units slightly shorter 

(11.62 words) and clauses even more concise (9.14 words). 

• Clause and Phrase Ratios: Sentences include 1.33 clauses on average, indicating modest 

subordination. T-units primarily contain single clauses (1.27 clauses/T-unit). 

• Dependent Clauses: Dependent clauses are infrequent (0.21 per clause, 0.27 per T-unit), 

reflecting limited embedding. 

• Complexity Indicators: Roughly a quarter of T-units are complex (0.26 complex T-units/T-

unit). Nominal structures are common, with 1.04 complex nominals per T-unit and 1.32 per 

clause, enhancing syntactic richness. 

These measures highlighted that the Vision Coursebooks received the lowest score, indicating 

a level of complexity that hardly compared to that observed in other materials. Following data and 

comparisons together with the plots given at the end of this section can challenge Vision Coursebooks 
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on the basis of their weak representativeness of syntactic complexity in reading comprehension 

content. Although the books are developed for the school students, they are the most advanced 

language data they read in Iranian secondary high schools before entering universities. This 

discrepancy can be one of the reasons of the linguistic challenges students encounter in university 

studies, as reviewed in the related literature in EFL settings.  Therefore, it is reasonable to expect the 

books to exhibit a level of syntactic complexity—understandably less dense than that of M.A. tests or 

research papers—yet more closely aligned with the complexity requirements of other academic 

sources students encounter throughout their academic careers. 

M.A. TEFL University Entrance Exams in Iran (Corpus B) 

The texts in Corpus B display moderate syntactic complexity: 

• Sentence and Clause Length: Sentences average 19.8 words, while T-units (18.1 words) and 

clauses (10.9 words) are similarly extended. 

• Clause and Phrase Ratios: Sentences commonly include multiple clauses (1.80 

clauses/sentence), and T-units average 1.65 clauses, reflecting greater subordination. 

• Dependent Clauses: Dependent clauses are more frequent (0.39 per clause, 0.66 per T-unit). 

• Complexity Indicators: Nearly half of T-units are complex (0.48 complex T-units/T-unit), and 

nominal elaboration is pronounced (2.46 complex nominals/T-unit, 1.48 per clause). 

IELTS Reading Comprehension Texts (Corpus C) 

IELTS reading texts exhibit higher syntactic complexity than Corpus A and B. This suggested that 

M.A. reading texts in Iranian examinations are not syntactically comparable to IELTS readings: 

• Sentence and Clause Length: Sentences are longer (22.9 words), with T-units (20.6 words) 

and clauses (11.1 words) reflecting similar complexity. 

• Clause and Phrase Ratios: Sentences contain multiple clauses (2.05 clauses/sentence), and T-

units frequently include subordination (1.84 clauses/T-unit). 

• Dependent Clauses: Dependent clauses are moderately frequent (0.43 per clause, 0.79 per T-

unit). 

• Complexity Indicators: Over half of the T-units are complex (0.54 complex T-units/T-unit). 

Nominal structures are robust (2.83 complex nominals/T-unit, 1.53 per clause), underscoring 

syntactic sophistication. 

Discussion Sections from Scopus Journals (Corpus D) 

Corpus D displayed the highest level of syntactic complexity among the analyzed corpora, indicating 

that none of the previous corpora can represent the syntactic characteristics of real-life academic texts: 

• Sentence and Clause Length: Sentences average 24.7 words, with T-units (23.2 words) and 

clauses (14.4 words) reflecting dense structures. 

• Clause and Phrase Ratios: Sentences contain 1.71 clauses on average, while T-units include 

significant subordination (1.61 clauses/T-unit). 

• Dependent Clauses: Dependent clauses are used frequently (0.37 per clause, 0.60 per T-unit). 

• Complexity Indicators: Nearly half of the T-units are complex (0.44 complex T-units/T-unit), 

and nominal elaboration is extensive (3.52 complex nominals/T-unit, 2.18 per clause). 

Table 7 is presented to show the results of the analysis in a cleared way while more 

appropriate for statistical analysis. 
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Table 7  

Syntactic Complexity Results of the Corpora 

Corpu

s 

ML

S 

ML

T 

ML

C 

C/

S 

VP/

T 

C/

T 

DC/

C 

DC/

T 

T/S CT/

T 

CP/

T 

CP/

C 

CN/

T 

CN/

C 

IELTS 22.9

1 

20.6

4 

11.1

7 

2.0

5 

2.52 1.8

5 

0.43 0.79 1.1

1 

0.54 0.47 0.25 2.84 1.54 

IRMA 

Uni 

19.8

1 

18.1

8 

10.9

7 

1.8

1 

2.18 1.6

6 

0.40 0.66 1.0

9 

0.48 0.47 0.29 2.46 1.49 

Scopus 

(Paper

s) 

24.7

0 

23.2

3 

14.4

0 

1.7

2 

2.23 1.6

1 

0.37 0.60 1.0

6 

0.44 0.68 0.42 3.52 2.18 

Vision 

(Books

) 

12.1

6 

11.6

2 

9.14 1.3

3 

1.61 1.2

7 

0.21 0.27 1.0

5 

0.26 0.40 0.31 1.32 1.04 

Inferential Analysis of the Results 

As explained in the methodology section, and according to the below table, the data underwent a 

systematic transformation to align with the newly established grouping framework. This 

reorganization facilitated a more targeted statistical analysis of syntactic complexity, grouping 

measures with similar linguistic functions to enhance the interpretation of results across different text 

types. Table 8 is presented to the mention the groupings: 

Table 8  

Grouping of the Syntactic Complexity Variables 

Group Measure Label Description IELTS 
IRMA 

Uni 

Scopus 

(Papers) 

Vision 

(Books) 

Length of 

Production Unit 
1 MLC 

Mean length of 

clause 
11.17 10.97 14.40 9.14 

 2 MLS 
Mean length of 

sentence 
22.91 19.81 24.70 12.16 

 3 MLT 
Mean length of 

T-unit 
20.64 18.18 23.23 11.62 

Amount of 

Subordination 
4 DC/C 

Number of 

dependent 

clauses per 

clause 

0.43 0.40 0.37 0.21 

 5 DC/T 

Number of 

dependent 

clauses per T-

unit 

0.79 0.66 0.60 0.27 

Amount of 

Coordination 
6 CP/C 

Number of 

coordinate 

phrases per 

clause 

0.25 0.29 0.42 0.31 

 7 CP/T 

Number of 

coordinate 

phrases per T-

unit 

0.47 0.47 0.68 0.40 

 8 T/S 

Number of T-

units per 

sentence 

1.11 1.09 1.06 1.05 

Degree of 

Phrasal 

Sophistication 

9 CN/C 

Number of 

complex 

nominals per 

clause 

2.84 2.46 3.52 1.32 
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 10 CN/T 

Number of 

complex 

nominals per 

T-unit 

1.54 1.49 2.18 1.04 

The findings of the MANOVA are presented in Table 9. 

Table 9 

 Results of the Multivariate Tests 

Multivariate Testsa 

Effect Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. 

Intercept Pillai's Trace 1.000 249813.713b 4.000 1.000 .002 

Wilks' Lambda .000 249813.713b 4.000 1.000 .002 

Hotelling's Trace 999254.852 249813.713b 4.000 1.000 .002 

Roy's Largest Root 999254.852 249813.713b 4.000 1.000 .002 

corpus Pillai's Trace 2.399 2.997 12.000 9.000 .054 

Wilks' Lambda .000 59.938 12.000 2.937 .003 

Hotelling's Trace . . 12.000 . . 

Roy's Largest Root 50573.689 37930.266c 4.000 3.000 .000 

a. Design: Intercept + corpus 

b. Exact statistic 

c. The statistic is an upper bound on F that yields a lower bound on the significance level. 

The MANOVA results indicated that the text sources (corpora) had a statistically significant effect on 

the combined syntactic complexity measures, as shown by Wilks’ Lambda (F(12, 2.937) = 59.938, p = 

.003). This demonstrated that the linguistic characteristics of the text sources—such as, any or all, 

length of production units, amount of subordination, amount of coordination, and degree of phrasal 

sophistication—vary significantly across the groups. The findings suggested that different text sources 

were designed with distinct syntactic features, which may be the reason for linguistic challenges 

language learners and students face in EFL university studies. However, this discrepancy can partly be 

explained with Biber and Gray's (2010) observation that linguistic features like subordination, 

coordination, and phrasal sophistication vary across academic genres to suit their communicative 

purposes. 

The univariate results also broke down the multivariate significance by testing each 

dependent variable separately. Table 10 provided the respective results. Further, Table 11 provided 

group means and standard deviations for each dependent variable across the 4 corpora. However, for 

space considerations, the tables are given in the Appendix C. 

The MANOVA results showed significant and non-significant differences in syntactic 

complexity across the four corpora. Among the four dependent variables, length of production units 

demonstrated a statistically significant difference, with F(3, 4) = 42.899, p = .002. Descriptive 

statistics revealed that Scopus research papers (mean = 23.965) and IELTS texts (mean = 21.775) 

contained the longest production units, reflecting their reasonable alignment with advanced academic 

written texts. The R-squared value of 0.970 indicated that 97% of the variance in sentence length can 

be attributed to the text source, underscoring its relevance as a distinguishing feature of these corpora. 

For the other measures—amount of subordination, amount of coordination, and degree of 

phrasal sophistication—no statistically significant differences were found across the corpora. This 

suggested that while subordination, coordination, and phrasal sophistication are important features of 

advanced English texts, their usage may not vary dramatically between these specific text types. 

Descriptive statistics, however, showed that Scopus papers and IELTS texts generally had higher 

levels of subordination (means = 0.485–0.605) and phrasal sophistication (means = 2.180–2.850) 

compared to Vision textbooks and M.A. tests. This was in line with the findings of Liu and Li (2023), 

who indicated that the reading texts used in M.A. entrance exams did not effectively predict success in 

parallel academic contexts, such as IELTS reading comprehension. However, the lack of significance 

might be attributed to the small sample size or overlapping variability among the groups as well. The 
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respective plots are given in Figure 1 which manifest the means of syntactic complexity variables 

across the corpora.  

Figure 1 

Plots for the Syntactic Variables of the Study 
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The first plot, which depicted the estimated marginal means of the length of production units, showed 

that the Scopus research papers had the highest values, followed by IELTS and IRMAuni, while 

VisionBoks demonstrated the lowest values. This suggested that Vision coursebooks used simpler and 

shorter sentence structures, whereas Scopus papers required greater syntactic complexity. The second 

plot illustrated the amount of subordination. Here, IELTS texts exhibited the highest level of 

subordinate clause use, followed by IRMAuni and Scopus papers, while VisionBoks employed the 

least amount of subordination. The third plot highlighted the amount of coordination. Scopus research 

papers exhibited a notable peak in coordination, indicating frequent use of coordinated clauses, while 

VisionBoks showed minimal coordination. IELTS and IRMAuni fell between these two extremes, 

demonstrating moderate levels of coordination. 

The fourth plot focused on the degree of phrasal sophistication across the four corpora. The 

results indicated relatively low and stable levels of sophistication for IELTS and IRMAuni, with both 

maintaining similar values around 2.00. In contrast, Scopus research papers displayed a notable 

increase in sophistication, reaching approximately 3.00, the highest among the corpora. Vision 

coursebooks, however, exhibited a sharp decline, with sophistication levels dropping to significantly 

lower values, well below 2.00. 

The comparison of syntactic complexity across the four corpora revealed that, although all 

were labelled as advanced, they were neither comparable nor truly representative of the academic 

texts students actually encountered. The notable variations in syntactic structures, levels of 

subordination, and nominal elaboration across the corpora suggested that these materials diverged 

significantly from each other. This discrepancy can raise concerns about relying on these sources as 

accurate benchmarks for academic performance, as they appeared to capture only a limited range of 

the linguistic demands present in real-world academic contexts. 

In contrast, Norris and Ortega (2009), similarly, highlight subordination as a critical marker of 

advanced writing, while McNamara et al. (2010) argue that subordination frequency alone may not 

reliably indicate text quality or complexity. Research has demonstrated that academic writing and 

reading exhibits significant variation, influenced by disciplinary conventions that shape 

lexicogrammatical choices, structural organization, and argumentation models (Benelhadj, 2019; 

Samraj, 2005) , For instance, research articles tend to share similarities across disciplines, but other 

genres, such as PhD theses, reflect greater personal and disciplinary differences (Benelhadj, 2019). 

Furthermore, while subordination is often highlighted as a marker of complexity (Norris & Ortega, 

2009), it is insufficient as a standalone measure, as McNamara et al. (2010) argue that subordination 

frequency does not reliably indicate overall text quality or complexity. In fact, disciplinary differences 

in argumentation models—such as the use of premise-based arguments in philosophy, hypothesis-

driven arguments in computational science, and exposition-based arguments in chemistry—illustrate 

that syntactic complexity cannot be universally measured or benchmarked against research papers 

alone (Walková & Bradford, 2022). Therefore, attempts to equate only the complexity of standardized 

tests like IELTS or M.A. TEFL texts to research papers will overlook the broader variations in writing 

styles, structures, and purposes, which are central to understanding academic writing diversity (Dong 

et al., 2023; Moran, 2013) 

Traditional literature has equated reading test readiness with academic performance, as 

evidenced by studies such as Hopkins and Sitkei (1969), Bagford (1968), Bremer (1959), and Powell 

and Parsley (1961), which have demonstrated significant correlations between early reading readiness 

assessments and subsequent academic success. However, more recent research has cast doubt on the 

validity and representativeness of tests as well as textbooks, with Liu and Li (2023) questioning the 

predictive power of M.A. entrance exam reading texts for IELTS success, Johnson and Tweedie 

(2021) demonstrating weak correlations between standardized test scores and academic performance, 

and studies such as Gagen and Faez (2024) and Kerstjens and Nery (2000) further challenging the 

predictive accuracy of IELTS reading scores. Similarly, Marina (2018) and Mauriyat (2021) have 

critiqued the ability of standardized reading assessments to reflect real-world academic tasks, while 

Dang and Dang (2023) and Fitria (2024) argue that IELTS preparation courses do not fully equip 

students with critical academic reading skills. Additionally, research on textbooks, including studies 
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by Gedik and Kolsal (2022) and Kim and Oh (2019), has highlighted gaps in syntactic complexity that 

may hinder students’ preparedness for university-level reading, with further evidence from Indrawan 

(2018) and Verdiansyah (2020) suggesting inconsistencies in complexity progression across grade 

levels. 

Collectively, these studies implied that standardized reading tests and instructional 

materials did not reliably measure or develop the full range of reading skills necessary for 

academic success. While traditional assessments had been assumed to predict future 

performance, recent research suggested that their validity was limited, particularly in 

preparing students for real-world academic tasks that required deeper comprehension, critical 

reading, and engagement with complex texts. Similarly, inconsistencies in textbook design 

contributed to a gap between secondary education and higher education reading demands, 

underscoring the need for revisions in both testing frameworks and instructional materials to 

better align with academic literacy requirements. Building on this body of research, the 

present study contributed to the field by evaluating the syntactic complexity of advanced 

reading materials encountered in schools, testing conditions, and academic studies. The 

findings revealed notable discrepancies, highlighting the need for greater alignment and 

improved representativeness in these materials. By increasing awareness of such disparities, 

this study underscored the importance of addressing the misrepresentation of syntactic 

complexity in learner input. Enhancing the alignment between instructional materials, testing 

texts, and academic readings could better equip students to navigate the linguistic challenges 

they face in both academic studies and standardized assessments. 

Conclusion and Implications 

The analysis of syntactic complexity across various corpora highlighted discrepancies that 

necessitated a re-evaluation and reconsideration of syntactic complexity across sources of learner 

input and testing contents. The Vision Coursebooks (Corpus A) exhibited the lowest levels of 

syntactic complexity, with an average sentence length of only 12.16 words and minimal 

subordination, indicating a stark inadequacy in preparing students for the linguistic demands of 

academic writing. In contrast, the M.A. TEFL University Entrance Exams (Corpus B) demonstrated 

moderate complexity, with an average sentence length of 19.8 words and a greater use of 

subordination, yet still fell short of the expectations set by sources of advanced texts. IELTS texts 

(Corpus C) and Scopus research papers (Corpus D) showcased significantly higher levels of syntactic 

sophistication, however with some differences. The notable variations in syntactic structures, levels of 

subordination, and nominal elaboration across the texts underscored the discrepancies among them, 

raising concerns about the effectiveness and representativeness of these materials as reliable 

benchmarks for academic performance. 

The findings underscored an important gap between the types of language skills measured by 

standardized tests such as IELTS and TOEFL, and the authentic academic demands posed by research 

papers. While standardized tests evaluated proficiency through reading comprehension tasks, they 

might not fully encompass the range of syntactic and cognitive skills required to engage with 

scholarly texts. Research papers often presented more sophisticated syntactic structures and complex 

cognitive processes, demanding higher-order critical thinking, synthesis, and analysis. Thus, a 

successful performance on these proficiency tests seemed not necessarily equate to readiness for 

academic written texts, where learners must navigate more intricate syntactic constructions and 

engage in deeper levels of analysis. This discrepancy called for a rethinking of how academic 

proficiency is conceptualized and assessed, suggesting that test design and material development 

should take into account the complexities of authentic academic texts and better representativeness of 

the materials.  

Future research could address the limitations of the current study, such as the small sample 

size, which may have reduced statistical power for detecting differences in measures like 
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subordination and phrasal sophistication. Additionally, examining complementary measures like 

lexical density or readability measures could provide a more comprehensive understanding of text 

complexity across these sources. Another limitation of this study is its focus on only a subset of 

English proficiency texts, which may not fully represent the range of syntactic complexity found 

across other text types or contexts. For example, texts from different academic disciplines were not 

considered, which could provide additional insights into syntactic variation. Furthermore, the analysis 

was restricted to specific syntactic measures, and other factors such as lexical diversity or pragmatic 

features may also contribute to overall text complexity and comprehension. Hulstijn (2011) similarly 

underscores the gap between standardized test constructs and the linguistic demands of authentic 

academic texts. Shaw and Liu (1998) further support the need for a scaffolded approach, transitioning 

from foundational materials to more complex texts. 

This study’s findings suggested a broader perspective on the relationship between syntactic 

complexity and text comprehension. They invited consideration of how syntactic complexity not only 

shaped reading skills but also influenced learners' broader academic development. By acknowledging 

the varying syntactic demands of different text types, while keeping in mind the linguistic and 

grammatical reading comprehension challenges in EFL settings reviewed in this study, the study 

emphasized the potential for educators to support students not only in their reading proficiency but 

also in preparing them for more complex forms of academic expression, such as writing and deeper 

critical analysis. The findings indicated that a focus on syntactic complexity could have been 

integrated into an approach to academic literacy, one that prepared learners to navigate both the 

structural and cognitive demands of advanced academic work, alongside the texts’ content-specific 

demands. 

EFL settings are, particularly, associated with the lack of necessary exposure to English, 

where reading material play a significant role in learner input (Ali et al., 2022; Bernal & Bernal, 2020; 

Lak, 2017; Nuttall, 1996). Therefore, it can be suggested that, syntactic inconsistencies between EFL 

learner input and grammatical demands of advanced texts in academic research papers or standardized 

tests might create linguistic challenges to their comprehension performance on respective texts. 

Moreover, the current study is only concerned with syntactic features of advanced and 

academic discourse organization. Although the knowledge of complex syntax can significantly 

contribute to learners’ understanding of advanced texts, other areas (vocabulary, or background 

knowledge, for example) can equally impact reading comprehension of the students. Therefore, in a 

more comprehensive study, comparatively more detailed linguistic and psychological along with 

contextual, and methodological variables are likely to offer inherently more objective findings. 
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