
This paper intends to contribute to research on the simplification hypothesis by 
incorporating a multi-discourse analysis. The study compares non-specialized 
and academic specialized discourse with the aim of describing their similarities 
and difference in terms of syntactic and stylistic simplification. Considering 
two variables (non-specialized/specialized discourse and original/translated 
texts) allows for examination of which has a greater influence on the tendency 
towards simplification. According to the adopted corpus-based methodology, 
four corpora are compiled, including original and translated English texts 
representing non-specialized and academic discourse. Then, simplification-
related features (lexical variety, lexical density, mean sentence length, use of 
subordination and non-finite sentences) are determined and identified in each 
corpus. The comparison of the results across different corpora shows signs 
of simplification in both types of discourse. However, each presents different 
linguistic features, suggesting that simplification is more related to the type of 
discourse than to the original or translated nature of the analyzed texts.
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Este estudio pretende enriquecer la investigación sobre la hipótesis de simplifi-
cación analizándola en distintos tipos de discurso. El objetivo principal es iden-
tificar semejanzas y diferencias entre discurso no-especializado y especializado 
académico en cuanto a la tendencia a la simplificación sintáctica y estilística. La 
introducción de dos variables en el estudio (discurso no-especializado/especia-
lizado académico y textos originales/traducidos) permite determinar cuál tiene 
una mayor influencia en la tendencia a la simplificación. Tras compilar cuatro 
corpus de textos ingleses que representan el discurso no-especializado y especia-
lizado académico en sus versiones originales y traducidas, se determinaron los 
rasgos lingüísticos relacionados con la simplificación (variedad léxica, densidad 
léxica, longitud oracional promedio, hipotaxis, oraciones no finitas) y se identifi-
caron en cada conjunto mediante una metodología de corpus. La comparación 
de los resultados muestra que, si bien ambos tipos de discursos presentan una 
tendencia hacia la simplificación, cada uno presenta rasgos lingüísticos distin-
tos, lo que sugiere una mayor relación de dicha tendencia con el tipo de discurso 
que con la naturaleza original o traducida de los textos.

KEY WORDS: estudios de traducción basados en corpus, universales de traduc-
ción, simplificación, discurso académico, análisis multidiscursivo.
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66 1. INTRODUCTION

Although several studies have been undertaken 
on simplification across translated and original 
sets of texts (Laviosa, 1997, 1998a; Xiao, 2010) or 
across different registers and types of discourses 
 (Biber and Grey, 2010, 2019), studies that join 
both sets of variables are still rare (Kruger and 
Rooy, 2012), widening the research focus to in-
corporate a multi-discourse analysis. To address 
such a gap, this study looks at simplification 
from a wider, multi-discourse perspective, by 
examining the hypothesis of simplification in 
texts of different natures (original or translated) 
and different types of discourse (non-special-
ized and specialized academic discourse). The 
results will highlight similarities and differenc-
es between (un)specialized discourses that will 
contribute to the knowledge on the simplifica-
tion hypothesis.

Concretely, this research aims to compare 
stylistic and syntactic simplification across a set 
of corpora, compound by original and translated 
English texts, representing non-specialized 
and specialized academic discourse (AD). Non-
specialized texts analyzed in this study include 
newspapers and novels. In the attempt to 
establish the criteria needed to assess L2 fluency, 
the Dirección General de Educación Básica (1979, 
p.  15) defined the passive written knowledge of 
the advanced level as the ability to “quickly read 
and understand any type of non-specialized text” 
proposing newspapers and novels as examples of 
such types of texts. Similarly, Cabré et al. (2010, p. 
304) consider texts proceeding from newspapers 
“plain texts” and contrast them to specialized 
texts. Actually, neither novels nor newspaper 
texts present the commonly accepted features 
(Cabré, 2002) of specialized texts: they do not 
focus on topics of specialized fields of knowledge; 
they do not use specific terminology and linguistic 

features; they do not show stylistic conventions 
accepted and recognized by a certain, specialized 
community of experts as characteristic of a 
specific textual class; and journalists and novel 
authors are not necessary experts on any specific 
area of knowledge, an essential characteristic for 
the production of any specialized texts (Cabré, 
2002). As a result, several previous studies 
(Cabré, 2002; Cabré et al., 2010) used newspaper 
texts to represent non-specialized discourse. 
On the contrary, AD presents all the three 
factors that, according to Gotti (2008), make it 
a specialized discourse: a specific type of user, 
namely the academic community; a concrete 
domain of use or specific setting, represented 
by the academic environment; and a special 
application in that setting, that is, its use in 
the production of academic texts. As a specific 
discourse, AD operates with its own peculiar, 
socially-constructed conventions (Flower, 1990) 
and includes a variety of different context-
specific practices that can be specific to a certain 
discipline or common to all of them (Flower, 
1990). Due to these characteristics, AD can be 
compared to the non-specialized discourse in 
a multi-discourse analysis in order to study 
simplification in specialized and non-specialized 
texts. The introduction of a second variable 
representing the type of discourse in the study 
of simplification will also allow for establishing 
whether this tendency is totally due to the 
translation process or whether it is influenced by 
the type of discourse within the texts themselves. 

Among the several types of specialized 
discourse, this study focuses concretely on English 
AD because, similarly to translation, it seems to 
tend towards syntactic simplification. Although it 
is commonly thought of as elaborate and explicit, 
Biber and Gray (2010) demonstrate that some of 
the syntactic structures characterizing AD can be 
considered “simpler” than spoken conversations. 
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The results of their large-scale study comparing 
the structures of both types of discourse in English 
show that AD employs fewer subordinate clauses 
(particularly finite dependent ones), instead 
preferring condensed structures constituted by 
phrasal modifiers embedded in noun phrases. 
Biber and Gray (2010) therefore conclude that AD 
can be described more faithfully as “structurally 
‘compressed’” than as “structurally ‘elaborated’” 
(Biber and Gray, 2010, p. 2). As for translation, 
the translation universals (TU) hypothesis 
of simplification (Baker, 1993) contends that 
translated texts are simpler than the originals 
in every respect, including syntactic structures  
(Xiao and Yue, 2009). Syntactically, translations 
have simpler clausal relationships, exhibiting 
more unconnected independent clauses than 
complex sentences formed by secondary 
dependent clauses. 

In what follows, a theoretical framework 
is presented, describing the current state of 
the research on simplification in translation 
studies, as one of the hypotheses of TU, with 
a particular emphasis on the proposals for its 
operationalization and on the attempts of several 
authors to corroborate it. The section closes by 
highlighting the importance of such studies to the 
development of corpus-based translation studies 
(CBTS), which will be explained further below. 
Here, the origins of the corpus-based methods 
are briefly introduced, highlighting their strict 
relation with the TU hypothesis and, specifically, 
with simplification. Then, the advantages 
and disadvantages of this methodology are  
presented, demonstrating the usefulness of the 
adopted method for the present research. The 
paper then describes its objective, hypothesis 
and research questions and explains the adopted 
methodology. Finally, the results are presented 
and discussed. The contribution closes with 
some final remarks about the outcomes and their 

implications in the discipline from a theoretical 
and methodological perspective. 

2. THEORETICAL FRAME

2.1. Research on simplification in translation 
studies

One of the most debated topics in translation 
studies is the hypothesis of translation universals 
first proposed by Mona Baker (1993) to describe 
translated language and establish principles with 
which to predict translation phenomena and 
behavior (Mattioli, 2018). According to Baker 
(1993), TU are intrinsic features of translated texts 
that characterize all translations, independent of 
their source and target languages, and distinguish 
them from original texts. Originally, Baker (1993) 
identified five TU: explicitation, or a translator’s 
tendency to use an explicit style and to add 
explanations to the target text (Xiao and Yue, 
2009); simplification, that is, the preference for 
simpler language than that used in the original 
text (Zanettin, 2013) at any level, whether 
lexical, syntactic or stylistic (Xiao and Yue, 
2009); normalization, referred to a translator’s 
inclination to conform to target language 
conventions rather than maintain source 
language patterns (Zanettin, 2013) —in Venuti’s 
(1995) terms, a preference for domestication; 
“levelling out” suggesting that translations that 
are “less idiosyncratic and more similar to each 
other than original texts” (Zanettin, 2013, p. 23); 
and a tendency to avoid repetition found in the 
source material.

Subsequently, many authors have contributed 
to the TU hypothesis in an attempt to corroborate 
the existence of the features proposed by Baker 
(1993) in different language pairs (Laviosa, 1998a; 
Mauranen, 2004; Corpas Pastor et al., 2008) 
and to identify further universals. These efforts 
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interference and the hypothesis of unique 
items. The former regards the tendency of the 
translation to bear distinctive traces of the source 
language; the latter maintains the presence, 
in translated texts, of less unique items than 
might be found in original texts produced in the 
same target language, defining “unique items” 
as those elements that are “untranslatable” 
(Zanettin, 2013, p. 23), such as culture-specific 
elements. In a similar contribution from a 
different perspective, Chesterman (2004, p. 39) 
divides TU hypotheses according to the vision 
of translation as a process or as a product, using 
“S-Universals” to refer those that characterizes 
the translation process and are evident from the 
comparison between source and target text, and 
“T-Universals” to denote those that arise from 
the comparison of translations and comparable 
non-translated texts. Chesterman (2004) 
situates simplification in the second group.

As for the research on simplification, many 
authors focus on the hypothesis contending 
that translations tend to be simpler than 
original texts. Previous studies have considered 
and assessed simplification of translated 
texts from different perspectives, trying to 
determine specific indicators for the purpose 
of operationalization. Departing from a 
lexical perspective, Laviosa (1998a) suggests 
considering lexical density (or the relationship 
between lexical and total words of a corpus) 
and lexical variety (the relationship between the 
total number of types and tokens of a corpus), 
which in a translation should be lower than in an 
original text. Through the same prism, Blum and 
Levenston (1978, p. 399) define simplification as 
“the process and/or result of making do with 
less words” and propose six principles under 
which this kind of simplification would operate:

1.	Use of hyperonyms to resolve lexical 
inequivalences.

2.	Approximation of concepts expressed in the 
source text.

3.	Use of common and familiar synonyms.
4.	Considering the existence, in the target 

language, of a unique translation-equivalent 
for each source word.

5.	Use of circumlocutions instead of precise 
equivalents to high-level words and 
expressions.

6.	Use of paraphrasis instead of conceptual 
high-level words, particularly translating 
specific terminology and in cases of cultur-
al gaps between the source and the target  
languages.

Considering syntactic simplification, Del Rey 
Quesada (2015) highlights the substitution of non-
finite structures with finite ones, Vanderauwera 
(1985, as cited in Laviosa, 1998b: 288) adds 
the suppression of suspending periods, while 
Redelinghuys and Kruger (2015) operationalize 
simplification by means of readability indexes 
based on the length of sentences and words. 

From a stylistic perspective, translated 
texts seem to split large sentences and 
expressions, replace elaborate phraseology 
with shorter collocations and avoid repetition 
(Vanderauwera, 1985, as cited in Laviosa, 
1998b: 289). The tendency to avoid repetition, 
originally proposed as a separate TU hypothesis 
(Baker, 1993), can also be “regarded an aspect of 
stylistic simplification” (Laviosa, 1998b, p. 289). 
Further, Toury (1991, p. 188) affirms that this is 
“one of the most persistent, unbending norms in 
translation in all languages studied so far”. 

Among the indicators of stylistic simplification, 
Laviosa (2002) adds minor sentence length, 
a characteristic of translated texts confirmed 
by Xiao and Yue (2009), who relate it to the 
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stronger punctuation identified in translation by 
Malmkjaer (1997) that, in their opinion (Xiao and 
Yue, 2009), is due to the translator’s tendency to 
split longer and more complex original sentences. 
Finally, taking style into account from a reception-
oriented view, Puurtinen (2003, p. 395) suggests 
considering the “speakability” of a text as an 
indicator of a simpler style, defining this as “the 
ease of reading aloud”.

Other studies analyze corpora of translated 
texts to corroborate or refute the hypothesis 
of simplification. Among these, Laviosa 
(1997, 1998a) and Xiao (2010) corroborate the 
hypothesis by analyzing a set of translations 
from English into Italian and into Chinese, 
respectively, while Corpas Pastor et al. (2008) 
examine a set of English-Spanish translations 
with the same aim, but obtaining the opposite 
results as the original texts appear to be simpler 
than the corresponding translations. 

The majority of previous studies involve a 
comparison between translated and original 
texts using a corpus-based methodology. As 
explained in the next section, corpus-based 
methodology is particularly fruitful when 
combined with the new perspectives adopted 
by translation studies, which promotes the 
exponential increase of CBTS. 

2.2. Corpus-based methodology and previous 
studies

Corpus-based studies originated in the 1950s, 
but were first applied to translation studies only 
in the late 1970s, thanks to improvements in 
computer science (Mattioli, 2018). However, it 
was in the 1990s that corpus-based methodology 
becomes a common method in translation 
studies. This period marks a deep change in 
translation studies adopting a new descriptive 
perspective under the strong influence of the 

polysystem theory proposed by Even-Zohar 
(1990) and the hypothesis of the TU advanced by 
Mona Baker (1993). The productivity of corpus-
based methods for the description and analysis 
of language (Sánchez Pérez, 1995) fostered their 
application to translation studies in an attempt to 
examine and describe the behavior of translated 
language in relation to the new theories. 

Among the most frequent objects of study 
of CBTS, in fact, are topics related to TU. The 
results obtained by using an electronic method 
are particularly useful for the comparison of 
originals and translations as well as to describe 
the features of translated texts in order to 
corroborate or refute the TU hypotheses. As a 
consequence, following Baker’s (1993) proposal 
that began the debate, the number of CBTS 
related to the topic has increased exponentially 
(Kenny, 2001; Laviosa, 2002; Puurtinen, 2003; 
Pápai, 2004; Mauranen, 2004). The review 
of the previous research on simplification 
(Laviosa, 1997; 1998a; Corpas Pastor et al., 2008; 
Xiao, 2010) presented in the former section 
demonstrates that corpus-based methodology 
has been successfully used also for studies 
related to the object of the present research. 

CBTS are useful to identify the regularities 
of the analyzed language or linguistic 
variety (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001); to study the 
translation process, its products, and functions 
(Xiao and Yue 2009); and to distinguish 
collocations, specific terminology and syntactic, 
grammatical and stylistic structures (Gandin, 
2009). A further advantage of corpus-based 
methodology is its electronic nature that 
allows for the analysis of large amounts of 
authentic data in a relative short time (Gandin, 
2009) and, consequently, facilitates greater 
representativeness and exhaustion without 
discarding any of the occurrences present 
in a corpus (Rojo, 2002). Moreover, Gandin 
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methodology seems to be particularly 
appropriate for the analysis of a specialized 
language. Actually, corpus-based methods have 
been adopted in a number of studies about 
translation of specialized discourse in the last 
years. Within the field of legal language, Sánchez 
Ramos (2019) builds a parallel, aligned corpus 
of English and Spanish judgments of the Court 
of Justice of the European Union to be used as a 
tool to resolve typical legal translation problems 
and as a reference for further legal translation, 
Hernández García (2021) adopts a corpus-
based method to contrast the terminology of 
the “term and conditions” of social networks in 
English and Spanish, whereas Seghiri and Arce 
Romeral (2021) analyze a corpus of Irish and 
Spanish housing purchase and sale agreements. 
Focusing on different types of discourse, Da 
Cunha and Montané (2020) examine a corpus of 
Spanish administrative texts drafted by laymen 
and addressed to the Public Administration 
and Chen at al. (2019) analyze the political 
discourse from a stylistic perspective in a 
corpus of Hillary Clinton’s and Donald Trumps’ 
campaign speeches during the general election. 
Considering more specific types of discourse, 
Durán-Muñoz (2019) examines the adventure 
tourism discourse in English and describes 
the extensive use of adjectives in respect to the 
general language whereas Ortego Antón (2019) 
analyzes the very specialized discourse of the 
agri-food sector by realizing a contrastive study 
of the dried-meats labels in English and Spanish. 
As for the corpus-based research about academic 
language, Yang (2018) analyzes the use of modal 
verbs in Chines learners’ academic texts drafted 
in English, Un-udom and Un-udom (2020) 
investigate the use of reporting verbs in applied 
linguistics papers and Dang (2022) examines the 
vocabulary used in conference presentations.

Despite its extensive use for the analysis 
of the specialized discourse, as any other 
method, corpus-based methodology has its 
own limitations. One of the most important 
disadvantages seems to be the influence of the 
compilation criteria on the research results. 
Rojo (2002) highlights the difficulties related to 
the retrieval, collection and compilation of the 
material, whereas Malmkjaer (1998) points out 
the impossibility of generalizing the results to 
translations as a whole when the analyzed parallel 
corpus includes only one translation for each 
original text, suggesting including among the 
analyzed translations works realized by different 
translators. However, this solution is hindered by 
the difficult access to different translations of the 
same original text into the same language and their 
limited availability, particularly for non-literary 
texts (Laviosa, 2002). Kruger and Rooy (2012) 
proposes a different, apparently more feasible 
solution, instead: the addition of non-prototypical 
translations, including the ones realized by non-
professional translators or inverse translations to 
the prototypical translations usually collected in 
a corpus of a great range. Beyond the limitations 
related to the compilation, Mattioli (2014) points 
to the limited number of features that can be 
analyzed, whereas Rojo (2002) considers the 
great amount of data resulting from the analysis 
which complicates the process of retrieval and 
interpretation of the relevant results. In fact, 
the interpretation of the results obtained from 
a corpus-based study is an intensively debated 
topic. Baker (2004, p. 184) insists in the necessary 
researcher’ interpretative task as “the computer 
can help us locate features —textual features—
but it cannot explain them.” It seems generally 
accepted that such interpretative task can be 
accomplished successfully only by combining 
corpus-based methods with different, qualitative 
approaches which allow for relating evidences 
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to the context and draw conclusions which 
actually impact the discipline and go beyond the 
analysis of linguistic data from a mere lexical, 
syntactic and semantic perspective (Olohan, 
2002). Additionally, De Sutter and Lefer (2019) 
highlight the need for such a combination to take 
into account the several factors involved in the 
textual production and translation, pointing to 
the essential role of interdisciplinarity to broaden 
the perspective of the study. 

The usefulness of corpus-based methodology 
in previous studies, its advantages, and suitability 
when considering a specific discourse seem to 
make it the proper method through which to 
achieve the objectives of this study. It allows for 
a description of the analyzed types of discourse 
(non-specific and academic) as per their 
syntactic and stylistic characteristics related 
to simplification, departing from a large and 
varied (and hence representative) sample. Its 
disadvantages could be limited by following a 
specific compilation process that considers both 
qualitative and quantitative representativeness, 
and by choosing the elements to be analyzed 
according to the possibilities offered by the 
currently available corpus tools.

3. METHODOLOGICAL FRAME

3.1. Objectives, hypotheses, and research 
questions

The main goal of this research is identifying and 
describing similarities and differences across 
corpora of English original and translated texts 
representing non-specialized and specialized 
academic discourse, in terms of syntactic and 
stylistic simplification. Additionally, examining 
corpora including texts of different types of 
discourse (non-specialized and specialized 
academic) and natures (original and translated), 

the study intends to assess the influence of both 
variables in the use of simplification. This multi-
discourse approach aims to contribute to the 
knowledge of the simplification hypothesis as well 
as to broaden the focus of CBTS, usually developed 
considering a single perspective. The results will 
provide useful information to deepen the current 
knowledge about the tendency to simplification 
in both, translated and academic texts, and about 
the relationship between simplification and 
the degree of specificity of the discourse. Even if 
investigating the translation process is beyond the 
scope of this paper, the outcomes will allow for 
developing further studies taking into account the 
decision-making process and the cross-linguistic 
and cross-cultural constrains which affect 
translators’ choices, by combining corpus-based 
methods with qualitative methodologies. These 
general objectives can be divided into three more 
specific goals:

1.	Determining specific indicators to 
operationalize syntactic and stylistic 
simplification

2.	Identifying such indicators in each corpus 
under analysis

3.	Comparing the analysis results obtained 
from among the different corpora examined

According to the TU hypothesis of 
simplification, this study departs from the 
premise that translations are simpler than original 
texts. Consequently, the initial hypothesis of the 
study posits that instances of simplification can 
be identified in translated texts from both non-
specialized and specialized academic discourse.

To achieve the determined objectives and 
corroborate the hypothesis, this research is 
guided by the following research questions: 

1.	Which features related to syntactic and stylis-
tic simplification can be identified in original 
and translated texts representing non-spe-
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2.	Which similarities and differences are 

present in the non-specialized and 
specialized academic texts examined in terms 
of syntactic and stylistic simplification?

3.	Is the tendency towards simplification 
more closely related to the nature (original/
translated) or to the type of discourse (non-
specialized/specialized academic) of the 
analyzed texts? 

3.2. Analyzed Corpora

The analysis focuses on the English language. 
The analyzed archive of corpora is made up of 
four different sets of texts published in a span of 
20 years between 2000 and 2019:

	· Original non-specialized texts (NS_OT): 
33,129 types and 1,012,879 tokens

	· Translated non-specialized texts (NS_TT): 
32,935 types and 1,057,200 tokens

	· Original academic texts (AD_OT): 35,477 
types and 1,189,596 tokens

	· Translated academic texts (AD_TT): 36,375 
types and 1,294,770 tokens

The corpora were compiled according to 
five criteria: quantitative representativeness, 
including at least one million tokens in each 
corpus; publication date; inclusion of complete 
written texts; textual, disciplinary, and linguistic 
variety that contributes to a greater qualitative 
representativeness, selecting for each corpus 
texts from five different academic or general 
fields and, in the case of translations, proceeding 
from at least eight unrelated source languages; 
balance among corpora, in terms of number 
of tokens and distribution of texts among the 
different types and fields. 

As a result, non-specialized discourse is 
represented by two comparable corpora: NS_OT 
(original non-specialized texts) and NS_TT 

(translated non-specialized texts). Each includes 
40 texts of two different genres: 30 newspaper 
articles and ten novels. The newspaper articles 
represent five different fields (science, culture, 
society/politics, economics and world news) in 
an equal distribution and were selected from 
international newspapers of different countries. 
The novels, written by multiple, internationally 
recognized authors from different countries, 
represent different topics and subgenres 
(romantic novels, science fiction, thrillers, etc.). 
The newspaper articles and the novels included 
in the translated corpus of non-specialized texts 
(NS_TT) proceed from nine original languages: 
French, German, Italian, Japanese, Norwegian, 
Portuguese, Slovenian, Spanish and Swedish.

The academic texts are represented by the two 
comparable corpora: AD_OT (original academic 
texts) and AD_TT (translated academic texts). 
Each is composed of 25 texts of different types 
equally distributed across five academic fields 
(humanities, applied sciences, formal sciences, 
natural sciences and social sciences). AD_OT 
consists of 15 academic papers, five textbooks and 
five PhD dissertations, equally distributed among 
the selected fields. AD_TT includes 15 academic 
papers and ten monographs, also equally 
distributed among the examined fields, but no 
PhD dissertations. PhDs are not usually translated, 
hence they were substituted by an equal number of 
translated monographs. However, this choice does 
not affect the comparability between the analyzed 
corpora. Actually, dissertations are unanimously 
recognized as a type of academic texts produced 
within the academic community for research-
development process (Pramoolslook, 2009) and, 
specifically, monographs dissertations, the most 
frequent forms of dissertations, “adhere closely 
to the academic genres of the book” (Paré 2017, 
p.  411). In this sense, dissertations have been 
often compared to academic books as for their 
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“book-length” (Paré 2017, p. 408) and their 
level of metatext at chapter distance which, 
according to Bunton (1999), it is distinctive of 
both. As for the features which distinguish theses 
and dissertations from other types of research 
writing (Paltridge, 2002), they seem to entail 
primarily external criteria —e.g., communicative 
purpose, audience, and the requirements to be 
met (Paltridge, 2002; Pramoolslook, 2009)— 
or textual structure (Pramoolslook, 2009) but 
no previous references have been found about 
formal divergences involving syntax and style. 
As the objective of the present study is examining 
simplification from a stylistic and syntactic 
perspective and only at sentence level, regardless 
the macrostructure of the texts, PhD dissertations 
and monographs can be fruitfully compared. 

Similarly, the two corpora in which they are 
included are comparable for presenting all the 
characteristics used to define comparability: 
representing similar domains and varieties of 
language, having been produced in the same 
time span and presenting a comparable length 
(Baker, 1995). The translated texts collected in 
AD_TT derive from 11 original languages: Chinese, 
Czech, Danish, French, German, Hebrew, Italian, 
Korean, Portuguese, Russian, and Spanish. For the 
analysis, the index, abstracts in languages other 
than English, the list of references, and all images 
were eliminated.

The distribution of the texts among the 
corpora, the different areas or academic fields 
included, and the analyzed language pairs are 
depicted in Table 1.

Table 1. Distribution of the texts among the different corpora

Translated texts Academic texts

NS_OT NS_TT AD_OT AD_TT

30 NEWSPAPER ARTICLES
	· 6 science
	· 6 culture
	· 6 society
	· 6 world news 
	· 6 economics

30 NEWSPAPER ARTICLES
	· 5 science
	· 5 culture
	· 5 society
	· 5 politics
	· 5 world news 
	· 5 economics

15 ACADEMIC PAPERS
	· 3 humanities
	· 3 applied sciences
	· 3 formal sciences
	· 3 natural sciences 
	· 3 social sciences

15 ACADEMIC PAPERS
	· 3 humanities
	· 3 applied sciences
	· 3 formal sciences
	· 3 natural sciences 
	· 3 social sciences

10 NOVELS 10 NOVELS 5 MONOGRAPHS
	· 1 humanities
	· 1 applied sciences
	· 1 formal sciences
	· 1 natural sciences
	· 1 social sciences 

5 PhD DISSERTATIONS
	· 1 humanities
	· 1 applied sciences
	· 1 formal sciences
	· 1 natural sciences 
	· 1 social sciences

5 MONOGRAPHS
	· 1 humanities
	· 1 applied sciences
	· 1 formal sciences
	· 1 natural sciences 
	· 1 social sciences 

5 MONOGRAPHS
	· 1 humanities
	· 1 applied sciences
	· 1 formal sciences
	· 1 natural sciences 
	· 1 social sciences
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number of tokens was preferred to an equal 
number of texts, which is why non-specialized 
corpora entail more (shorter) texts than academic 
ones. This allowed for the compilation of four sets 
of texts that include at least one million tokens 
each. Within each type of discourse (academic or 
non-specialized), translated and original corpora 
present a balanced internal distribution, both 
for the types and the fields of the included texts. 
Moreover, an effort was made to select texts from 
different topics within each examined field.

Also, some of the source languages of the 
translated texts differ between the non-specialized 
and academic corpora. This study departs from 
the basic premise of the TU hypothesis: TU are 
inherent to any translated text “simply by virtue 
of being translations” (Xiao, 2010, p. 8), regardless 
of the language pair. For this reason, Kruger 
and Rooy (2012, p. 43) insist that, to generalize 
the results about the feature of translation, a 
corpus should be “as inclusively as possible”. 
Further, considering Chesterman’s (2004) 
distinction, simplification, as a T-Universal, is a 
characteristic of the target text, hence a difference 
that emerges from the comparison of translation 
with a comparable corpus of non-translated 
texts. As a consequence, the analysis realized in 
the present study focuses on comparable (not 
parallel) corpora, considering only the target 
texts translated into English, regardless of their 
source languages. According to authors such as 
Mauranen and Ventola (1996) or Bennet (2007), 
academic texts of the same language present 
specific and identifiable linguistic features, hence, 
a corpus including exclusively English translations 
allows for analyzing the linguistic features related 
to stylistic and syntactic simplification which 
characterized English AD. However, considering 
the still debated status of such premises, further 
studies are encouraged to assess any possible 

difference between different language pairs, 
departing from the present research. 

3.3. Methodology 

A corpus-based methodology was chosen for the 
research, as it permits the comparison of different 
sets of texts through systematic analyses 
replicable for each corpus. This methodology 
consists of three main steps, related respectively 
to the three specific objectives of this study:

1.	Determination of specific indicators to 
operationalize syntactic and stylistic 
simplification 

2.	Identification of the determined indicators 
in each corpus under analysis

3.	Comparison of the results obtained from 
the four analyzed corpora

Step 1: Determination of specific indicators to 
operationalize syntactic and stylistic simplification 

According to the previous literature, syntactic 
simplification seems to be related to the use 
of simpler clausal relations, specifically the 
substitution of non-finite structures with finite 
ones (Del Rey Quesada 2015) and the tendency to 
use paratactic relations or independent unrelated 
clauses instead of subordinate ones (Biber and 
Gray, 2010). In contrast, stylistic simplification 
is usually related to lesser fluency, a tendency to 
avoid repetitions and complex collocations, less 
lexical variety, a preference for shorter sentences, 
and a lower lexical density (Laviosa, 1998a) that 
indicates an inferior “informational load” (Xiao 
and Yue, 2009, p. 253). Taking into consideration 
all the indicators related to both kinds of 
simplification, the linguistic features denoting 
simpler texts considered in this study are:

	· Lexical variety
	· Lexical density
	· Mean sentence length
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	· Presence of hypotactic structures
	· Presence of non-finite clauses

Step 2: Identification of the determined indicators in 
each corpus under analysis

Once the linguistic features to be analyzed in each 
corpus are determined, each is assessed through 
a specific methodology and the corresponding 
appropriate tools. With this aim, two different 
programs are used in a complementary manner: 
WordSmith Tool version 7.0, developed by Scott 
(2017), and the license-free software AntConc 
(Anthony, 2014). 

Mean sentence length and lexical variety, 
measured using the STTR (standardized 
types/token ratio) formula1, are calculated 
automatically by WordSmith Tool (Scott, 2017), 
whereas lexical density is obtained by dividing 
the total number of lexical words by the total 
number of tokens of the corpus, according to 
Stubbs’s (1986) proposal. As the adopted corpus-
based methodology does not allow for detecting 
the lexical or functional nature of those items 
which can play both functions according to the 
context (e.g., “do” can be a lexical or an auxiliary 
verb, thus a lexical or a functional item), they 
are manually separated from the wordlist and 
not considered in the calculation of lexical 
density. Manual analysis offers very reliable and 
detailed results; however, it is extremely time-
consuming. Consequently, only the items with 
a frequency equal to or greater than 50 were 
revised, considering that their high number of 
occurrences could have influenced the results. 

1	 The STTR formula used by the program is a modifi-
cation of the original TTR (types/token ratio) formula. Fo-
llowing a demonstration of the influence of the corpus size 
on the results, Scott (2017) proposed this new formula that 
standardizes the results for any 1,000 words, calculating the 
TTR for each 1,000 running words and finally averaging the 
results for the entire text (Redelinghuyis and Kruger, 2015).

Concerning the subordinate clauses, they 
are usually introduced by a conjunction or a 
relative pronoun; when they do not include an 
introductory item, they are usually non-finite 
clauses. As non-finite clauses are one of the 
determined indicators that will be identified 
and examined separately in the next phase, here 
only the subordinate clauses introduced by a 
conjunction or a relative pronoun are considered. 
First, an exhaustive list of conjunctions (Several 
Authors, Mt San Jacinto College, 2020) is 
adopted and each one sought in the concordance 
list, allowing for an observation of their context 
and for the selection of cases in which they are 
actually used as conjunctions (avoiding those in 
which they could be prepositions or adverbs). 
For each conjunction, the number of occurrences 
is registered, and finally, the occurrences of each 
conjunction are added. As each conjunction 
introduces a secondary clause, the total number 
of conjunctions in the corpus also represents the 
total number of secondary clauses. An exception 
has been done with the conjunction “that”. 
Actually, “that” can play a number of different 
functions within the sentence (i.e. determiner, 
demonstrative pronoun, relative pronoun and 
conjunction to introduce that-clauses) which 
cannot be distinguished properly with the 
adopted corpus-based method. As a result, 
“that” was discarded from the list of subordinate 
conjunctions and, in this step, it was considered 
uniquely as a relative pronoun. 

Regarding the subordinate clauses introduced 
by a relative pronoun, the same procedure is 
used: each pronoun included in the adopted list 
(Several Authors, Mt San Jacinto College, 2020) 
is searched for in the concordance list and, 
among the results, only those used to introduce 
a clause are selected. Here, special attention is 
given to the pronoun “that,” a polysemic word 
that can play many different roles. According 
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Authors, Cambridge University Press, 2020), 
“that” is used as a pronoun introducing a relative 
clause in the following four specific contexts:

	· Superlative followed by that (e.g., The best 
book that I ever read)

	· That followed by a preposition (e.g., The 
person that you are speaking about)

	· That used as subject or object of the sentence 
(e.g., The toy that I bought for the baby)

	· Use of that substituting the pronouns who, 
whom or which in informal registers (We saw 
the man that [instead of who] works with 
your father)

Consequently, some wildcards or regular 
expressions are used to identify and select only 
such cases. The expressions used to identify the 
contexts in which “that” is used as a relative 
pronoun are presented in Table 2 (where the 
wildcard * means “any character zero or more 
times” and the regular expression \w{2,} “two 
or more words”).

As in some of the examined conjunctions, 
various prepositions considered in the 
structures “that followed by a preposition” can 
indicate more than one grammatical function 

and can be used as conjunction, preposition or 
adverb according to the context (e.g., once, than, 
yet). In these cases, the search is further detailed 
in order to limit the results only to conjunctions. 
For example, consideration is given to the 
punctuation by which they are accompanied 
(as in the case of though normally used as a 
conjunction meaning although or even though 
whether located between two commas or before 
the final full stop), their position within the 
sentence (for example, so is usually employed as 
a conjunction at the beginning of the sentence, 
but as an adverb in the middle of a phrase), or 
the preceding or following elements (e.g., than 
is a preposition when followed by a noun and a 
conjunction when followed by a verb). 

The final indicators identified in the corpus 
are non-finite clauses. To detect them, firstly, 
all the possible types of non-finite clauses are 
considered. According to Huddleston and Pullum 
(2005), in English four types of non-finite 
constructions exist: to-infinitival, the preposition 
to followed by the base form of the verb (to play); 
bare infinitival, or zero infinitive, that is, the use 
of the base form alone (play); gerund participial, 
using the -ing form of the verb (playing); past-
participial, including the participle tense of the 

Table 2. Expressions used to identify the occurrences in which 
“that” is used as pronoun to introduce a relative clause

Context of use of ‘that’ as a conjunction Expressions used for the search in 
the concordance list

Superlative followed by that the most/fewest/best/worst * that 

That followed by a preposition That \w{2,} preposition

That used as subject or object of the sentence a/an/the/some/any * that

Use of that substituting the pronouns who, whom or 
which in informal registers (Several authors, Cambrid-
ge University Press, 2020)

Not considered for being typical of informal register 
that is not the subject of analysis in this study
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verb (played). The Cambridge Dictionary online 
(Several Authors, Cambridge University Press 
2020) adds that the bare infinitival is used after 
modal verbs, as in I must work, and after the verbs 
let, make and help, as in let’s help your mother. As 
a consequence, these cases are not proper non-
finite clauses, as they include finite verbs (modal 
or not), hence they are not of interest to this study 
and are not considered. As for the other three 
types of non-finite structures, each is sought 
in the concordance list preceded by each one 
of the conjunctions included in the considered 
list (Several Authors, Mt San Jacinto College 
2020), using wildcards in order to include any 
verb. However, whereas the infinitive and the 
gerundive forms do not change depending on the 
verb, participle versions assume different forms 
in case of irregular verbs, changing according to 
the paradigm. Following an in-depth observation 
of the list of paradigms, some regular patterns are 
identified and added to the regular expressions 
used in the search, in order to include as many 

verbs as possible in the study. As a result, the 
complete range of expressions used to identify 
non-finite clauses is displayed in Table 3 (where 
the wildcard * means “any element”).

Step 3: Comparison of the results obtained from the 
four analyzed corpora

Once all the indicators are identified and examined 
in each corpus, the results are compared, 
considering any possible combinations of 
the two analyzed discourses (academic and 
non-specialized) and the nature of the texts 
(translated or original). As a result, four different 
comparisons are realized: 

	· Original non-specialized texts vs. Original 
academic texts (NS_OT vs. AD_OT)

	· Translated non-specialized texts vs. Translated  
academic texts (NS_TT vs. AD_TT)

	· Original non-specialized texts vs. Translated 
non-specialized texts (NS_OT vs. NS_TT)

	· Original academic texts vs. Translated 
academic texts (AD_OT vs. AD_TT) 

Table 3. Expressions used to identify the non-finite clauses in each analyzed corpus

Non-finite clauses searched Expressions used for its identification

To-infinitival Conjunction to

Gerund participial Conjunction *ing

Past participial
regular verbs 

verbs like beat, chose, drive, etc.

verbs like bring, catch, fight, etc.

verbs like know, show, throw, etc.

verbs like leave, etc.

verbs like mean, lend, spend, etc.

verbs like keep, sleep etc.

verbs like build, deal, feel, etc.

Conjunction *ed

Conjunction *en

Conjunction *ught

Conjunction *own

Conjunction *ft

Conjunction *nt

Conjunction *pt

Conjunction *lt
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Although each corpus includes a similar 
quantity of tokens (between one million 
and 1,300,000), the statistical significance 
is calculated to compare across the different 
corpora those indicators which values do not 
result from a statistical exam but are obtained by 
adding specific items: hypotactic structures and 
non-finite clauses. To do so, the log likelihood 
(LL) statistical test is used, calculated using the 
wizard provided by the UCREL Research Group of 
Lancaster University2. The accepted p value is set 
at 0.001 and, consequently, only results equal to 
or higher than the threshold of 6.63 are considered 
significant. In the tables of the next section, the 
obtained LL value is shown along with the results 
expressed in number of occurrences, followed 

2	 The calculator wizard and the information about the 
formula used for the calculation are available at http://ucrel.
lancs.ac.uk/llwizard.html

or preceded by a small arrow (< or >) indicating 
which of the two compared corpora presents an 
overuse of the examined indicator in respect to 
the other.

3.4. Results and discussion

The first comparison realized is that between the 
two corpora of original texts (NS_OT and AD_OT) 
and the two corpora of translated texts (NS_TT 
and AD_TT). The results show that both types 
of discourse present some of the indicators of 
simplification considered in the study and thus 
that simplification affects both types of discourse. 
Also, the outcomes contribute to the description 
of the simplification-related features of AD vis-à-
vis non-specialized discourse. In both cases, AD 
presents a lower degree of lexical variety, greater 
lexical density, longer sentences, fewer hypotactic 

Table 4. Results of the comparison between original  
on-specialized texts and original academic texts (NS_OT vs. AD_OT)

Simplification indicator NON-SPECIALIZED ORIGINALS
(NS_OT)

< LL > ACADEMIC ORIGINALS
(AD_OT)

Lexical variety 44.32 37.76

Mean sentence length (in words) 18.2 21.68

Lexical density 0.49 0.61

Hypotactic structures 18,414 < 190,601.97 15,967

Non-finite clauses (total)

TO infinitival 

Gerund participial

Past participial

Non-finite subordinate clauses

Non-finite coordinate clauses

2,467

443

1,865

159

800

1,667

132.22 >

< 21.88

5.74 >

696.48 >

380.72 >

< 3.25

3,885

375

2,359

1,151

2,043

1,842

http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/llwizard.html
http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/llwizard.html
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Table 5. Results of the comparison between translated non-specialized texts 
and translated academic texts (NS_TT vs. AD_TT)

Simplification indicator
NON-SPECIALIZED TRANSLATIONS
(NS_TT)

< LL > ACADEMIC TRANSLATIONS
(AD_TT)

Lexical variety 45.46 38.95

Mean sentence length (in words) 17.47 26.92

Lexical density 0.52 0.56

Hypotactic structures 34,578 < 4,244.97 23,244

Non-finite clauses (total)

Non-finite TO verb TOTAL

Non-finite *ING TOTAL

Non-finite *ED TOTAL

Non-finite subordinate clauses

Non-finite coordinate clauses

2,460

503

1,747

210

866

1,594

141.57 >

< 1.24

36.19 >

348.15 >

145.57 >

31.10 >

3,870

545

2,446

879

1,650

2,220

structures, and a greater quantity of non-finite 
clauses than general language (see Tables 4 and 5).

These features characterize AD in contrast to 
non-specialized language in terms of syntactic 
and stylistic simplification in both original 
and translated texts. The presence of the same 
indicators in both original and translated texts 
suggests that the tendency towards simplification 
depends more on the type of discourse than on 
the original or translated nature of the texts. Such 
conclusions are further underpinned by the data 
obtained from the comparison between originals 
and translations of each type of discourse (NS_OT 
vs. NS_TT and AD_OT vs. AD_TT, presented in 
Tables 6 and 7 respectively).

As for non-specialized discourse, the 
comparison between translated and original 
texts presented in Table 6 below does not show 
considerable differences. In both corpora, lexical 

variety (44.32 in NS_OT and 45.46 in NS_TT), lexical 
density (0.49 and 0.52 respectively), and mean 
sentence length (18.20 and 17.47 respectively) 
present very similar values. Additionally, the 
greater use of non-finite structures in original 
texts than in translations (LL: 12.17) is due only 
to the difference between gerund participial 
structures (i.e., -ing form) (LL: 23.67) and 
coordinate clauses (LL: 16.28), the unique ones 
that are statistically significant. As a result, the 
only analyzed feature that clearly differs between 
translated and original non-specialized texts is 
the greater quantity of hypotactic structures in 
translations that makes translated texts more 
complex than originals. These outputs, as well 
as describing the characteristics of the corpora of 
non-specialized texts examined in this study, also 
refute the TU hypothesis of simplification and the 
initial hypothesis of the present study.
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In the corpora representing AD, the difference 
between translated and original texts is greater 
than in non-specialized discourse. This appears 
in almost all the examined indicators, with the 
exception of lexical density, which does not show 

Table 6. Results of the comparison between original and translated non-specialized texts (NS_OT vs. NS_TT)

Simplicity indicator
NON-SPECIALIZED ORIGINALS 
(NS_OT)

< LL > NON-SPECIALIZED TRANSLATIONS 
(NS_TT)

Lexical variety 44.32 45.46

Mean sentence length (in words) 18.20 17.47

Lexical density 0.49 0.52

Hypotactic structures 18,414 3,572.46 > 34,578

Non-finite clauses (total)

TO infinitival 

Gerund participial 

Past participial 

Non-finite subordinate clauses

Non-finite coordinate clauses

2,467

443

1,865

159

800

1,667

< 12.17

0.22 >

< 23.67

< 3.01

< 0.12

< 16.28

2,460

503

1,747

210

866

1,594

Table 7. Results of the comparison between original and translated academic texts (AD_OT vs. AD_TT)

Simplification indicator ACADEMIC ORIGINALS
(AD_OT)

< LL > ACADEMIC TRANSLATIONS
(AD_TT)

Lexical variety 37.76 38.95

Mean sentence length (in words) 21.68 26.92

Lexical density 0.61 0.56

Hypotactic structures 15,967 812.20 > 23,244

Non-finite clauses (total)

TO infinitival 

Gerund participial

Past participial

Non-finite subordinate clauses 

Non-finite coordinate clauses

3,885

375

2,359

1,151

2,043

1,842

< 12.62

18.84 >

< 2.82

< 63.24

< 81.82

10.49 >

3,870

545

2,446

879

1,650

2,220

any substantial difference between the two 
corpora (0.56 and 0.61 respectively). In this case, 
translations seem to be simpler than original 
texts only in lower quantity of non-finite clauses 
(LL: 12.62), whereas they are more complex in 
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terms of longer sentences (26.92 vs. 21.68 words), 
lexical variety (37.76 instead of 38.95) and 
quantity of hypotactic structures (LL: 812.20). 
These outcomes are detailed in Table 7.

These results indicate that also within AD, 
translations seem to be more complex than the 
original, showing greater values in three out of 
four simplification indicators. Again, the initial 
hypothesis of the study is refuted as well as the 
TU hypothesis of simplification, which seems to 
be refuted in this particular case (or at least, to be 
valid only for certain specific indicators). 

Furthermore, the data show that the difference 
between the original and the translated corpus 
of AD (Table 7) is substantially greater than that 
arising from the comparison of non-specialized 
texts (Table 6) with respect to almost all the 
considered simplification indicators. 

The dissimilar degrees of difference shown by 
translations and originals of each analyzed type 
of discourse (non-specialized and academic) 
shown in Table 8 and the different indicators of 
simplification characterizing non-specific and 
academic translated texts (NS_TT vs. AD_TT, 
Table 5) argue that a tendency towards simplicity 
is influenced more greatly by the type of discourse 

than by the original or translated nature of the 
texts, supporting the conclusions reached in 
previous comparisons (NS_OT vs. AD_OT and 
NS_TT vs. NS_TT; see Tables 4 and 5 respectively).

4. FINAL REMARKS

This paper compared English original and 
translated texts representing non-specialized 
and specialized academic discourse, to identify 
similarities and differences between the two 
types of discourse in terms of syntactic and 
stylistic simplification. The study follows an 
original multi-discourse analysis approach 
that enriches the research on simplification 
and broadens the usual focus of CBTS, 
introducing two different variables in the study 
of simplification: non-specialized/academic 
specialized discourse and the original/translated 
nature of the texts. Such multiple perspectives 
facilitated examination of the influence of each 
variable on simplification and assessing which 
of the two has greater influence. 

With these goals in mind, the study departed from 
the initial hypothesis maintaining that instances 
of simplification can be identified in translated 

Table 8. Difference arising from the comparison between original  
and translated texts of each type of discourse (non-specialized and academic)

Simplification indicator 
Difference arising from the comparison 
NS_OT vs. NS_TT
(Table 6)

Difference arising from the com-
parison AD_OT vs. AD_TT
(Table 7)

Lexical variety 1.14 1.19

Lexical density 0.03 0.05

Mean sentence length (in words) 0.73 5.24

Hypotactic structures LL: 3,572.46 LL: 812.20

Non-finite clauses LL: 12.17 LL: 12.62
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academic discourse. In order to corroborate or 
refute such a hypothesis, four comparable corpora 
representing academic and non-specialized 
texts in original and translated versions were 
compiled and then analyzed according to a 
three-step corpus-based methodology. First, 
departing from previous studies, five indicators 
were selected to operationalize syntactic and 
stylistic simplification: lexical variety, lexical 
density, mean sentence length, the presence of 
hypotactic structures and the presence of non-
finite clauses. Second, each indicator was sought 
separately in each set of texts. Finally, the results 
were compared across the four sets of texts paired 
in all possible combinations.

The outcomes refute the initial hypothesis as 
well as the TU hypothesis of simplification, as 
in both types of discourse original texts were 
found to be simpler than translations. As for 
comparison across the two examined types 
of discourse, instances of simplification were 
identified in both non-specialized texts and AD. 
However, each type of discourse presents different 
simplification indicators, with non-specialized 
texts presenting fewer non-finite clauses, lower 
lexical density and shorter sentences, and AD 
containing a lower degree of lexical variety and 
fewer hypotactic structures. Such results added 
to the outcomes obtained from the comparisons 
between the original and translated text of each 
type of discourse (non-specialized and academic) 
support the conclusion that simplification, in 
this study, seems to depend more on the type 
of discourse than on the original or translated 
nature of the texts. The data obtained in the study 
also represent a point of departure for further 
research which combines corpus-based and 
more qualitative methodologies to go beyond the 
perspective of translation as a product assumed 

in this study and deepen the translation process, 
considering translators’ choices and the linguistic 
and social constrains which influence them. 

Additionally, the results contribute to 
characterizing stylistic and syntactic simplification 
more accurately in AD translated texts with 
respect to translations of non-specialized texts. In 
future research could be investigated the influence 
of different language pairs on the results, and 
hence on the TU hypothesis of simplification. 

However, the main asset of the study may be 
its original focus incorporating a multi-discourse 
analysis in the CBTS on simplification. Such an 
approach broadens the reach of CBTS and amplifies 
the study of the traditional topics of the discipline, 
proposing new methods and prisms with which 
to investigate them. From an interdisciplinary 
perspective, this study encourages further 
comparisons between translations of different 
types of texts, expanding translation-specific 
topics (including simplification) to specialized 
languages. Finally, from a methodological 
perspective, the research aims to offer a replicable 
method to assess the simplicity or complexity of a 
corpus of texts. This method can be used fruitfully 
to analyze other sets of texts from different 
genres, contexts and of different types, or as an 
inspiration to design further similar corpus-based 
methodologies to identify semi-automatically 
different textual features. 
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