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Abstract 

Theory construction in applied linguistics and second language 
ac quisition research has been said to be problematic for various 
reasons, including the fact that central constructs are poorly de-
fined and operationalized (Gregg 2003; Norris & Ortega 2008, 
2009). I will illustrate this state of affairs by taking the case of 
the constructs of Complexity, Accuracy and Fluency (CAF), which 
have figured prominently as research variables in the applied 
linguistic and SLA literature since the 1990s. I will discuss how 
these three constructs  have been defined, operationalised and 
measured and show the of ten critical mismatches between the 
interpretations that researchers want to make about these con-
structs (esp. about Complexity) and the measures that they use 
to make them. Students will be asked to think about the key con-
structs in their own PhD research and explicate how they have 
defined and operationalized them. 

About Alex Housen

Alex Housen received his Licence degree in Germanic Philology 
from the Vrije Universiteit Brussel, an MA in Applied Linguistics & 
TESL from UCLA and a PhD in Linguistics from the VUB.  From 
1996 till 2002 he was a post-doctoral research fellow of the Bel-
gian Fund for Scientific Research.  He is currently Professor of 
English Linguistics and Applied Linguistics in the department of 
Language and Literature of the Vrije Universiteit Brussel.  His re-
search interests include second language acquisition, (second) 
language teaching, bilingualism and bilingual education, and 
English linguistics (esp. morpho-syntax).

 More on Prof. Housen: www.vub.ac.be/en/people/alex-housen
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