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This study employs a learner-corpus-based approach to investigate phraseological sophistication in
essays written for language proficiency assessment, with a focus on the features that characterise higher-
level writing. Distinguishing between upper-intermediate (B2) and advanced (C1) writing often depends
on the appropriate, varied, and precise use of lexical resources (Brown, 2006; Hawkey & Barker, 2004).
Accordingly, major assessment descriptors include lexical sophistication, idiomatic language, and
collocational accuracy among their criteria (Biber & Gray, 2013; Council of Europe, 2020; IELTS,
2023). Yet these constructs remain difficult to define operationally and are not always interpreted
consistently by examiners and teachers (Brown, 2006).

Using a learner corpus of assessed essays, this investigation is guided by two research questions: (1)
which corpus-derived measures of lexical richness help distinguish B2 from C1 writing, and (2) what
lexicogrammatical patterns emerge from strongly associated recurrent word combinations at these
proficiency levels? Through a cross-sectional design, 327 texts produced under examination conditions
were analysed. While phraseological sophistication constitutes the primary analytical focus, it is
examined within a multidimensional framework of lexical richness encompassing lexical sophistication,
lexical diversity, lexical density, and phraseological diversity (Kyle, 2019; Paquot, 2018, 2019).
Following Read (2000, p. 200), and adopting Paquot's (2019, p. 125) extension to include word
combinations, sophistication is understood here as the selection of words and word combinations
appropriate to the writing topic and style. This approach allows the contribution of phraseological
sophistication to proficiency-level distinction to be assessed alongside other dimensions of lexical
richness.

The corpus was pre-processed by standardising and annotating spelling variants to prevent the
inflation of lexical measures in corpus-based analyses. Following bigram extraction, proficiency
discrimination was operationalised through 14 indices representing multiple dimensions of lexical
richness, including measures of word and bigram frequency, diversity, and strength of association (Kyle,
2019; Paquot, 2018). Inter-group differences were examined using independent-samples ¢-tests or
Mann—Whitney U tests, as appropriate, followed by binary logistic regression models to evaluate the
contribution of the indices to proficiency level differentiation. The quantitative analysis was
complemented by a qualitative examination of highly sophisticated word combinations at each
proficiency level to identify recurrent lexicogrammatical patterns.

The statistical analyses indicated that C1 texts were significantly more sophisticated, diverse and
lexically dense than B2 texts. With the exception of lexical diversity, all lexical and phraseological
dimensions predicted proficiency placement. Analyses of sophisticated bigrams (MI-scores > 7; Granger
& Bestgen, 2014) revealed a predominance of content-word combinations related to topic development
at both levels, whereas idiomatic expressions were rare overall and occurred more frequently in B2 texts.
Concordance analyses further showed that function-word combinations were used to support genre
realisation and fulfil communicative purposes.

These findings provide further evidence for the relevance of lexical and phraseological sophistication
in higher-proficiency level distinction and suggest that topic-related, content-word-based phraseological
patterns are central to advanced writing. They also highlight the pedagogical value of explicitly
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developing learners’ awareness and control of such patterns and may contribute to the refinement of
lexical assessment criteria and the development of targeted exam-preparation materials.
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