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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 t-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.  

 

References 

 

Biber, D., & Gray, B. (2013). Discourse characteristics of writing and speaking task types on the TOEFL iBT®  

test: A lexico-grammatical analysis. TOEFL iBT® Research reports. ETS 

Brown, A. (2006). Candidate discourse in the revised IELTS Speaking Test. In P. Mcgovern & S. Walsh (Eds.).  

IELTS Research Reports, Volume 6. IELTS Australia e British Council, 71-89. https://s3.eu-west-

2.amazonaws.com/ielts-web-static/production/Research/candidate-discourse-in-revised-ielts-speaking-test-

brown-2006.pdf  

Council of Europe (2020). Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching,  

assessment – Companion volume. Council of Europe Publishing. www.coe.int/lang-cefr. 

Granger, S., & Bestgen, Y. (2014). The use of collocations by intermediate vs. advanced non-native writers: A  

bigram-based study. International Review of Applied Linguistics in Language Teaching, 52(3), 229-252. 

https://doi.org/10.1515/iral-2014-0011  

Hawkey, R., & Barker, F. (2004). Developing a common scale for the assessment of writing. Assessing Writing,  

9(2), 122-159. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.asw.2004.06.001  

IELTS™. (2023). Writing Band Descriptors. IELTS.org. British Council, IDP: IELTS Australia and Cambridge  

University Press and Assessment. https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/ielts-web-

static/production/Guides/ielts-writing-band-descriptors.pdf 

Kyle, K. (2019). Measuring Lexical Richness. In S. Webb (Ed.), The Routledge handbook of vocabulary studies  

(pp. 454-476). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429291586-29 

Paquot, M. (2018). Phraseological competence: A missing component in university entrance language tests?  

insights from a study of efl learners’ use of statistical collocations. Language Assessment Quarterly, 15(1), 

30-43. https://doi.org/10.1080/15434303.2017.1405421  

Paquot, M. (2019). The phraseological dimension in interlanguage complexity research. Second Language  

Research, 35(1), 121-145. https://doi.org/10.1177/0267658317694221  

Read, J. (2000). Assessing Vocabulary. Cambridge University Press.  

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511732942 

 

 

 

https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/ielts-web-static/production/Research/candidate-discourse-in-revised-ielts-speaking-test-brown-2006.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/ielts-web-static/production/Research/candidate-discourse-in-revised-ielts-speaking-test-brown-2006.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/ielts-web-static/production/Research/candidate-discourse-in-revised-ielts-speaking-test-brown-2006.pdf
http://www.coe.int/lang-cefr
https://doi.org/10.1515/iral-2014-0011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.asw.2004.06.001
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/ielts-web-static/production/Guides/ielts-writing-band-descriptors.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/ielts-web-static/production/Guides/ielts-writing-band-descriptors.pdf
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429291586-29
https://doi.org/10.1080/15434303.2017.1405421
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267658317694221
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511732942



