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Abstract 
Lexical richness in written language production has been examined 
in different contexts and in relation to different genres but research 
into the effects of within-genre topics on lexical richness is still 
limited and takes little account of learners’ perspectives. The 
present study therefore sought to understand the effects of topics on 
lexical richness (lexical density, lexical diversity and lexical 
sophistication) in written essays by Vietnamese EFL learners. Data 
were collected from sixty-four English-major university students 
who each wrote four essays on four different topics across two 
genres (persuasive and descriptive) in their normal classes as 
progress tests. Ten students were also interviewed after they had 
completed all the essays to understand their perceptions of the 
writing topics. Lextutor’s VocabProfile was used to obtain 
measures of lexical density, lexical diversity and lexical 
sophistication. The results showed mixed effects of writing topics 
on these three lexical measures. Learner perspectives provided 
insights into how cognitive and affective individual factors 
contributed to the complexity of topic influence. Pedagogical 
implications are discussed in regard to how to enhance productive 
lexical use in writing through task selection and instructional 
planning. 
Keywords: writing, Vietnamese EFL students, topic effects, lexical 
richness, students’ perceptions 
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1. Introduction 

As González (2017, p.1) points out, “writing converts our thoughts and ideas into 
text, a process that requires the purposeful choice and use of words”. Given the 
important role of vocabulary in writing (Derakhshan & Karimain Shirejini, 2020; 
research has investigated the lexical richness of writing by L2 learners using 
measures such as lexical density, lexical diversity and lexical sophistication 
(Crossley, 2020; Read, 2000). One question this line of research addresses is how 
lexical richness correlates with measures of writing quality (e.g., Crossley, 2020; 
Gebril & Plakans, 2016; Gregori-Signes & Clavel-Arroitia, 2015; Higginbotham & 
Reid, 2019; Maamuujav, 2021; Zheng, 2016) and with learner proficiency (e.g., 
Crossley et al., 2011; Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013). Results have been mixed, thus 
calling for a more nuanced understanding of the multi-faceted nature of lexical 
richness in writing, as well as more research in different contexts and with different 
writing tasks and task conditions. As Read (2000, p.199) notes, “the choice of task 
has an effect on the kind of vocabulary elicited”. 

Although recent research has looked at how learners use vocabulary in different 
writing task genres (e.g., Frear & Bitchner, 2015; Li, 2000; Park, 2013), 
understanding of the effects of topic on lexical richness in L2 writing is limited and 
has not investigated learner perspectives. The present research seeks to address this 
gap. Firstly, it examined the effect of topic on the lexical density, lexical diversity and 
lexical sophistication in English as a foreign language (EFL) writing by Vietnamese 
EFL university learners, an underexplored group in research on vocabulary in written 
language production. Secondly, it explored the learners’ perspectives on their writing 
on different topics and their lexical choices. Understanding learners’ lexical choices 
“could be a first step in the development of a viable aid for learners evaluating their 
own writing” (Goodfellow et al., 2002, p.133).  

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Lexical richness: Lexical density, Lexical diversity And Lexical Sophistication 

Lexical density refers to the ratio of lexical words (content words) to the total 
number of words in a given text (Ure, 1971). Lexical words are generally nouns, 
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adjectives, verbs, and adverbs whereas grammatical items or functional words 
include prepositions, articles, determiners, conjunctions, etc. If a text has more 
content words than another text, it usually contains more information, i.e., is denser 
(Laufer & Nation, 1995, p. 309). In effect, then, lexical density “is a measure of 
information in any passage of text, according to how tightly the lexical items have 
been packed into the grammatical structure” (Halliday & Martin, 1993, p. 76, italics 
added). Research has shown that lexical density is an indicator of writing 
proficiency (Kim, 2014), although some studies have failed to find a relationship 
between lexical density and writing quality (e.g., Lu, 2012; Nasseri & Thompson, 
2021). Lexical density is also a key feature of academic writing (Biber & Gray, 
2016).  

 Lexical diversity is another dimension of lexical richness which indicates how 
varied learners’ use of lexis is (Malvern, et al., 2004). It is described as lexical 
“range” or “variety” of vocabulary in use in a text (McCarthy & Jarvis 2007, p. 
459). While lexical density refers to the density of information in a text, lexical 
diversity describes “non-repetitive”/unique words in use (Nasseri & Thompson, 
2021, p.2). 

Lexical diversity is traditionally defined as the ratio of different word types (T) 
over the total number of tokens (T) of a given text, or type-token ratio (TTR) 
(Templin, 1957). For example, the sentence “She thinks Facebook is a good way of 
communication, so she uses Facebook quite often” has 15 words (tokens) but 13 
types (13 different words) because ‘Facebook’ and ‘she’ has been used twice. The 
greater the TTR, the richer one’s lexical resource supposedly is. Although TTR has 
been used widely, its reliability is influenced by text length (Malvern et al., 2004; 
Park, 2013). Alternative measures of lexical diversity have been developed such as 
Mean Segmental TTR (MSTTR) (Johnson, 1944), Corrected TTR (CTTR) (Carrol, 
1964), Root TTR (RTTR; Guiraud, 1960, as cited in Lu, 2012), logarithmic TTR 
(LogTTR) (Herdan, 1964) or D/ vocD (Malvern et al., 2004). However, these 
measures have also been criticized for various weaknesses and so currently “there is 
no consensus among researchers concerning a single best measure” (Lu, 2012, 
p.194). In the present study, we use the traditional measure of TTR as used in 
previous research (e.g., Park, 2013; Ryoo, 2018).  
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 Lexical sophistication is defined as “the proportion of relatively unusual or 
advanced words in the learner’s text” (Read, 2000, p. 203). Laufer and Nation 
(1995) introduced the Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP) to gauge the size of 
productive vocabulary of L2 learners and measure their language proficiency based 
on their language production (written/spoken). LFP is calculated as the proportion 
of higher and lower frequency words by reference to “established lexical frequency 
lists” (Ryoo, 2018, p. 64). In essence, LFP takes learners’ written texts as “raw 
input” and derives their LFPs in measures of different “frequency bands” or word 
frequency lists (Meara, 2005). LFP consists of four-word frequency lists: i) the first 
1000 most frequent words (K1), ii) the second 1000 frequent words) (K2), iii) the 
academic word list (AWL) (Coxhead, 2000) and iv) words that are not on these lists 
(off the list words) (OLW). According to some researchers (e.g., Lu, 2012; Ryoo, 
2018), a sophisticated or complex word is one which does not belong to the K1/K2 
category, and lexical sophistication is measured by means of the proportion of 
AWL words and OWL words out of the total number of words in a written text. 
Ryoo (2018, p.69) argues that “LFP is a valid measure of lexical richness because it 
relates the words in texts to their frequency in a corpus.”  

 

2.2 Topics and Lexical Richness 

Task-related factors that influence the lexical features of L2 writing include topics, 
prompts, and genres. Studies have found that different writing task types or genres 
influence lexical diversity and sophistication in writing (Li, 2000; Park, 2013; 
Sadeghi & Dilmaghani, 2013). For example, Li (2000) found that interactive email 
writing was more likely to lead to higher lexical diversity in English as a second 
language (ESL) learners’ writing performance than other types of email writing. 
Sadeghi and Dilmaghani (2013) found that Iranian EFL learners tended to use more 
complex and diverse lexical items in comparative than argumentative essays. Park 
(2013) found Korean EFL university students used more diverse words in narrative 
than argumentative texts, though the latter task elicited greater mean word length 
values.  

Kormos (2011) investigated the effects of task prompts on the linguistic features 
of the English L2 narrative texts written by Hungarian school students at an upper-
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intermediate level of English proficiency. She found that the presence or absence of 
predetermined content affected students’ writing performance, particularly on 
measures of lexical diversity and sophistication. Providing content led to writing 
that was more complex, as measured by frequency of abstract words.  

The topic per se of the writing task might incline students to use words and 
structures in different ways (e.g., Lee et al., 2021; Yoon, 2017). Research on the 
effect of topics on productive lexical use has largely focused on syntactic 
complexity (e.g., Atak & Saricaoglu, 2021; Yang et al., 2015; Yoon, 2017). For 
example, Yoon (2017) found more complex language use in persuasive genre 
essays on the topic of part-time jobs than on the topic of banning smoking. Yang et 
al. (2015) found topics that differed in causal reasoning elicited different levels of 
syntactic complexity. Atak and Saricaoglu (2021) found that impersonal topics led 
to greater syntactic complexity while topics with greater cognitive demand elicited 
greater complexity.  

These findings suggest the potential impact of topics on the linguistic 
dimensions of written scripts. Indeed, “if a learner does not know much about a 
topic, then it is likely that their knowledge of the vocabulary related to that topic is 
also not well known” (Coxhead, 2018, p.1). Yet, research on the potential impact of 
topics on lexical richness in written performance is still limited, with only a handful 
of studies on how topics impact upon students’ EFL lexical richness in essay 
writing.  

Some research has explored the impact of topics on the measure of lexical 
diversity (Yu, 2010) or lexical sophistication of vocabulary in use in writing (Guo et 
al., 2013), or both (Ryoo, 2018). These studies have shown mixed results of topic 
effects on different measures of lexical use. For example, Yu (2010) examined how 
topic and proficiency affected lexical diversity measured by D value in Michigan 
English Language Assessment Battery (MELAB) written performance. He found 
that topics that were impersonal and familiar induced greater lexical diversity than 
personal unfamiliar topics and lexical diversity predicts text quality. Though not 
focusing on the effects of topics, Zheng (2016) found that familiar topics elicited 
greater lexical diversity and sophistication. Overall, these studies show how 
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different topics induce different patterns of lexical use in students’ written language 
production.  

He and Shi (2012) researched the use of vocabulary in writing tests by ESL 
students in a Canadian college. They found an effect of task topics, that is, topical 
knowledge aided the development of ideas and a writing task that involved specific 
topical knowledge elicited fewer academic words than a general topic. Ryoo (2018) 
used VocabProfile to analyse lexical diversity and lexical sophistication in writing 
by Korean EFL university students. In Ryoo’s (2018) study, lexical diversity was 
measured by the TTR index, and lexical sophistication by proportions of academic 
and uncommon words. The findings revealed a clear impact of task topics on those 
two lexical measures. Students employed significantly more diverse words and 
academic words when they wrote about the topic of climate change than about the 
topic of leadership.  

In his meta-analysis of studies on task complexity and the complexity of L2 
writing, Johnson (2017) noted that there are few studies on lexical sophistication 
and even fewer on lexical density, and that, furthermore, most of these studies 
measure lexical richness using only one dimension. Another gap we see is that 
research on this topic has not combined lexical richness analysis with any analysis 
of learners’ perspectives on how they write in response to different topics. To 
address these gaps, the present study sought to investigate the impact of topics on 
the lexical richness of persuasive and descriptive essays written by Vietnamese EFL 
university students. Lexical richness was determined using measures of lexical 
density, lexical diversity, and lexical sophistication. Follow-up interviews with 
selected learners provided data on how the learners perceived the topics they wrote 
on. The study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do different topics affect lexical richness (lexical density, lexical 
diversity, and lexical sophistication) in students’ writing? 

2. What are students’ perspectives on how they write on different topics and the 
relationship between these topics and their vocabulary use? 
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Data Collection 

 3.1.1 Participants 

Sixty-four Vietnamese third-year English-major students from the three writing 
classes taught by the first author at a university in central Vietnam participated in 
this research. They were informed of the research and provided consent for the data 
(de-identified) to be used for this study. Most of the 64 participating students were 
female (55), which reflects the dominance of female students in English courses in 
Vietnam. The students were all aged 20 and in the same year level and writing 
course. While they all had passed a prior writing course and had achieved at least 
the target learning outcome of B1 level on the Common European Framework of 
Reference (CEFR), the first author observed in her teaching of the students that 
their essay writing proficiency levels varied from B1 to C1. 

3.1.2. Writing tasks 

For the writing tasks the students each handwrote two persuasive essays and two 
descriptive essays, each on a different topic as summarized below (See Appendix 1 
for all full writing tasks): 

Persuasive essay 1: Express a viewpoint on the impact of Facebook (henceforth 
the Facebook task) 

Persuasive essay 2: Express a viewpoint on the role of school/family in 
individual development (henceforth the school task).  

Descriptive essay 1: Describe a university (henceforth the University task) 

Descriptive essay 2: Describe a supermarket in students’ city/town (henceforth 
the Supermarket task)  

There was a one-week interval between each essay. The learners wrote each of 
the essays as progress tests. They were required to write about 250 words per essay 
in 45 minutes in their normal class hours. No reference to any resources was 
allowed during their writing. The specified word length of 250 words was selected 
because texts should be at least 200 words to provide reliable results in terms of 
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vocabulary use (Laufer & Nation, 1995). Since the potential effect of topics might 
compound the effects of genres, the effects of topics were only examined within the 
same genre. 

Quite a few studies on L2 writing complexity (e.g., Bestgen, 2017; Chen & Liu, 
2022; Kim et al., 2018) have drawn their raw data from existing corpora of written 
English (e.g., International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE), Writing Corpus of 
English Learners, the Crossley Written Lexical Proficiency Corpus). We chose not 
to use existing corpora for the current study as our research required essays to be 
written on different topics by the same group of learners and under the same 
conditions, and for us to be able to interview the learners about their writing 
experiences. To this end, our research responds to the call by Larsen-Freeman 
(2014) for research that employs authentic classroom data which need to be 
analyzed in their own right.  

 

3.1.3. Data Set 

The data set consisted of 256 essays, 64 on each of the four tasks. On average 
students wrote about 308 words per persuasive essay and 280 words per descriptive 
essay (see Table 1). The results revealed that students wrote a similar number of 
words on both topics for each genre. The results of paired-sample t-tests indicated 
there was no statistically significant difference between the average length of essays 
on the Facebook and school topics, t (63) = .023, p = .982, or between the average 
length of essays on the Supermarket and University topics, t (63) = 1.575, p =.120. 

The written scripts were analysed to explore the effects of topics on lexical 
richness of Vietnamese EFL writing performance of the same writing type.  
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Table 1 
Topic And Text Length 
 Topic Tokens 

Min Max Mean Std. 
Deviation 

 
Persuasive essays 

Facebook  210 574 308.73 65.41 
School  211 552 308.61 60.30 

 
Descriptive essays 

University 182 461 277.59 65.60 
Supermarket 187 541 288.62 68.50 

 

3.1.4. Student interviews 

Ten of the students (eight females and two males) were interviewed individually in 
Vietnamese on a voluntary basis. They were asked about how they perceived the 
writing tasks and their experience of writing the essays. Three interviews were face 
to face, four were via phone calls and three via Zalo chats due to logistic issues. 
Each verbal interview was audio recorded with students’ permission and lasted 
approximately 30 minutes. 

 

 3.2. Data Analysis 

3.2.1 Analysis of lexical richness 

Hand-written texts that were unreadable were not used. The collected handwritten 
essays were de-identified, typed and saved as doc. files and checked carefully by 
the first author before being double-checked by another EFL teacher. Those that 
were below 200 words were not included. Following other research (e.g., Ryoo, 
2018; Laufer & Nation, 1995), the doc. files were then “cleaned” by fixing obvious 
misspellings and, following Laufer & Nation (1995, p.315) proper nouns were 
deleted from the samples. As in many studies, incorrect use was not fixed. The 
cleaned files were then submitted to Lextutor’s VocabProfile (Cobb, 2015), a free 
online program, to obtain word types, tokens, measures of LFP in four-word 
frequency bands including tokens and percentage of K1, K2, AWL and OWL 
words of each written text. Lextutor’s VocabProfile (Cobb, 2015) have been used in 
in many studies (e.g., Maamuujav, 2021; Ryoo, 2018). In the present study, 
following these authors and others (e.g., Crossley et al., 2011; McNamara et al., 
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2010), lexical sophistication was operationalised as the proportion of AWL and 
OWL words. Measures of lexical density (proportion of content words over the total 
number of tokens) and lexical diversity (TTR) were automatically derived from the 
software.  

The data from Lextutor’s VocabProfile were prepared in an Excel spreadsheet 
and double checked for accuracy by the first author and another EFL lecturer. It was 
then imported into SPSS (version 20) for analysis. Descriptive statistics were 
obtained; a series of paired-sample t-tests for the normally distributed data was 
conducted to compare the effects of topics on lexical measures. Normality of data 
was checked by Kolmogorov–Smirnov tests showing p >.05, indicating normal data 
distribution (Field, 2005). The significance (alpha) level was conventionally set at 
.05. The effect sizes of paired sample t-tests were also reported using eta squared 
values (η2). According to Cohen (1988), η2 of .01, .06 and .14 were considered 
small, medium, and large respectively. 

 

3.2.2. Analysis of interview data 

The interviews were transcribed and checked carefully before analysis by the first 
author and the EFL lecturer who cross-checked the accuracy of the quantitative data 
mentioned above. Analysis was conducted on transcripts in the original language, 
Vietnamese, as suggested by Casanave (2010), with the aim of understanding key 
emerging themes in students’ personal accounts and perceptions of the writing 
topics. Emergent themes were generated, confirmed, and reconfirmed in the 
iterative open-coding process of analysis (Newman, 2014). According to Yin 
(2015), studies using such data should publish the original excerpts alongside the 
translated versions. However, limited space only allowed the latter to be displayed 
in this paper. The interview transcripts and quotes were double-checked by an EFL 
teacher who was experienced in doing EFL classroom-based research. Students 
were de-identified and coded as S1, S2, S3 and so on. Since the students were all 
aged 20 and in the same year level and writing course, only information about 
gender was provided alongside the student codes. (F for female and M for male). 

Regarding inter-coder reliability, 30% of the interview transcripts were first 

 [
 D

O
I:

 1
0.

52
54

7/
L

R
R

.1
3.

5.
19

 ]
 

 [
 D

O
R

: 2
0.

10
01

.1
.2

32
23

08
1.

14
01

.0
.0

.2
06

.8
 ]

 
 [

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 lr
r.

m
od

ar
es

.a
c.

ir
 o

n 
20

24
-1

1-
29

 ]
 

                            10 / 30

http://dx.doi.org/10.52547/LRR.13.5.19
https://dorl.net/dor/20.1001.1.23223081.1401.0.0.206.8
https://lrr.modares.ac.ir/article-14-59853-fa.html


 
 

 

The effect of topic on EFL …                                            Bao Trang Thi Nguyen et al. 

521 

randomly selected and then coded independently for themes in an inductive manner 
by the first author and by an experienced researcher. The percentage agreement was 
87% overall, which indicated satisfactory reliability, according to Yin (2015). Any 
differences were resolved through discussion between the two coders to reach 
agreement. For the very few themes whose meanings were unclear, and no 
agreement was reached, they were not included in the analysis. The first author then 
coded the remaining data.  

 

4. Findings 

4.1. Topics and Lexical Density 

The descriptive statistics for lexical density across different topics are presented in 
Table 2.  

 
Table 2 
Lexical Density in Essays on Different Topics (N= 64)  
  Paired-sample t- test 

Min Max Mean Std. 
Deviation 

t df p 

Facebook 
.44 .62 .52 .04 

 
-.065 

 
63 

 
.949 

School 
.47 .60 .52 .03 

University 
.44 .60 .53 .04 

 
-2.685 

 
63 

 
.009 

Supermarket 
.45 .62 .51 .04 

 

It can be seen that the mean percentage of content words was just slightly more than 
50% in all the topics, suggesting students employed content words and functions 
words at a similar rate. Regarding the persuasive essay, the level of lexical density 
in the Facebook task and the School was similar, t(63) = -.065, p =  0.949. 
However, the results of paired-sample t-test show that performance of the 
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University task was significantly more dense (M = .53, SD = .04) than that of 
Supermarket (M = .51, SD = 0.04), t(63) = -2.685, p = 0.009 and this was a medium 
effect (η2 = .103). In other words, task topics had selective effects on lexical density. 

 

4.2. Topics and Lexical Diversity 

The descriptive statistics for lexical diversity in different topics as measured by 
TTR are presented in Table 3. The results show an impact of topics on the value of 
TTR as a measure of lexical diversity. Specifically, students used more diverse 
words in the Facebook task (M = .53; SD = .06) than in the School task (M = .50, 
SD = .05) as confirmed by the results of a paired-sample t-test, t(63) = 6.012, 
p<.001. This was a very large effect (η2  = .365). Regarding the descriptive essays, 
the value of TTR was significantly higher in the University task (M = .54, SD = .05) 
than in Supermarket (M = .53, SD = .06), t(63) = -2.395, p = .020, though the effect 
size was medium (η2 = .083). In other words, topic had a clear effect on how varied 
vocabulary was in students’ writing. 

 
Table 3  
Lexical Diversity in Essays on Different Topics Measured By TTR (N=64) 
     Paired-sample t- test 

 Min Max Mean Std. 
Deviation 

t df p 

Facebook 
.40 .65 .53 .06 

 
6.012 

 
63 

 
.000 

School 
.36 .62 .50 .05 

University 
.44 .65 .54 .05 

 
-2.395 

 
63 

 
.020 

Supermarket 
.36 .64 .53 .06 

 

4.3. Topics And Lexical Sophistication 

Lexical sophistication was measured by AWL and OLW words and the LFP results 
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are summarised in Table 4. 
 

Table 4 
Lexical Sophistication in the Persuasive Essays on Different Topics (N= 64) 

 FACEBOOK SCHOOL 

 Min Max Mean Std. 
Deviation Min Max Mean Std. 

Deviation 

K1 73.50 86.64 81.85 2.91 81.45 92.70 87.44 2.82 

K2 2.05 8.57 4.94 1.41 1.12 8.75 4.58 1.60 

AWL 2.61 10.95 5.54 1.64 1.99 9.42 4.98 1.68 

OLW 4.18 12.08 7.67 1.96 .66 6.65 2.99 1.27 

 

The results indicated that performance of both topics of the persuasive essays 
(Facebook and School), contained a large majority of K1 words, 81.85% and 87.44 
% respectively on average. Predictably, the frequency of academic words and 
advanced or uncommon words was far lower than K1 and K2 vocabulary in both 
tasks. In order to compare the mean percentage of AWL and OLW levels between 
the two tasks, paired-sample t-tests were conducted for the normally-distributed 
data, and the results revealed a significant effect of topics on the measure of lexical 
sophistication. In particular, the Facebook task elicited more academic (AWL) 
words (M = 5.54, SD = 1.64) than the School task, M = 4.98 (SD = 1.68), t(63) = 
2.133, p = .037, with a medium effect size (η2 = .067). The proportion of 
uncommon (OLW) words was significantly higher in the former, t(63) = 16.775, p 
<.001, η2= .817. Note that the effect size was much larger in the case of uncommon 
words as a measure of lexical sophistication.  

Table 5 presents lexical sophistication in the descriptive essays. As with the 
persuasive essays, the K1 words constituted the large majority of the total tokens in 
students’ writing in both tasks. A number of paired-sample t-tests were run to 
compare the frequencies of word levels between the University and Supermarket 
tasks, and the results revealed that the Supermarket task elicited significantly more 
rare (OLW) words (M = 7.15, SD = 2.21) than the former task (M = 4.74, SD = 
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1.69), t(63) = 7.120, p <.001, η2 = .446. Yet, students produced more academic 
(AWL) words when they described their university than a supermarket, t(63)= -
4.276, p< .001, η2 = .225. The effect sizes were very large. This shows different 
effects of task topics on the frequency of sophisticated words that students used. 

 

Table 5  
Lexical Sophistication in the Descriptive Essays on Different Topics (N= 64) 
 UNIVERSITY  SUPERMARKET 

 Min Max Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Min Max Mean Std. 
Deviation 

K1 
76.10 92.49 86.22 3.31 73.13 89.86 82.35 3.69 

K2 
1.44 8.37 4.89 1.43 3.88 14.35 7.30 2.11 

AWL 
1.50 9.98 4.14 1.75 .75 8.77 3.20 1.55 

OLW 
1.21 9.28 4.74 1.69 3.62 13.44 7.15 2.21 

 

4.4. Students’ Perspectives 

From the students’ experience, as revealed in the interview data, writing surfaced as 
a complex meaning-making process in which topic was a salient factor. The 
interviewed students commented that topic familiarity facilitated access to ideas for 
them to write:  

Every student has a Facebook account and knows how to use it well. The 
Facebook topic is more familiar and easier than the School topic; it is easy to 
address the negative and positive effects of Facebook; I can think of them, give 
examples more easily. (S3, M) 

It is easier to find ideas with the University task than the Supermarket because I 
know my university well. (S6, F) 

Students went further to elaborate on the speed of access to idea generation with 
familiar topics such as Facebook and University: “I can think of ideas quickly, 
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straight away with the Facebook task and University task (S7, F). This was, in their 
perceptions, very important in reducing the ‘cognitive burden’ (Skehan, 1998) since 
they had to write under time pressure. Students also talked about the novelty 
associated with the school topic, which made it more challenging to develop an 
argument about compared to the Facebook topic. One student commented:  

The school topic is newer, less familiar; it is difficult to think of arguments right 
away. (S4, M) 

Clearly, topic familiarity, as in the Facebook and University tasks could facilitate 
ideation and so enhance lexical density (content). For many, a familiar topic gave 
them a sense of ‘security’ because they had ‘things to say’ within time constraint 
(45 minutes). As one student commented, “These topics give ideas ready, I feel less 
stressed” (S8, F). However, not all the students saw the ease of writing of familiar 
topics as a positive aspect: 

“The Facebook task was familiar, so I needed to invest in time to make my essay 
new, by thinking of different or new ideas to say.” (S2, F) 

Because the Facebook task is familiar, it is a bit challenging to produce an 
original piece of writing (I mean to make my ideas different from others). I needed 
to provide more updated examples. (S3, M) 

These comments show that for at least some of the students, topics that were too 
familiar made it harder for them to think of interesting and original ideas for their 
writing. The merits of topic familiarity were, it seems, perceived differently by 
individual students. 

We now turn to students’ views as to how topic familiarity might have expedited 
access to vocabulary to convey the intended meanings. The students had clear views 
on this: 

I have more words to say in the Facebook and University topics than the other 
ones. (S6, M) 

 Finding words to write in the Facebook and University topics are easier. 
(S10, F) 
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They also saw that familiar topical knowledge also enabled them to shy away 
from repetitive words: 

It is easier to avoid repetition of words in the Facebook task and University 
task.” (S1, F) 

To me, it is a bit more challenging to find different words to use in the School 
task because it is less familiar to me. (S9, F) 

Students shared that they had access to “good” on-topic vocabulary needed to 
express their intended meaning in the familiar tasks. As the clock ticked on in a 
timed performance, many said that they had to drop their intended complex ideas 
for those that they were linguistically able to encode. Students emphasized that they 
constantly went back and forth in a problem-solving process between their intended 
meanings and the lexical resources they had available.  

The benefits of topic familiarity recognized by the learners confirm the 
performance-based data which show greater lexical density and lexical diversity 
with the Facebook and the University task than the others. In other words, familiar 
topical knowledge generally aided idea generation and lexical richness.  

Some students also mentioned the issue of appeal and interest, noting that the 
novelty of unfamiliar topics such as School and Supermarket was motivating:  

The topic about School and personality education is novel, and as such more 
appealing to me to write about, but in order to provide good arguments, it is rather 
difficult. (S5, F) 

The Supermarket topic is new to me, so more interesting, though it is more 
difficult to write.” (S2, F) 

Students’ emotional engagement in the topic was also mentioned. While being 
more topically demanding, the Supermarket topic appeared to provoke a positive 
emotional attachment among students because supermarkets had only relatively 
recently been introduced in this small Vietnamese city:  

“The topic of supermarket is more exciting; it is a place to relax, sometimes I go 
there to shop, or just to window-shop, play games and watch a movie!” (S4, M) 

“I love spending time in the supermarket, especially when it is burning hot; it’s 
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cool there.” (S10, M) 

Further textual analysis reveals that in supermarket-based essays, many topic-
related words that fall into the OLW category, as shown by Lextutor’s VocabProfile 
(Cobb, 2015) were used, such as delicious, fascinating, cosmetics, conditioners, 
budget, discount, import, candy, noodles, booths, goods, vegetables, magnificent, 
pizza, hamburger, cookies, souvenirs, snacks, seafood, etc. These words naturally 
add to the greater proportion of uncommon words in the Supermarket task 
performances.  

The students commented that they did not explicitly intend to use advanced 
words (“If you don’t know (rare/uncommon words), you don’t know.”) (S5, F). But 
they did attend to avoiding word repetition (“I often try to think of different words 
to use such as synonyms or antonyms”) (S9, F), which could show an insufficient 
lexical repertoire (“Sometimes I don’t know an exact synonym, I use similar 
words.”) (S9, F). Other students recounted they were overtaxed with finding ideas 
to say and so had to forgo attempts to use more varied lexical items. Generally, 
students perceived topical knowledge to ‘enable’ lexical diversity and 
sophistication, though the latter was not featured as strongly as the former.  

Overall, the interview data revealed that the extent to which topics both constrain 
or facilitate the process of writing depends on students’ familiarity with and interest 
in various topics. According to the students’ own accounts, topic familiarity and 
interest influenced how they allocated attention to idea generation and to the lexical 
demands of the writing task.  

 

5. Discussion 

The current study investigated the lexical richness of the writing performance on 
different topics within the same genre by 64 Vietnamese EFL university students. It 
found mixed effects of topics on measures of lexical richness, namely lexical 
density, lexical diversity and lexical sophistication. The study also probed students’ 
perceptions of their experience of writing on the different topics to provide 
additional explanatory insights.  
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The mixed effects of the topics on lexical richness of Vietnamese EFL writing 
warrants further comment. The non-significant difference in lexical density between 
the Facebook and School tasks could be because they are both persuasive essays 
which are academic in nature, and usually contain denser information than other 
types of writing (Biber & Gray, 2016). On the other hand, a more distinct effect of 
topic was found in the descriptive essay. Though of the same descriptive genre, the 
Supermarket task was more on the entertainment side in students’ perceptions, with 
‘cool atmosphere’, ‘foods’ and ‘films’ to enjoy, which could have entailed a lighter 
academic content than the University task. At first glance, this seems contradictory 
since students shared how topic familiarity made generating content easier in the 
Facebook and University topics than in the others. Given that writing is a meaning-
making and problem-solving process (Belcher & Hirvela, 2001; González, 2017), it 
allowed students space to construct their own content, as some students shared. 
Their desire to find fresh ways to approach familiar topics and challenge themselves 
in argumentation would seem to influence the amount of information (lexical 
density) they want to pack into their essays. This could confound the effect of topic. 
But it is also the case that lexical density is influenced by the syntactic and cohesive 
properties of a piece of writing. As Laufer and Nation (1995, p. 309) point out, 
“Fewer function words may reflect more subordinate clauses, participial phrases 
and ellipsis, all of which are not lexical but structural characteristics of a 
composition.” In other words, lexical density could be influenced by the syntactic 
and discoursal choices that the writer makes. 

The findings related to lexical density contradict some previous studies which 
found that familiar topics generated more content words (e.g., Yu, 2010; Zheng, 
2016). However, they are in accord with others which show that lexical density is 
not so strongly affected by topic familiarity (e.g., Lu, 2012; Nasseri & Thompson, 
2021). The explanations above are tentative and await more research to gain better 
subtle understanding about lexical density in different intra-genre topics.  

With regards to lexical diversity, the consistent effect of topic on TTR is likely to 
be a function of prior knowledge and topic familiarity associated with Facebook 
and University topics which facilitated access to more varied vocabulary, a point 
that students made in the interview. This finding is in line with previous studies 
which show how familiar topics lead to writing that has more varied vocabulary 
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(e.g., Cho, 2019; Ryoo, 2018; Yoon, 2017; Yu, 2010; Zheng, 2016).  

The finding that students used more uncommon words in writing on the 
Supermarket topic than on the University topic is partially in line with other 
research which has shown greater lexical sophistication with topics that are more 
relevant to students (e.g., Lo & Hyland, 2007; Yu, 2010; Zheng, 2016). It is also 
likely that the greater proportion of uncommon words generated by the supermarket 
task is a simple reflection of the many goods/foods-related words intrinsic to the 
topic. Thus, both the intrinsic nature of topics and learners’ familiarity and 
engagement with given topics are likely to have shaped the lexical qualities of the 
writing produced by students in the current study. Students’ perspectives in the 
present study added more explanatory power to understand the impact of topics 
both cognitively and affectively in relation to their individual orientation and text 
realisations. Previous studies, though not focusing on lexical richness, shows that 
students’ connection to the task/topic potentially impacts upon task/topic motivation 
(Cho, 2019; Yoon, 2017). Lambert et al. (2017) study also revealed that personally 
relevant topics were more engaging, and that topic motivation needs greater 
attention in research on the effects of task-internal factors on lexical features.  

 

6. Implications and Conclusions 

The study offers two implications for how to enhance productive lexical use in 
writing through task selection and instructional planning. Firstly, it shows that topic 
familiarity can be a double-edged sword. The interview data showed that while 
familiar topics can facilitate ideas generation and free attentional resources to attend 
to using more varied vocabulary, such topics can also be demotivating for some 
learners. The selection of task topics needs to take into consideration their value to 
students so as to motivate sustained interest and engagement in writing. 

Second, since the Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP) is recommended to use in 
course design (e.g., Aluthman, 2017; Catalán & Llach, 2017), teachers can use 
Lextutor’s VocabProfile (Cobb, 2015) to obtain information about their students’ 
use of vocabulary in writing to plan appropriate instructional strategies that assist 
students to attend to lexical aspects of their writing performance. Equally, teachers 
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could guide students to use it to explore their own LFP. Demonstrating how to use 
different words is also necessary. Other software tools such as AntConc (Anthony, 
2020) can provide focused feedback on use of certain lexical words in students’ 
writing (Nguyen, 2021). Teachers can also raise students’ awareness of “lexical 
aspects that are being overlooked in learner compositions” (González, 2017, p.15). 
Above all, lexical learning is incremental (Nation, 2013), thus necessitating that 
teachers provide on-going writing opportunities, using diverse topics to push 
learners to extend their productive vocabulary knowledge.  

 

7. Limitations and further research 

A limitation of the current study that warrants further development in future research 
concerns the operationalization of topic type in relation to the key learner variables of 
familiarity with and interest in given topics. To a considerable extent, it is difficult to 
control either of these variables in a large, varied class of learners, since each learner 
brings unique life experiences and interests with them to the classroom. Nevertheless, 
future research could consider manipulating this variable more systematically across 
genre. Next, the majority of the participants in the present study was female, and 
though this was a typical feature of English-major classes in Vietnam, future studies 
could investigate a variety of learner groups to understand how writing topics affect 
lexical richness in their written language production. 

We see a number of other implications for further research. First, understanding 
the actual AWL and OWL words students employ could provide additional insights 
into patterns of lexical use by students. Second, future studies could explore lexical 
accuracy (Read, 2000) alongside the lexical dimensions used in the present study. 
As Nation and Webb (2011) note, the lexical errors students make in their writing 
influence our perception of lexical richness.  Third, future research could use a 
more fine-grained approach by using multiple measures of lexical diversity and 
sophistication, for example examining verb variation, noun variation, adjective 
variation (see Lu, 2012) and word association (Garner et al., 2019). Finally, since 
writing proficiency is likely to correlate with the richness of the lexical resources 
that learners can draw upon in language production, research is needed to 
investigate how topic familiarity and language proficiency interact to influence 
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lexical dimensions of written performance.   

In conclusion, the current study has contributed to our understanding of the 
effects of topic on lexical richness in EFL writing, and on how these effects are 
mediated by learner familiarity and personal engagement with the topics.  
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Appendix 1. Writing tasks 

Persuasive essays 

 

Task 1 

Some people say that Facebook is a positive development that benefits humankind 
while some others say that it has negative effects on many aspects of life.  

What is your opinion?  

Provide reasons and examples to support your position. 

You have 45 minutes to plan and write your essay. You should write about 250 
words. 

 

Task 2 

“School plays a more important role than the family in shaping one’s personality.” 
What is your opinion?  

Provide reasons and examples to support your position. 

You have 45 minutes to plan and write your essay. You should write about 250 
words. 

 

Descriptive essays 

Task 1 

You want to introduce your university so that more will know about it. Write an 
article to a newspaper describing the university you are now attending. You can 
write about  

• its location  
• teachers, students (where they come from, their majors, etc.), learning/teaching 
activities/ extra-curricular activities 
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• services and facilities (classrooms, library, canteen, playground, clubs), etc.  

You have 45 minutes to plan and write your essay. You should write about 250 
words.  

 

Task 2 

Describe a supermarket that you know. You can write about its 

• location 
• goods 
• services 
• facilities 
• staff, etc. 

You have 45 minutes to plan and write your essay. You should write about 250 
words. 
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