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“Good writing is clear thinking made visible.”
- William Wheeler

RITING is a basic component of language proficiency, acting as a vital medium

for the representation of one’s thoughts, perspectives, attitudes, and more. English
writing is a compulsory skill in learning and using the language, and writing proficiency
is indicative of the holistic linguistic ability of the individual. Nevertheless, writing in-
struction has been widely perceived as a major challenge in English language education.
Therefore, encouraging debates on “what makes a good English essay” is potentially ben-
eficial for teachers and learners successfully addressing this challenge.

Researchers worldwide have undertaken extensive explorations of linguistic fea-
tures affecting writing quality from multiple perspectives, including vocabulary, syntax,
and discourse. At the lexical level, lexical sophistication is usually deemed a positive pre-
dictor of writing quality, with higher-quality essays often containing more sophisticated
words that are acquired in higher grades, low-frequency words, and academic vocabulary
(Crossley & Kim, 2022). At the syntactic level, there is a positive correlation between
syntactic complexity and writing quality. However, many studies find that traditional met-
rics of syntactic complexity are insufficiently effective. There have been two traditional
approaches to its evaluation: (i) assessing syntactic complexity by measuring the sentence
length, with the use of longer sentences being recognized as an indicator of syntactic ma-
turity; and (ii) calculating the number of T-units, where a T-unit is defined as one main
clause plus all subordinate clauses attached to it, to measure the complexity of subordina-
tion. Certain researchers contended that, compared to clausal complexity, phrasal com-
plexity, particularly noun phrase modification (by attributive adjectives and post—-noun-
modifying prepositional phrases) tends to contribute more to essay quality (Taguchi et al.,
2013). In the dimension of discourse cohesion and coherence, a significant positive corre-
lation between the use of global coherence devices and writing quality has been estab-
lished (Crossley, 2020; Crossley & Kim, 2022). Higher-quality writing typically exhibits
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higher levels of cohesion and coherence, with higher lexical and semantic overlap across
paragraphs, thereby foregrounding the essay’s theme. Crossley’s (2020) research findings,
based on an extensive review of relevant empirical studies, confirm the correlations be-
tween the three linguistic features (lexical sophistication, syntactic complexity, and text
coherence) and the quality of English writing and reveal that the effects of these features
are contingent on the essay’ topic, genre, and the student’s discipline. Wang et al.’s study
(2024) further revealed correlations between individual linguistic features and the quality
of essays in different genres: significant positive correlations between syntactic complexi-
ty and the quality of argumentative essays, between syntactic accuracy and the quality of
narrative essays, and between lexical sophistication and the quality of writing in the two
said genres.

When looking at the question from the perspective of “evaluation actors,” re-
searchers discovered a substantial discrepancy between students’ and teachers’ percep-
tions of the criteria for a “well-written essay.” Specifically, students tend to focus more on
overt features, such as lexical sophistication and syntactic complexity, while teachers
place greater emphasis on implicit features like logical coherence, depth of argumentation,
and discourse organization. For instance, Ding & Zhao’s (2019) study finds that teachers
put significantly higher value on essay structure and content than students do, whereas
students prioritize the range of vocabulary in writing. The difference in their views leads
to the divide in essay evaluation standards between them. It is noteworthy that students’
perceptions of writing quality could be unfavorable for their developing effective English
writing techniques. Therefore, it is necessary for teachers to make explicit the evaluation
criteria and factors influencing essay quality in the teaching process to direct students to-
wards legitimate efforts.

Discourse Cohesion and Coherence and the Writing Quality of English Argumen-
tative Essays: An Analysis Based on Coh-Metrix in this issue investigates the relation-
ships between discourse cohesion and coherence and essay quality. It leveraged Coh-
Metrix to quantitatively analyze textual features of 386 English argumentative essays us-
ing 27 indicators in four dimensions: connectives, referential cohesion, latent semantic
analysis, and situation models; The writing quality of these essays was evaluated by both
human raters and the JuKu Grading platform. The results of correlation analysis and mul-
tiple linear regression analysis reveal that there were statistically significant correlations
between a portion of the 27 indicators and the quality of the essays sampled and that these
indicators had varied predictive effects on writing scores (Xie, 2026). Despite its con-
strained generalizability due to its sample being confined to English essays by Chinese
EFL learners, the study provides valuable empirical evidence for improving English writ-
ing education, particularly training in use of connectives, referential cohesion, and seman-
tic coherence.
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