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Abstract 

 

Researchers and educators do not always have a clear idea about how evaluators 

actually go about assessing student texts. On the one hand, grading criteria are often 

vague and differ across locations and age groups. On the other hand, the underlying 

issues of how evaluators make judgments about student texts, and how various textual 

and linguistic features are related to grades, are not completely understood. The current 

study addresses the latter issue by analysing links between textual features and grades in 

L2 writing, using the computational tool Coh-Metrix. The textual features addressed 

concern linguistic sophistication and cohesion. Previous research on these issues has 

been conducted both with and without computational aids. Early research, for example 

Engber (1995), showed that there are correlations between lexical variation and high 

grades. Engber (1995), also, found correlations between error-free lexical variation and 

grades. More recent research has been conducted with tools such as Coh-Metrix. 

Crossley and McNamara’s (2010) research indicates that high proficiency L2 writers 

write more sophisticatedly, but with less cohesiveness than low proficiency writers. 

This study aims to test Crossley and McNamara’s (2010) results using the same 

computational tool, Coh-Metrix, in another setting. Thirty student essays were collected 

from the Swedish National Exam in English. Five essays for each grade (A - F) were 

selected. The texts were analysed in Coh-Metrix 3.0 and correlations between grades 

and linguistic features were calculated. The result was compared to Crossley and 

McNamara’s (2010) study and correlations stronger than 0.4 and –0.4 were analysed. 

The results indicate that the more sophistically advanced texts did receive higher grades. 

Rather surprisingly, only weak correlations were found between grades and cohesion.  

 

Keywords 

Coh-Metrix, grades, essay evaluation, linguistic cohesion and sophistication, L2 

writing.  
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1. Introduction  

Links between linguistic textual features and grades have been investigated for a long 

period of time. The question of how successful students write and what textual features 

assessors tend to focus on has been of interest. Several studies found that high scores of 

lexical diversity correlated with high grades (McNamara, Crossley and McCarthy, 

2010; Crossley and McNamara, 2010; Engber, 1995). McNamara et al., (2010) also 

found that lower frequency of content words and more nouns before the main verb 

correlated with high grades. Furthermore, Crossley and McNamara (2010) discovered, 

amongst other findings, that the usage of less familiar words showed correlations to 

high grades. 

Recent studies, like McNamara et al., (2010) and Crossley and McNamara 

(2010) have used Coh-Metrix to analyse the data. Coh-Metrix uses 108 different 

variables to analyse text easability, cohesion, latent semantic analysis, lexical diversity, 

connectives, situation model, syntactic complexity, syntactic pattern density, word 

information and readability (Coh-Metrix, 2019). However, older studies like Engber 

(1995) used different tools to analyse the data. Engber (1995) found that error-free 

variation and percentage of lexical errors correlated highly with grades. Furthermore, 

Ferris (1994) found that student essays with high grades contained more lexical and 

syntactic variations than student texts with low grades.  

While most research in the field tends to confirm that lexical diversity and 

high grades correlate, the question of what other textual features that correlate with high 

grades remains unanswered. Furthermore, little or no research has been done to validate 

the studies that used Coh-Metrix as main tool to analyze the data. This leaves several 

questions unanswered including whether the results from the Coh-Metrix studies 

previously conducted are applicable in other settings? What other linguistics features, in 

addition to lexical diversity, correlate highly with grades? The present research tries to 

address these questions. This paper aims to tests whether Crossley and McNamara’s 

(2010) results are applicable in other contexts. First, this is done by analyzing 

correlations between textual features and grades on the Swedish National Exam in 

English. Second, it compares the results from the Swedish National Exam in English to 

the example texts provided by Skolverket (2019). The results of this study suggest that 

there are clear links between textual features of linguistic sophistication and grades. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 2 

 

1.1 Research questions 

Is the result from the Crossley and McNamara (2010) study applicable in other 

contexts? 

 

Are there other textual linguistic variables, apart from the ones used in Crossley and 

McNamara (2010), that correlate highly with grades on the Swedish National Exam in 

English? 

 

Do the linguistic variables that Skolverket (2019) focuses on in their assessment of the 

National Exam in English differ from those that the evaluators in this study seem to 

have made use of?  
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2. Background 

2.1 Previous research 

Several studies have investigated the correlation between linguistic features of a text 

and human assessment of a text. Crossley and McNamara (2010) collected data from a 

corpus of argumentative essays written by high school students in Hong Kong. The 

corpus consisted of students essays from an advanced level exam. The essays were 

graded (A - F) and the length of texts were between 485 and 555 words. The results 

show, as seen in Table 1, that indices of cohesion, except from logical operators, 

correlated negatively with high grades. Texts with high cohesion had lower grades than 

texts with low cohesion. The strongest positive correlation was between lexical diversity 

and grades. Student texts with higher lexical diversity received higher grades. 

According to Crossley and McNamara (2010), the study indicated that higher “lexical 

diversity, fewer familiar words, more infrequent words, and fewer meaningful words” 

(p.180) resulted in higher grades given by human assessors.  

 

Table 1. Correlation between Coh-Metrix variables and essay grades (Crossley and McNamara, 

2011, p. 179).  

Variable r value p value 

D lexical diversity 0.426 < .001 

Word familiarity –0.400 < .001 

CELEX content word frequency –0.336 < .001 

Content word overlap –0.279 < .001 

LSA given/new –0.265 < .001 

Incidence of logical connectives –0.227 < .001 

Word concreteness –0.209 < .001 

Word imagability –0.180 < .001 

Word meaningfulness –0.176 < .001 

Aspect repetition –0.163 < .050 

LSA sentence to sentence –0.150 < .001 

Number of motion verbs 0.124 < .050 

Logical operators 0.122 < .050 

Verb hypernymy 0.121 < .050 

 

McNamara, Crossley and McCarthy (2010) investigated how cohesive 

indices and linguistic sophistication affected human assessment of texts. They created a 

corpus of 120 argumentative essays written by college freshmen, all native speakers of 

English. They had raters with at least three years of experience evaluate the essays. In 

the analysis of the data, McNamara et al., (2010) used Coh-Metrix indices from six 

categories: text information, co-reference, connectives, syntactic complexity, lexical 

diversity and word characteristics. The analysis showed that there was no relationship 

between human essay grading and the Coh-Metrix co-reference and connectives indices. 

However, they found correlations between syntactic complexity, lexical diversity, word 

frequency indices and essay grades. Student essays with high grades had higher scores 
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of lexical diversity, used more nouns before the main verb and had lower frequency of 

content words in their essays. 

 Green (2012) used Coh-Metrix to analyze differences in high proficiency 

L2 writing and low proficiency L2 writing. He focused on cohesion and lexical network 

density. He used the International Corpus of Learner English to collect L2 high 

proficiency data and the Indonesian EFL corpus to collect L2 low proficiency data. He 

found no difference in high and low proficiency L2 writers when using casual content, 

argument overlap, noun/verb hypernym, freq. content words indices. However, he found 

differences in L2 and L1 writing.  

 There was also research on the subject before computational tools like 

Coh-Metrix became available. Engber (1995) investigated the correlations between four 

textual features: lexical variation, error-free variation, percentage of lexical error, and 

lexical density, and grades. Engber (1995) collected 66 timed essays from second 

language students enrolled at Indiana University. The essays were assessed by ten 

different examiners with previous experience. He found strong correlations between 

lexical variation and high grades. Furthermore, he found strong correlations between 

error-free lexical variation and grades. The results indicated that students with higher 

grades made fewer mistakes.  

 Ferris (1994) also investigated what textual features correlated with high 

grades. She used a corpus of 160 student texts to analyze 62 textual features. The 

student texts were written during a 35-minute exam and the students had Chinese 

Spanish, Arabic or Spanish as their L1. Ferris (1994) found that students with higher 

grades used a greater “variety of lexical choices, syntactic constructions, and cohesive 

devices” (p. 419) than students with lower grades. She drew the conclusion that teachers 

should help students with lower grades to improve these abilities.   

 Frase, Faletti, Cinther and Grant (1997) created a database of 1737 essays 

from the Test of Written English (TOEFL). 106 variables were analyzed from speakers 

of Arabic, Spanish, Chinese and English native and non-native speakers. Frase et al., 

(1997) found that the strongest predictor of essay scores was word count. In other 

words, the strongest correlations between high essay scores and textual variables was 

the number of words. Furthermore, longer essays received higher grades.  

 Grant and Ginther (2000) also collected their data from the Test of Written 

English (TOEFL). They gathered 90 essays from three different proficiency levels. 

They investigated “essay length, lexical specificity (type/token ratio and average word 

length), lexical features (e.g., conjuncts, hedges), grammatical structures (e.g., nouns, 

nominalizations, modals), and clause level features (e.g., subordination, passives)” 

(Granth and Ginther, 2000, p.1). They found, amongst other things, that higher 

proficiency L2 writers wrote longer texts and used more unique words on the timed 

essays.  

 

2.2 Coh-Metrix 

Coh-Metric is a computational tool that automatically analyses linguistic features of 

texts. It was created at the university of Memphis between 2002 and 2011 (McNamara, 
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Graeser, MchCarthy & Cai, 2014). From the start, the objective of Coh-Metrix was to 

gather researchers from several disciplines to investigate cohesion in texts (McNamara 

et al., 2014). However, Coh-Metrix soon showed to be useful in other contexts 

(McNamara et al., 2014). Coh-Metrix 3.0 uses 106 different variables divided in to 11 

different categories to analyse texts.  These 11 categories are descriptive, text easability, 

principle component scores, referential cohesion, latent semantic analysis, lexical 

diversity, connectives, situation model, syntactic complexity, syntactic pattern density, 

word information and readability (McNamara et al., 2014).  

 Coh-Metrix has been used and validated in several studies. Polio and 

Yoon (2018) compared 30 hand-coded essays to Coh-Metrix scores. Furthermore, they 

used Coh-Metrix to analyze syntactic complexity in argumentative and narrative essays. 

They found that most Coh-Metrix indices were reliable and that the software could be 

used to detect differences in syntactic complexity across genres. McNamara, Louwerse, 

McCarthy and Graesser (2010) investigated the cohesion indices used in Coh-Metrix. 

They analyzed 19 text samples from experimental studies and found that high and low 

cohesion texts were clearly distinguished by Coh-Metrix.  

Other Coh-Metrix categories, such as lexical diversity, have also been 

tested. McCarthy and Jarvis (2010) tested the measure of textual lexical diversity 

(MTLD) and vocd (A Coh-Metrix indice to measure lexical diversity). To examine the 

validity of the indices they compared them to several other prominent lexical diversity 

indices in the field. They used two different corpora for their study. The study suggested 

that both indices were valid, although, one might be more suitable than the other 

depending on the context. Furthermore, they suggested that a mix of indices were 

preferable when calculating lexical diversity which is the case with Coh-Metrix.  

 

2.3 Coh-Metrix indices  

The Coh-Metrix indices used in this paper are selected based on similar research done 

by Crossley & McNamara (2010). Furthermore, indices are selected based on the 

strength of the correlations calculated, correlation stronger than 0.4 or – 0.4 are included 

in this paper 

 Hypernymy indices report on how specific a noun or a verb is. The more 

specific a word or noun is the higher score it receives. Coh-Metrix lists the verbs and 

nouns on a scale where the most common is at the bottom and the least common at the 

top (Coh-Metrix, 2019). 

 Lexical diversity indices divide the number of unique words in a text to the 

total number of words in a text. If the number of unique words is the same as the total 

number words in a text it receives the highest score possible. However, that would 

indicate that the text has little cohesion (Coh-Metrix, 2019).  

 Word information indices are calculated using the MRC psycholinguistic 

database. The concreteness indices show how abstract or concrete a word is. Words 

with low scores are abstract, for example, difference. Whereas, the word bottle is 

concrete and would therefore receive a higher score (Crossley & McNamara, 2011). 
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Words that refer to an “object, material or person generally receive higher concreteness 

score” (Crossley & McNamara, 2011, p. 176).  

Word imagability refers to how easy a word is imagined. A word like table 

is easily imagined and would therefore receive a high score. Whereas, words that are 

difficult to imagine like furthermore receives a low score (Coh-Metrix, 2019). Word 

meaningfulness calculates how closely associated words are to other words. A high 

score indicates that “the word is highly associated with other words (e.g., people), 

whereas a low meaningfulness score indicate that the word is weakly associated with 

other words” (Crossley & McNamara, 2011, p. 176). The familiarity of words shows 

how familiar a word is to adults. Low scores indicate unfamiliar words and high scores 

indicates familiar words. The word father would, for example, receive a higher score 

than membrane (Coh-Metrix, 2019).  

 Celex content word frequency variable shows how frequently used content 

words are. If the score is high, it means the that the word is frequently used in the 

English language. The celex log frequency for all words, mean shows how frequently 

used all words in a text are (Coh-Metrix, 2019). 

 The adverbial phrase density incidence shows the density of adverbial 

phrases in a text. The more adverbial phrases, the higher score. A text with a higher 

density of adverbial phrases may appear more syntactically complex (Coh-Metrix, 

2019). The agentless passive voice density incidence shows how often agentless passive 

forms occur in a text. The density of agentless passive voices affects how the reader 

processes the text (Coh-Metrix, 2019). 

 Logical connectives are calculated per 100 words. Latent semantic 

analysis (LSA) indices show how semantically connected sentences and paragraphs are. 

A low score indicates low cohesion and a high score high cohesion. The content word 

overlap indices show how content words are repeated in sentence pairs (Coh-Metrix, 

2019). 

 The word count indice shows how many words there are in a text, the 

paragraph count how many paragraphs there are, and the sentence count indice show 

how many sentences a text contains (Coh-Metrix, 2019).  

 

2.4 The Swedish National Exam  

At upper secondary schools in Sweden, the National Exam is a mandatory test written in 

English, Swedish and Mathematics. The objective of the test is to support teachers in 

their grading of student texts and give students the chance to show their abilities on 

equal terms. All Swedish students write the same tests on specific dates (Skolverket, 

2019).  

 The Swedish National Exam in English consists of three parts: reading 

and listening, speaking and writing. In the writing part, students are asked to write 

between 250 and 600 words in 80 minutes. The students are given a theme and they are 

supposed to explain, give examples, discuss and compare it. The essays are graded on 

the criteria below (Gothenburg University, 2019).  
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Table 2 consists of several textual features that teachers are to consider 

when assessing student texts. How the teacher is supposed to take these textual features 

into consideration is not stated explicitly. Several words are under both headings such 

as explicitness, variation and adaption to situation and genre. The teachers are 

supposed to use both the basis of assessment in Table 2 and the following grading 

criteria.  

 

Table 2. Basis of assessment Skolverket (2019) 

Content Language 

Explicitness and variation, examples and 

perspectives, structure and coherence, 

adaption to purpose, reader, situation and 

genre.  

 

 

Communicative strategies and fluency, 

Length, variation, explicitness and confidence: 

Vocabulary, phrasal structure, idioms, 

cohesion, structure, grammatical structure, 

spelling and interpunctuation, adaption to 

purpose, reader, situation and genre.  

 

To receive the grade E students are to:  

In oral and written communications of various genres, students can express themselves in 

relatively varied ways, relatively clearly and relatively coherently. Students can express 

themselves with some fluency and to some extent adapted to purpose, recipient and 

situation. Students work on and make improvements to their own communications 

To receive the grade C students are to:  

In oral and written communications of various genres, students can express themselves in a 

way that is relatively varied, clear, coherent and relatively structured. Students can also 

express themselves with fluency and some adaptation to purpose, recipient and situation. 

Students work on and make well grounded improvements to their own communications. 

To receive the grade A students are supposed to  

In oral and written communications of various genres, students can express themselves in 

ways that are varied, clear, coherent and structured. Students can also express themselves 

with fluency and some adaptation to purpose, recipient and situation. Students work on 

and make well grounded and balanced improvements to their own communications. 

In addition to the grading criteria and the basis of assessment, Skolverket (2019) also 

provides example texts for each grade to help teachers in their assessment of the essays.   
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3. Method 

The data in this study consists of thirty student essays collected from a Komvux (adult 

education) in Stockholm, Sweden. Five essays from each grade (F-A) were collected. 

The essays were written on the Swedish National Exam in English, in the course 

English 5. The texts were between 250 – 600 words long and were written in 2017-

2018. All students wrote the same test; however, the topic they wrote about differed. On 

the exam, the students were instructed to explain, give examples, discuss and compare a 

given topic. The students had 80 minutes to finish the exam, and the exam was written 

towards the end of the course.  

The students who wrote the essays were adults, at least 20 years old and 

attended Komvux (adult education). Komvux provides courses equivalent to those in 

Upper Secondary Schools in Sweden; however, all students are adults. All students had 

English as a foreign language. Their first languages were unknown. The majority of the 

essays were computer written, but a few were hand written. The essays were assessed 

by an English teacher responsible for the course. The essays written in digital form were 

anonymized before they were assessed by the teacher. This was done to avoid bias. The 

teacher graduated from one of the major universities in Sweden and had about a year’s 

experience of teaching prior to the assessment of the texts. 

 The essays collected were, first of all, anonymized. The essays that were 

not in digital form were converted to digital form. This was done manually using the 

software Word. The essays were analyzed in Coh-Metrix 3.0 and the data from the 

analysis was saved in an Excel sheet. The grades were changed to numbers (0-5) where 

A became 5 and F became 0. This was done to easily calculate correlations. The 

correlations between the grades and 106 the Coh-Metrix variables were calculated using 

Excel. Correlations with strengths stronger than 0.4 and –0.4 were highlighted. 

Furthermore, the correlations of the variables used in Crossley and McNamara (2010) 

were highlighted, except for the variables aspect repetition, logical operators and 

number of motion verbs. The reason for this was that these specific indices differed 

between Coh-Metrix versions. The correlations highlighted were then presented in 

tables and the p values were calculated to determine if the correlations were significant.  

 Nine example essays from Skolverket (2019) were also collected. The 

essays were graded (E-A) by Skolverket (2019), three essays for each grade. The 

objective of the example texts is to help teachers when they grade the Swedish National 

Exam in English. The example texts show how typical E, C and A essays are graded. 

The example texts were analyzed in Coh-Metric 3.0 and the data was saved in an Excel 

sheet. The grades were converted to numbers (1-3). A was converted to 3, C to 2 and 1 

to E. The correlations were calculated in Excel, and the variables were presented in 

tables. The p values were calculated to determine the if the correlations were significant.  

 A third analysis was conducted that calculated the correlation between 

spelling mistakes and grades. The spelling mistakes for each essay were counted. The 

number of spelling mistakes were then divided to the total number of words in the 

essay. The sum of the calculation was then multiplied by a thousand to calculate the 

number of spelling errors per thousand words. The spelling errors for each essay per 
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thousand words were then organized in an Excel sheet and the correlations were 

calculated. The p values were calculated to determine if the correlations were 

significant. This analysis was conducted because primary result indicated that assessors 

appeared to pay much attention to superficial features of texts, such as choice of words.  

 Thirty essays were chosen because it is considered the minimum number 

to achieve a normal distribution. Dörnyei (2007) argues that a normal distribution is 

crucial when working with statistics. The strength of the correlations is determined 

following Evans (1996) recommendations: 0.0-0.19 is considered very weak, 0.20-0.39 

is considered weak, 0.40-0.59 is considered moderate, 0.60-0.79 is considered strong 

and 0.80-1.0 is considered very strong. Correlations below 0.4 and –0.4 were not 

analyzed in this essay. The p value of the correlations was calculated using the online 

statistical tool VassarStats. The n value used was the number of essays and the r value 

the strength of the correlation. The probability was retrieved from the non-directional 

column. The correlation used in this study is the Pearson correlation. The correlations 

coefficient is the r value (Dörnyei, 2007). The chosen significance level, for the 

correlations in this paper, is 0.05.  
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4. Results 

4.1 Correlations and means using Crossley and McNamara (2010) 

variables.  

Table 3 shows correlations between textual variables and grades in data collected from 

the Swedish National Exam in English. The same variables that Crossley and 

McNamara (2010) used are being analyzed. The strongest correlation is at the top of the 

table and weakest at the bottom. The r value shows the correlation and the p value 

shows if it is significant. Evans’ (1996) measurements of correlation strengths are used 

to explain the strengths of the correlations. The p values show that first four variables 

are statistically significant and that the following are not 

 In Table 3 below, verb hypernymy shows a moderate correlation to grades. 

It is followed by CELEX content word frequency variable which also shows a moderate 

correlation. However, the r value is negative which means that student essays with 

lower grades contains more frequently used words than essays with higher grades. The 

variables d lexical diversity and word familiarity both have r values under –0.4 which 

shows that the correlations are weak. The r value of the variables incidence of positive 

logical connectives, content word overlap, word concreteness, LSA given/new, word 

imagability and word meaningfulness and are too weak to indicate that there are any 

correlations at all between the variables and essay grades.  

 In other words, Table 3 shows two variables, verb hypernymy and CELEX 

content word frequency, with moderate correlations to essay grades.  The following two 

variables, d lexical diversity and word familiarity, are weak; however, they are 

significant with p values under 0.05. The remaining variables do not have a significant p 

value.  

 

Table 3. Correlations between Coh-Metrix variables and essay grades. 

Variable r value p value 

Verb hypernymy 0.469 < 0.008 

CELEX content word frequency –0.469 < 0.01 

D lexical diversity –0.384 < 0.03 

Word familiarity –0.379 < 0.03 

Incidence of positive logical connectives 0.242 < 0.197 

Content word overlap –0.163 < 0.389 

Word concreteness 0.145 < 0.444 

LSA given/new 0.108 < 0.569 

Word imagability –0.017 < 0.928 

Word meaningfulness –0.016 < 0.933 

 

Table 4 shows the combined mean of the grades A-C and D-F in the data 

collected from the Swedish National Exam in English. The table presents differences in 

student texts with high and low grades. The variables used in this table are the same 

ones used in the Crossley and McNamara (2010) study. 
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Table 4.  Coh-Metrix variables mean (grades A-C and D-F). The same variables used in Crossley 

and McNamara (2010). 

Coh-Metrix variables Grade A-C Grade D-F 

Verb hypernymy 1.496 

 

1.353 

 

CELEX content word 

frequency 

 

2.574 

 

2.691 

 

D lexical diversity 0.407 

 

0.472 

 

Word familiarity 585.143 

 

587.800 

 

Incidence of logical 

connectives 

 

52.321 

 

45.202 

 

Content word overlap 0.160 

 

0.171 

 

Word concreteness 353.403 

 

354.342 

 

LSA given/new 0.321 

 

0.3170 

 

Word imagability 392.529 

 

397.401 

 

Word meaningfulness 437.404 439.640 

 

 In Table 4, the verb hypernymy variable indicates that essays with high 

grades contain more specific nouns than essays with low grades, the A-C texts show a 

score 0.16 higher than the D-F texts. The CELEX content word frequency variable has a 

higher score with the D-F essays which indicates the student texts with lower grades use 

more commonly used words, the difference between the two groups is 0,117. The d 

lexical diversity score shows a higher score amongst the D-F essays and the difference 

is 0.065. The word familiarity variable also shows a higher score amongst D-F essays. 

The difference in score between the two groups is 2.657 which indicates that D-F essays 

contain more familiar words than the A-C texts. The incidence of logical connectives 

shows a higher score with the A-C essays and the difference between the two is 7.119. 

The content word overlap variable has a slightly higher score with the D-F essays. The 

difference between the groups is 0.011. The word concreteness variable also shows a 

higher score amongst the essays with lower grades. The difference between the two 

groups is 0.939. The LSA given/new shows a slightly higher score with the A-C texts 

and the difference between the two is 0.004. The word imagability score is higher 

amongst the D-F students and the difference between the two is 4.872. The word 

meaningfulness score is also higher amongst the D-F essays. The difference between the 

two is 2.236.  

 Table 5 shows how student essays with different grades differ from each 

other in the data collected from the Swedish National Exam in English. The variables 

are the same ones as in the Crossley and McNamara (2010) study.   
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Table 5. Mean of Coh-Metrix variables for each grade. The same variables used as in Crossley and 

McNamara (2010).  

Coh-Metrix variables  A B C D E F 

Verb hypernymy 1.533 

 

1.498 

 

1.455 

 

1.368 

 

1.327 

 

1.363 

 

CELEX content word 

frequency 

 

2.508 

 

2.537 

 

2.678 

 

2.629 

 

2.681 

 

2.762 

 

D lexical diversity 0.426 

 

0.391 

 

0.405 

 

0.465 

 

0.470 

 

0.481 

 

Word familiarity 581.432 

 

584.238 

 

589.759 

 

584.742 

 

586.961 

 

591.697 

 

Incidence of logical 

connectives 

 

48.257 53.424 55.283 48.659 48.015 38.932 

Content word overlap 0.139 

 

0.158 

 

0.183 

 

0.175 

 

0.149 

 

0.190 

 

Word concreteness 359.052 

 

347.952 

 

353.205 

 

366.493 

 

352.142 

 

344.391 

 

LSA given/new 0.3218 

 

0.313 

 

0.3286 

 

0.328 

 

0.324 

 

0.2992 

 

Word imagability 395.268 

 

383.940 

 

398.379 

 

410.253 

 

393.644 

 

388.306 

 

Word meaningfulness 435.843 433.873 442.496 446.045 441.138 431.738 

 

 

 In Table 5, the verb hypernymy variable almost follows the expected 

pattern from A - F. The only irregularity is that the F texts have a higher mean than the 

E texts. The CELEX content word frequency variable correlates negatively with grades 

which is also seen in the average means. The F texts contain the most frequently used 

words and are followed by E, C, D, B and A. The means follow the expected pattern (F-

A) except the D texts that contain fewer frequently used words than the C texts. The d 

lexical diversity variable correlates negatively with grades. This shows that the means 

do not follow the expected pattern, as the expected pattern would have been positive. 

The F, E, D students all have higher lexical diversity scores than the A, B and C texts. 

The word familiarity variable appears to be completely random which was also seen in 

the correlation score in table 4. The incidence of positive logical connectives shows the 

highest score with the C essays and the order of the means appears to be random. The 

content word overlap mean appears to be completely random. However, the highest 

score is found in the F students’ texts. The word concreteness means also appear to be 

completely random. The highest score is seen with the D essays. The order of the LSA 

given/new variable appears to be random as well. The highest score is, also, seen with 

the D texts. The word imagability variable also show the highest mean with the D 

students. Apart from that, the mean score appears to be random. The word 

meaningfulness follows the same pattern as the previous variables. The means seem to 

appear random and the D students show the highest score.  
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4.2. Correlations and means from the Swedish National Exam in 

English. Correlations stronger than 0.4 and –0.4 presented.  

Table 6 shows correlations between textual features and grades in the data collected 

from the Swedish National Exam in English. The variables are the ones that show the 

strongest correlations to grades in the data collected. All correlations are stronger than 

0.4 or –0.4. The variables in the table did not show meaningful correlations in the 

Crossley and McNamara (2010) study. The p value shows that all correlations in the 

table are significant.  

 

Table 6. Correlation between Coh-Metrix variables and essay grades on the National Exam. 

Correlations than 0.4 and –0.4. are presented in the table. 

Variable r value p value 

Hypernymy for nouns, mean 0.844 < 0.0000001 

Word count, number of words 0.671 < 0.00004 

Sentence count, number of sentences 0.553 < 0.001 

Hypernymy for nouns and verbs, mean 0.508 < 0.004 

CELEX Log frequency for all words, mean –0.481 < 0.007 

Paragraph count, number of paragraphs 0.479 < 0.007 

Agentless passive voice density, incidence 0.420 < 0.02 

Adverbial phrase density, incidence 0.408 < 0.02 

 

 In Table 6, the strongest correlation is between hypernymy for nouns, 

mean and essay grades. The strength of the correlation is considered very strong. This 

indicates that student essays with higher grades contain more specific nouns than 

student essays with lower grades. The following variable word count, number of words 

shows a strong correlation to essay grades indicating the essays with higher grades 

contain more words. The correlations between the remaining variables and the grades 

are moderate. The hypernymy for nouns and verbs, mean indicates that there is a 

correlation between the usage of more specific nouns and verbs and grades. The CELEX 

Log frequency for all words, mean has a negative correlation to grades. This indicates 

that student essays with low grades contain more frequently used words than student 

essays with high grades. The paragraph count, number of paragraphs correlation 

indicates that student texts with high grades contain more paragraphs than student texts 

with low grades. The agentless passive voice density variable correlates with high 

grades. This indicates that student essays with higher grades have more passive clauses 

where the agent is unknown. The last variable adverbial phrase density indicates that 

student texts with higher grades have denser adverbial phrases than student texts with 

lower grades. To conclude, the variables in table 6 show moderate to strong 

correlations. One variable correlate negatively to grades, the remaining are positive 

correlations.  

Table 7 shows how essays with high grades (A-C) and low grades (D-F) 

differ in the data collected from the Swedish National Exam in English. The Coh-

Metrix variables used are the ones that show the strongest correlations to grades in the 

data collected. The variables did not show meaningful correlations in the Crossley and 

McNamara (2010) study.  
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Table 7. Coh-Metrix variables mean, graded between A-C and D-F. The variables in the table all 

have stronger correlations than –0.4 and 0.4 to grades.  

Coh-Metrix variable Grade A-C Grade D-F 

Hypernymy for nouns 

 
6.356 

 

4.900 
 

Word count, number of 

words 

 

493.733 
 

310.533 
 

Sentence count, number of 

sentences 

 

25.333 
 

13.733 
 

Hypernymy for nouns and 

verbs 

 

1.573 
 

1.349 
 

CELEX Log frequency for 

all words 

 

3.182 3.266 
 

Paragraph count, number 

of paragraphs 

 

5.933 4.133 
 

Agentless passive voice 

density, incidence 

 

4.998 
 

1.442 
 

Adverbial phrase density, 

incidence 
30.125 

 

19.810 
 

  

 In Table 7, the hypernymy for nouns variable shows that the A-C group 

use more specific nouns than the D-F group, the difference between the two groups is 

1.456. The word count variable shows that the mean length for student texts graded A-C 

is higher than student texts graded D-F. The difference between the two is 183.2. The 

sentence count, number of sentences variable shows that the first group, A-C, use more 

sentences than the D-F group and the difference is 38.6. The hypernymy for nouns and 

verbs also shows a higher score with the A-C group, indicating the A-C group uses 

more specific nouns and verbs. The difference between the two is 0.224. The CELEX 

Log frequency for all words variable has a higher score with the second group, D-F. The 

difference between the two is 0.004. The paragraph count, number of paragraphs 

shows how the A-C group use more paragraphs than the D-F group. The difference 

between the two is 1.8. The agentless passive voice density, incidence mean differs 

significantly between the two groups. The A-C group has a 3.556 higher mean than the 

D-F group. The adverbial phrase density, incidence also differs significantly between 

the two groups. Group A-C has a 10.315 higher mean than the D-F group.  

 Table 8 shows how essays assigned different grades (A - F) also differ by 

Coh-Metrix variables. These variables are the ones that have the strongest correlations 

to grades in the data collected from the Swedish National Exam in English. The 

variables in this table did not show meaningful correlations in the Crossley and 

McNamara (2010) study. However, the variables all show stronger correlations than –

0.4 and 0.4 to grades.  
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Table 8. Mean of Coh-Metrix variables for each grade. Variables with the strongest correlations to 

grades.  

Coh-Metrix variables A B C D E F 

Hypernymy for nouns, 

mean 

 

6.776 

 

6.00 

 

6.290 

 

5.210 

 

5.079 

 

4.412 

 

Word count, number of 

words 

 

485.6 

 

540.4 

 

455.2 

 

279.2 

 

322.4 

 

330 

 

Sentence count, number of 

sentences 

 

27 

 

22.2 

 

26.8 

 

14.4 

 

13.25 

 

12.6 

 

Hypernymy for nouns and 

verbs, mean 

 

1.533 

 

1.498 

 

1.455 

 

1.368 

 

1.327 

 

1.363 

 

CELEX Log frequency for 

all words, mean 

 

3.1358 

 

3.183 

 

3.227 

 

3.235 

 

3.255 

 

3.310 

 

Paragraph count, number 

of paragraphs 

 

7 

 

5.4 

 

5.4 

 

4 

 

4 

 

4.6 

 

Agentless passive voice 

density, incidence 

 

7.379 

 

4.646 

 

2.969 

 

0 

 

3.0206 

 

1.307 

 

Adverbial phrase density, 

incidence 

31.494 

 

27.501 

 

31.379 

 

15.129 

 

26.494 

 

17.807 

 

 

 In Table 8, the hypernymy for nouns, mean variable follows the expected 

pattern (A-F) except from the student texts with the grade C. The C student texts have a 

higher mean than the B student texts. The word count, number of words shows that the 

A and B texts contain the most words. The texts graded C have a higher mean than the 

D, E and F essays. However, the D texts have the lowest mean. The sentence count, 

number of sentences variable shows the highest mean in the A, C and B essays. The D, 

E, and F essays demonstrate a mean significantly lower than the three highest grades. 

The hypernymy for nouns and verbs, mean follows the expected patterns from A-F 

except for the F texts that show a slightly higher mean than the texts graded E. The 

paragraph count, number of paragraphs also follows the same pattern. The F students 

have a higher mean than the E students; otherwise, the variable follows the expected 

pattern. The agentless passive voice density, incidence variable shows that the essays 

graded A have a much higher mean than the remaining of the graded texts. It is 

followed by the B essays; the remaining scores appear to be in random order. The 

adverbial phrase density, incidence variable shows the highest mean in the A texts, 

apart from that the order appears to random. However, the F and D essays have a 

significantly lower mean compared to the other essays. 
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4.3 Correlations and means, example texts collected from 

Skolverket (2019). 

Table 9 shows correlations between Coh-Metrix variables and grades in the example 

texts provided by Skolverket (2019). The example texts from Skolverket (2019) are to 

help evaluators when assessing the exam. The variables in the table are the same ones 

used in Crossley and McNamara study (2010). 

 

Table 9. Correlation between Coh-Metrix variables and essay grades from Skolverket’s (2019) 

example texts. Variables used in Crossley and McNamara study (2010).  

Variable r value p value 

Verb hypernymy 0.571 < 0.108 

CELEX content word frequency –0.688 < 0.04 

D lexical diversity 0.437 < 0.239 

Word familiarity –0.700 < 0.03 

Incidence of logical connectives –0.888 < .001 

Content word overlap –0.777 < 0.013 

Word concreteness 0.185 < 0.633 

LSA given/new –0.739 < 0.022 

Word imagability 0.141 < 0.717 

Word meaningfulness 0.116 < 0.776 

 

 

In Table 9, the variable verb hypernymy shows a moderate correlation 

strength. The p value, however, is higher than 0.05 which means that the correlation is 

not significant. The CELEX content word frequency variable shows a strong correlation 

to grades. The p value indicates that the correlation is significant. The d lexical diversity 

variable has a moderate correlation. However, the p value is 0.239 which means that the 

correlation is not significant. The word familiarity variable demonstrates a strong 

negative correlation to grades. The p value is 0.03 which indicates that the correlation is 

significant. The incidence of logical connectives has a strong negative correlation to 

grades and the p value shows that the correlation is significant. The content word 

overlap variable correlates strongly to grades and the p value is 0.013. The p value is 

lower than 0.05 which means that it is significant. The LSA given/new variable also 

correlates strongly to grades. The correlation is negative and the p value indicates that 

the correlation is significant. The word imagability and word meaningfulness have very 

low scores which indicates that no correlations to grades were detected.  

 Table 10 shows the correlations between Coh-Metrix variables and grades 

in the example texts provided by Skolverket (2019). The variables selected all have 

correlations stronger than 0.4 or –0.4 in the data collected from the Swedish National 

Exam in English. The p value shows that only one correlation, CELEX Log frequency 

for all words mean, is statistically significant. This is due to the sample size being rather 

small with only nine example texts collected from Skolverket (2019).  
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Table 10. Correlation between Coh-Metrix variables and essay grades from Skolverket’s (2019) 

example texts.  

Variable r value p value 

Hypernymy for nouns, mean 0.306 < 0.423 

Word count, number of words 0.461 < 0.211 

Sentence count, number of sentences 0.389 < 0.300 

Hypernymy for nouns and verbs, mean 0.303 < 0.428 

CELEX Log frequency for all words, mean –0.714 < 0.030 

Paragraph count, number of paragraphs 0.596 < 0.090 

Agentless passive voice density, incidence –0.426 < 0.252 

Adverbial phrase density, incidence 0.476 < 0.195 

 

In Table 10, the hypernymy for nouns, mean variable is below 0.4 which 

means that the correlation is weak. This result differs from the data collected in table 6 

where the same variable has a correlation of 0.884. The word count, number of words 

variable have moderate correlation to grades. Table 6, on the other hand, has a strong 

correlation of 0.671. The sentence count, number of sentences shows a correlation 

weaker than 0.4. In table 6, on the other hand, the correlation has a score of 0.553. The 

hypernymy for nouns and verbs, mean variable is weaker than 0.4. It also differs from 

the result in table 6 where the variable has a correlation of 0.508. The CELEX Log 

frequency for all words, mean shows the strongest correlation in the table. Just as in 

table 6 it correlates negatively; however, the correlation in table 6 is –0.481 which is 

weaker. The paragraph count, number of paragraphs variable correlates strongly with 

grades. The correlation is stronger than in table 6. In table 6 the correlation score is 

0.479. The agentless passive voice density, incidence correlates negatively to grades and 

the strength of the correlation is moderate. The correlation of the variable differs 

significantly from table 6 where the correlation 0.420. The last variable, adverbial 

phrase density, incidence shows a moderate correlation to grades. The correlation is 

similar in strength to the one in table 6 with a score of 0.408.  

 Table 11 shows how the essays assigned the grades A, C and E differ in 

the example texts provided by Skolverket (2019). The table shows the mean for each 

grade. The variables are the same ones used in Crossley and McNamara’s (2010) study. 
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Table 11. Means of Coh-Metrix variables from example texts provided by Skolverket (2019).  Three 

example essays for each grade were analysed, nine in total. The variables are the same ones used by 

Crossley and McNamara (2010).  

Coh-Metrix variables A C E 

Verb hypernymy 1.368 

 

1.329 

 

1.286 

 

CELEX content word 

frequency 

 

2.663 

 

2.793 

 

2.823 

 

D lexical diversity 0.444 

 

0.367 

 

0.387 

 

Word familiarity 592.662 

 

596.316 

 

597.662 

 

Incidence of logical 

connectives 

 

42.372 

 

57.684 

 

69.206 

 

Content word overlap 0.058 

 

0.075 

 

0.106 

 

Word concreteness 353.871 

 

332.749 

 

346.563 

 

LSA given/new 0.277 

 

0.311 

 

0.335 

 

Word imagability 397.519 

 

380.776 

 

393.166 

 

Word meaningfulness 450.621 431.166 447.692 

 

 

 In Table 11, the verb hypernymy variable shows a declining score from A-

E. This shows that the student texts with higher grades contain more specific verbs than 

essays with lower grades. The CELEX content word frequency score goes in the 

opposite direction from the previous variable. The essays graded E have the highest 

score followed by C and A. This shows that essays with lower grades contain more 

frequently used words than essays with higher grades. The d lexical diversity variable 

shows the highest score amongst the A essays. However, the E students write more 

lexically diverse than the C students. The word familiarity mean is the highest with E 

essays and the lowest with A essays. The incidence of logical connectives variable has 

the highest score with E essays and it is followed by the C and A essays. The content 

word overlap mean is the highest with the essays graded C and it is followed by A and 

E essays. The LSA given/new variable shows the highest mean with the E essays and 

lowest with the A essays. The word imagability mean is the highest with the essays 

graded A. The A essays are followed by the E essays and last the C essays. The word 

meaningfulness variable shows the highest mean with the essays graded A and it is 

followed by the E students and the C students.  

Table 12 shows the differences in how the essays grade A, C and E are 

assessed by Skolverket (2019). The variables are the ones that show the strongest 

correlations in data collected from the Swedish National Exam in English. The table 

shows the means for each grade group in relation to the Coh-Metrix variables.  
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Table 12. Mean of Coh-Metrix variables from example texts provided by Skolverket (2019).  

Coh-Metrix variables A C E 

Hypernymy for nouns 

 

6.182 

 

5.947 

 

5.976 

 

Word count, number of 

words 

 

450.333 

 

519 

 

311.333 

 

Sentence count, number of 

sentences 

 

45.333 

 

62.666 

 

28.666 

 

 

Hypernymy for nouns and 

verbs 

 

1.390 

 

1.241 

 

1.300 

 

CELEX Log frequency for 

all words 

 

3.195 

 

3.249 

 

3.284 

 

Paragraph count, number 

of paragraphs 

 

27.666 

 

29.666 

 

18.333 

 

Agentless passive voice 

density, incidence 

 

1.433 

 

1.051 

 

3.287 

 

Adverbial phrase density, 

incidence 

25.102 

 

48.031 

 

43 

 

 

 In Table 12, the hypernymy for nouns variable has the highest score with 

the A essays, followed by the E and C’s. It does not follow the expected pattern (A – E). 

The word count, number of words shows the highest mean with student essays graded 

C, followed by A and E. The sentence count, number of sentences variable follows the 

same pattern as the previous variable. C shows the highest mean, followed by A and C. 

The hypernymy for nouns and verbs does not follow the expected pattern (A – E). The 

highest score is found with the C essays, followed by A and E. The CELEX Log 

frequency for all words has the highest score with the E essays, followed by the C and 

A essays. This indicates that the essays with lower grades use more commonly used 

words. The paragraph count, number of paragraphs has the highest score with the C 

essays, followed by the A and E essays. The agentless passive voice density, incidence 

variable has the highest score with the E essays. It is followed by the A and C essays. 

The last variable, adverbial phrase density, incidence shows the highest score with 

essays graded C. It is followed by the essays graded E. The essays graded A have a 

significantly lower score than the other grade groups with a score almost half as high as 

the C essays. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 20 

4.4 Correlations between spelling errors and grades.  

Table 13 shows the correlations between spelling errors and grades in the data collected 

from the Swedish National Exam in English and in the data collected from the example 

texts provided by Skolverket (2019).  

 

Table 13. Correlation of spelling errors and grades, student essays and example texts.  

Spelling errors r value p value 

Student essays –0.838 < 0.0000001 

Example essays –0.775 < 0.0000001 

 
 

 In Table 13, the student essays show a negative correlation to grades. The 

correlation is very strong and the p value indicates that the correlation is significant. The 

example essays also shows a strong negative correlation to grades. However, it is not as 

strong as with the student essays. The p value shows that the correlation is significant.  
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5. Discussion 

In this study, thirty essays written for the Swedish National Exam in English were 

collected. The essays were analyzed using Coh-Metrix, and correlations between the 

grades received and Coh-Metrix variables were calculated. The study aimed to answer 

three questions: (1) Are the results from the Crossley and McNamara (2010) study 

applicable in other contexts? (2) Are there other textual linguistic variables, apart from 

the ones used in Crossley and McNamara (2010), which correlate highly with grades on 

the Swedish National Exam in English? (3) Do the linguistic variables that Skolverket 

(2019) focuses on in their assessment of the National Exam in English differ from those 

that the teachers in this study focus on?  

 The data in this study suggests that Crossley and McNamara’s (2010) 

results are applicable in other contexts. Three out of four variables with significant 

correlations show similar result to the correlations in Crossley and McNamara’s (2010) 

study. The verb hypernymy, celex content word frequency and word familiarity 

variables all have significant negative correlations to grades. This indicates, just as 

Crossley and McNamara (2010) found, that student texts with less familiar and less 

frequent words receive higher grades. If this is done implicitly or explicitly by assessors 

is not answered in this study. However, in the grading criteria seen in Table 2, only one 

out of eighteen key words that teachers are to consider when grading mentions 

vocabulary. Furthermore, the cohesion variables show very weak or no correlation to 

grades in either this or the Crossley and McNamara (2010) study. Cohesion is, just as 

vocabulary, one of the key words that teachers are to consider when grading the 

Swedish National Exam in English. This might indicate that assessors pay more 

attention to linguistic sophistication than cohesion, although it is not stated that they 

should do so in the grading criteria.   

 The data suggests that there are other variables, apart from the ones used 

in Crossley and McNamara (2010), that correlate highly with grades on the Swedish 

National Exam in English. There is a strong correlation between number of words and 

grades. This indicates that longer essays receive higher grades. Assessors are explicitly 

instructed in the grading criteria from Skolverket (2019) to pay attention to length, and 

the assessor in this study appears to have done so. Very strong correlations between 

hypernyms for nouns and grades are also found. Furthermore, there is a moderate 

negative correlation between the usage of frequent words and grades. This indicates, 

just as in the variables discussed above, that the student texts with less frequent and 

unusual words receive higher grades than student texts with more common words. The 

assessor appears to pay much significance to the choice of vocabulary in the essays. 

One possible explanation might be that teachers are to assess the student’s adaption to 

genre. One might assume that the usage of academic words that are less common show 

more adaption to genre than for example spoken everyday language.  

There are two other variables that correlate highly with grades: Agentless 

passive voice and adverbial phrase density. The first variable might indicate that 

students with higher proficiency find it less necessary to repeat the agent. However, it 

does not affect the assessor’s ability to understand the text. Students with low 
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proficiency, on the other hand, tend to repeat the agent several times throughout the 

text. The reason for this might be that students with lower proficiency are not able to 

write coherent texts without repeatedly stating the agent. The latter variable, adverbial 

phrase density, indicates that texts which appear denser receive higher grades. It is 

unlikely that assessors are aware of the number of adverbial phrases in a text. However, 

it is likely that more adverbial phrases make the text appear denser. 

The data from the example texts shows that the assessor in this study tends 

to focus on similar textual variables as the assessors from Skolverket (2019). However, 

strong negative correlations between cohesion and grades were found in the data 

collected from Skolverket’s (2019) example texts. In the data from the Swedish 

National Exam in English, on the other hand, the variables concerning cohesion show 

very weak correlations.  

The correlations from Skolverket’s (2019) texts suggests that low 

cohesion and high usage of infrequent and less familiar words correlate highly with 

grades. The celex content word frequency, the celex log frequency for all words and 

word familiarity variables all show strong negative correlations to grades. This indicates 

that essays containing less familiar and less frequent words receive higher grades. The 

incidence of logical connectives shows a very strong negative correlation to grades. The 

content word overlap and LSA given/new indices, also, show strong negative 

correlations to grades. All these variables are calculating cohesion. The data indicates 

that lower cohesion correlates with high grades. One might assume that high cohesion 

texts should correlate with high grades. However, Crossley and McNamara (2010) 

argue that “low knowledge readers benefit from more cohesive texts than high-

knowledge readers, who actually benefit more from lower-cohesive texts” (p. 130). One 

possible explanation to the result could be that assessors are high knowledge readers; 

therefore, they prefer low cohesion texts.  

 The correlations between grades and spelling errors show strong and very 

strong correlations to essay grades. Spelling is, in the grading criteria, explicitly stated 

as basis of assessment. Therefore, the result is perhaps not surprising. However, there 

are several key words that teachers are to consider when grading. The question arises 

whether the other aspects of grading mentioned by Skolverket (2009) are paid equal 

attention to, such as grammatical and phrasal structure. It also raises the question if 

assessors are more affected by student’s choice of words and errors than more complex 

criteria of assessment.  

 The results of this study are similar to those of McNamara’s et al., (2010); 

however, McNamara et al., (2010) used native speakers. They found that linguistic 

sophistication and complexity correlated with grades. They found, just as in this study, 

that the usage of less frequent words correlated with high grades. Furthermore, they 

found that variables related to syntactic complexity correlated with high grades. In this 

study, the variable adverbial phrase density correlated with high grades. The variable 

concerns syntactic complicity which indicates that the assessor in this study also, to a 

small extent, implicitly or explicitly gives higher grades to student texts that are more 

syntactically complex. Grant and Ginther (2000) also found that student essays with 

high grades used more infrequent words than essays with low grades. Furthermore, 

longer essays received higher scores. The results from Grant and Ginther (2000) are 
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similar to the ones found in this study. Correlations show that essays with high grades 

contain less frequently used words than essays with low grades. Furthermore, strong 

correlations between grades and essay length are found, just as in Grant and Ginther’s 

(2000) study. The results further confirm that evaluators give higher grades to longer 

essays with more infrequent words.    

Ferris (1994) found that student texts with higher grades had greater 

lexical and syntactic variation than student texts with low grades. This is also seen in 

the current study. Student essays with more hypernyms receive higher grades. The 

hypernym correlations found in this study are very strong which indicates that Ferris’ 

(1994) findings were accurate.  

Engber (1995) found high correlations between lexical errors and grades. 

Engber’s (1995) result indicates, just as in this study, that assessors tend to focus on 

errors. The correlation between spelling errors and grades is strong to very strong. 

Furthermore, Engber (1995) found strong correlations between lexical diversity and 

grades. In this study, on the other hand, there was a negative correlation between lexical 

diversity and grades. However, the correlation was weak. This result differs from 

previous research where lexical diversity tends to show the strongest correlation to high 

grades, why that is the case is unknown.  

The results in this study differs from Green (2012). He found no 

differences between different levels of L2 writers when using Coh-Metrix to examine 

cohesion and lexical network density. He used two different corpora in his study. The 

reason that he did not find any differences was probably, as he himself states, that the 

two corpora he used were too alike. This would explain why no differences were found 

in his study.  

The word count variable shows the second strongest correlation to grades 

in the data collected from the Swedish National Exam in English. The result is similar 

to the findings of Frase et al., (1997). Frase et al., (1997) analyzed 1737 essays and 

found that the strongest correlations between high essay scores and textual features were 

word count. The results in this study, together with Frase et al. (1997) findings, suggest 

that essay length in an important factor when essays are assessed. It is not likely that 

evaluators look at the number of words that the students write; however, it is likely that 

longer essays contain more information. This might be the reason that they receive 

higher grades. Another factor might be that students who write longer essays are better 

prepared for the tests. Therefore, they might spend more time on the actual writing than 

students who are less prepared as they need to figure out what to write. More research to 

find out if this is the case is needed before such conclusions can be drawn.  

 This is a fairly small study where only 30 student essays were collected. 

However, it presents similar results to previous studies in the area which indicates that 

the results are, to some extent, generalizable. Furthermore, this study presents strong 

correlations between linguistic sophistication and grades. Previous studies by 

McNamara et al., (2010) and Crossley and McNamara (2010) present weak to moderate 

correlations. Further research to answer the question of why only negative or no 

correlations between cohesion and grades are found is needed for a more in depth 

understanding of the correlations between cohesion and grades. Furthermore, the 



 

 24 

question arises if assessors focus too much on the selection of unfamiliar, unusual 

words and errors. More research on correlations between, for example, grammatical 

structures and grades might be of interest.  
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6. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to investigate correlations between textual features and grades 

on the Swedish National Exam in English. The study especially focused on how 

variables of linguistic sophistication and cohesion correlated to grades. The study found 

strong correlations between linguistic sophistication and grades. Student essays with 

unusual and less frequent words correlated highly with grades. In terms of cohesion, no 

correlations between cohesion and grades were found in the data collected from the 

Swedish National Exam in English. However, strong negative correlations between 

cohesion and grades were found in the example texts provided by Skolverket (2019). 

Even though the sample size collected from Skolverket (2019) was rather small 

significant correlations were found. This suggests that the assessors from Skolverket 

(2019) tend to give high grades to student texts with low cohesion. The results are 

similar to the findings of Crossley and McNamara (2010).  

 Although this study is limited, most of the correlations are found 

significant and the results are similar to those found in previous studies. This indicates 

that the results are somewhat generalizable. The study provides knowledge on what 

textual features assessors tend to focus on when grading. More research concerning why 

low cohesive texts tend to receive high grades could be of interest. Furthermore, 

questions arise whether assessors pay too much attention to usage of infrequent, unusual 

words and spelling errors and if other grading criteria are not taken into consideration to 

the same extent.  
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