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Abstract –The advance of corpus-based methodology in translation studies has greatly enhanced 

our understanding of the nature of translational language. While most research efforts have focused 

on identifying the unique features of translations carried out by professionals, comparatively fewer 

studies have investigated the linguistic features of student translations. In this corpus-based study, 

we examine if learner translations carried out by Hong Kong students exhibit lexical simplification 

features vis-à-vis comparable written texts. The study is based on two comparable corpora: the 

International Corpus of English in Hong Kong (ICE-HK) and the Parallel Learner Translation 

Corpus (PLTC) compiled at The Hong Kong Polytechnic University. Following Laviosa (1998), we 

compare four main lexical features (lexical density, type-token ratio, core vocabulary coverage, and 

list head coverage) to investigate if student translations show a simplification trend. The results 

demonstrate that Chinese-to-English translation is not lexically simpler than English as a Second 

Language (ESL) writing. Furthermore, it is lexically denser than ESL writing. Our study aims to 
provide new insights into learner translation as a form of constrained communication. 

 

Keywords – lexical simplification; learner translation; corpus-based approach; students’ 

translations 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION1  

Translational language is often regarded as a ‘third language’ (Duff 1981) or ‘third code’ 

(Frawley 1984) since it involves the bilateral consideration and accommodation of at least 

two different codes. In this regard, Baker (1993: 243) proposed the hypothesis of 

translation universals, referring to them as “universal features of translation […] which 

typically occur in translated text.” Baker (1996) put forward four translation universals: 

1) simplification (tendency to simplify language subconsciously), 2) explicitation 

(tendency to make information clearer), 3) normalization or conservatism (tendency to 

 
1 This research is sponsored by a General Research Fund (GRF) grant from the Research Grants Council 

of Hong Kong (Ref: 15605520). 
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conform to typical patterns of the target language), and 4) levelling out (tendency to be 

more homogeneous than the original texts). Many translation scholars have argued that 

the term ‘universals’ is not scientifically sound (e.g., Tymoczko 1998; Pym 2008; 

Saldanha 2011). House (2015: 62) even suggested that “the quest for translation 

universals is in essence futile.” In her opinion, the absence of careful comparative 

analyses is an inadequacy in most existing studies, and the terms used to denote them ––

‘simplification’ and ‘normalization’–– are overly general and lack a clear operational 

definition. Besides, House (2015: 62–63) argued that universality in translation is 

questionable as some translation universals are subject to the variables of translation 

directions and genres. This empirical evidence challenges the claim of translation 

universals.  

Despite these controversies, Baker’s initial proposal suggested several research 

directions that have yielded new insights into the features of translational language (e.g., 

Olohan and Baker 2000; Xia 2014; Liu and Afzaal 2021). Baker (1993, 1995, 1996) also 

pioneered the application of corpus methods to identify features of translated texts, 

especially the use of comparable corpora to compare translated texts with non-translated 

ones. Over the years, the quest for translation features has been spurred by advances in 

corpus-based translation methods and the availability of large-scale computerized 

corpora. These developments have made it possible to study translation phenomena 

systematically instead of relying on the researchers’ own experience and subjective 

evaluation, thus enhancing our understanding of the nature and role of translational 

language. 

In the past three decades, although the features of professional translations have 

been examined extensively, comparatively little effort has been made to investigate the 

linguistic features of student translations. As corpus research into learner translation can 

reveal potential learner problems, a systematic investigation of some central issues in this 

area has pedagogical implications. This line of research was pioneered by Bowker and 

Bennison (2003), who described the construction of a student translation archive. Since 

then, more scholars have devoted themselves to this research area. A recent effort is the 

Multilingual Student Translation Project (MUST; Granger and Lefer 2020), which aims 

at compiling a student translation corpus covering different language pairs. Overall, we 

have witnessed an increase in scholarly interest in the field of learner translation in recent 

years. 
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The current study is based in Hong Kong, which has been active in learner corpus 

research over the past two decades due to its bilingual environment. However, these 

learner corpus studies are mainly related to Second Language Acquisition (SLA) rather 

than to translation studies (Liu et al. 2022). As L1-L2 translation and L2 writing share 

common challenges and constraints in terms of L2 language production, we used various 

lexical simplification indicators to identify the extent to which L2 learner translation 

differs from L2 writing and uncover their possible relationship from a constrained 

language perspective. 

 

1.1. Constrained communication  

Lanstyák and Heltai (2012: 100) suggested the term ‘constrained communication’ to 

indicate “communication taking place under conditions where one or several of the 

potential limiting factors play a greater than average role.” This framework implies that 

all communicative events are influenced by different types and degrees of constraints. 

However, some have exceptionally prominent constraints, such as language contact 

situations, including translation and bilingual communication (Lanstyák and Heltai 2012: 

100). Based on this framework, Kruger and van Rooy (2016: 27) proposed the term 

‘constrained language’ to denote the language produced under apparent constraints. They 

also pointed out that both translation and L2 language varieties share the same constraints 

in the form of bilingual activation and language contact. 

These constraints are exhibited in two ways, namely psycholinguistic and social. 

From a psycholinguistic perspective, constraints are associated with language processing. 

Bilinguals activate languages along the continuum from a monolingual mode to a 

bilingual mode in different contexts (Grosjean 2013: 15). In this regard, translation is 

always operated in the continuous bilingual activation mode (Kruger and van Rooy 2016: 

29). In addition, translation is restricted by the pre-existing source text, which can 

interfere with target language production (Toury 2012: 310–311). The constraints of L2 

production are associated with the cognitively demanding environment experienced by 

non-native speakers in contact situations (Kruger and van Rooy 2016: 31).  

From a social perspective, the constraints are also related to language and 

translation norms. Translators must ensure that the translation is faithful to the source 

language culture as well as acceptable in the target language culture. Similarly, L2 writers 
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also need to conform to the perceived norms of L2 (Kruger and van Rooy 2016: 27). 

Against this background, L2 translation, especially the one done by student translators, 

can be a unique constrained language output that combines features of both translation 

and L2 production. 

In translation, the rapid bi-directional switching involved in the translation process 

increases the demand for working memory. The lack of a common communication 

context due to linguistic differences can also lead to malcommunication or non-

communication. Therefore, strategies for cognitive load reduction (Carl and Dragsted 

2012) and risk minimization (Pym 2015), such as literal translation, explication, and 

simplification, are often applied by translators. Similarly, L2 writing also involves 

cognitive and communicative difficulties on the part of non-native speakers who need to 

use and process an additional language. Some scholars argue that simplification is one of 

the strategies to deal with these challenges (e.g., Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi 2009; 

McWhorter 2011). Under these claims, simplification is believed to be one of the features 

related to translational language and L2 varieties. 

 

1.2. Lexical simplification 

Simplification is defined as “the tendency to simplify the language used in translation” 

(Baker 1996: 181). Over the years, simplification has been studied at different levels, such 

as lexical (Laviosa 1998; Ferraresi et al. 2018; Nasseri and Thompson 2021) and syntactic 

(McWhorter 2011; Liu and Afzaal 2021). In the current research, we aim to investigate 

whether L2 translation and L2 writing are (dis)similar in terms of lexical simplification. 

Lexical simplification can be described as “making do with less words” (Blum-Kulka and 

Levenston 1983: 119). Lexical simplification is usually operationalized through 

indicators such as lexical density, the use of frequent words, type-token ratio, and mean 

sentence length, amongst others (Hu 2016: 101). 

The lexical simplification hypothesis has been widely discussed in translation 

studies. Chesterman (2004) regarded simplification as a potential T-universal, which 

concerns the translation features in relation to non-translation in the target language. The 

simplification hypothesis thus assumes that translated texts are simpler than comparable 

non-translated native texts in the target language. Laviosa (1998) reported evidence that 

supports the lexical simplification hypothesis with certain parameters. She found that 
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translated narrative prose has lower lexical density, a higher proportion of high-frequency 

words, and more repetition of list head words than original narrative works in English. 

Hu (2016: 12, 22) reviewed a few studies focusing on translated Chinese that confirm 

Laviosa’s (1998) findings. For instance, translated fiction is found to have lower lexical 

variety, lower lexical density, and a higher percentage of high-frequency words than non-

translated fiction (Hu 2007). Similarly, Wen (2009) showed that translated detective 

fiction has lower type-token ratio, lower lexical density, and lower mean sentence length 

than non-translated detective fiction.  

A number of studies, however, have not confirmed the simplification hypothesis. 

These studies reported contradictory findings with some parameters, such as higher mean 

sentence length (Laviosa 1998), untypical lexical patterning (Mauranen 2000), and 

overuse of degree modifiers (Jantunen 2004) in translated compared with non-translated 

texts. The study by Ferraresi et al. (2018) even rejected Laviosa’s (1998) findings. For 

example, they found that French-English translated texts are not simpler than non-

translated texts and that Italian-English translated texts are more complex than the non-

translated ones in that they contain fewer common words and are also lexically denser. 

Lexical simplification is thus a controversial translation hypothesis. 

Lexical simplification (or complexity) is also a research topic in SLA. It is 

considered an indicator of lexical proficiency and language production quality of L2 users 

(Bulté and Housen 2012; Lu 2012). Generally speaking, texts that are lexically more 

complex are associated with higher L2 proficiency (Laufer and Nation 1995; Jarvis 2002; 

Crossley and McNamara 2012). Controversial results were obtained when comparing the 

lexical complexity of texts produced by L2 writers with those by native speakers. 

Gonzalez (2013) found that native texts show significantly greater lexical diversity and a 

higher proportion of low-frequency words than non-native texts. Jarvis (2002) also 

suggested that native texts generally have higher lexical diversity than non-native texts. 

By contrast, Nasseri and Thompson (2021) compared academic writing produced by 

English native, ESL, and English as Foreign Language (EFL) students, and showed that 

the texts produced by EFL students have the lowest lexical density and diversity despite 

the fact that the English native and ESL groups produced texts with similar lexical density 

and diversity. These findings seem to suggest that other factors, such as L1 background, 

L2 instruction, and L2 proficiency, probably have an influence on the lexical complexity 

of L2 writing (Jarvis 2002: 57). 
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1.3. Research questions 

Translation and L2 writing are forms of constrained communication. Simplification, a 

strategy dealing with constraints, is conceivably a feature that characterizes both of them. 

However, translation and L2 communication are different in that the former is “dependent 

text production” while the latter is “independent text production” (Lanstyák and Heltai 

2012: 101). As student translators usually have sufficient L2 proficiency but are not fully 

competent in translation, they might experience different degrees of constraints which 

affect their use of translation strategies during text production. 

The review of the literature above makes it clear that there is a gap in corpus 

research into L2 learner translation and L2 writing. To bridge this gap, the present study 

examines how L2 learner translation and L2 writing might converge or diverge in lexical 

simplification. In this study, we address two research questions: 

RQ 1: How is L2 learner translation (dis)similar to L2 writing in the four lexical 

simplification parameters? 

RQ 2: What are the possible factors that account for the (dis)similarities? 

The findings are expected to provide a better understanding on how L2 learner translation 

is possibly influenced by translation and L2 (interlanguage) factors. As prospective 

professional translators, student translators are “major stakeholders in translator training” 

(Li 2002: 513). The current study is thus important for the learners’ development of L2 

translation competence. 

 

2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1. Corpora  

This study adopts a corpus-based methodology to investigate the lexical simplification of 

L2 learner translation and L2 writing. The investigation is based on two comparable 

corpora: the International Corpus of English in Hong Kong (ICE-HK; Bolt and Bolton 

1996; Nelson 2006) and the Parallel Learner Translation Corpus (PLTC) compiled at 

The Hong Kong Polytechnic University. 

ICE-HK is an existing corpus initiated by Bolt and Bolton (1996) in the early 1990s. 

It is part of the International Corpus of English project (ICE) initiated by Greenbaum 

(1988). The project aimed to collect comparative English data representing different 
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regional varieties of English. ICE-HK follows the general structure of ICE2 worldwide to 

collect English data from the Chinese population in Hong Kong, whose first language is 

Cantonese and whose primary and secondary education is in Hong Kong. ICE-HK 

contains a wide range of text categories, including different communication modes (i.e., 

spoken and written) and registers (e.g., direct conversations, broadcast news, business 

letters, academic writing, and novels, among others). ICE-HK thus represents English as 

a second language (ESL) in Hong Kong (Nelson 2006). 

PLTC is a learner translation corpus being compiled at The Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University.3 It is constructed to match the composition in text categories and proportion 

in size as the written component (printed subcategory) of ICE-HK. The aim of PLTC is 

to document learner translated English in different written registers (e.g., academic 

writing, novels, etc.) in Hong Kong. The compilation of PLTC consists of a two-stage 

procedure: preparation of Chinese textual materials and collection of learner translations 

done from Chinese to English. In the first stage, qualified translators first translate ICE-

HK texts from English into Chinese. Copyeditors then check and edit the texts for quality 

control. The edited Chinese texts are then further checked and approved by the translator 

and copyeditors together, and the approved versions are used as source texts for 

translation in the next stage. In the second stage, second-year to fourth-year 

undergraduate students majoring in translation at The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 

are invited to participate in the current study via mass email. Interested students sign the 

consent form to indicate their intention to participate in the study. The researchers then 

select the participants by taking into consideration their language and educational 

background. The eligible participants must speak Cantonese proficiently and receive 

secondary education in Hong Kong. So far, a total of 28 eligible students have been 

recruited as participants, as shown in Table 1. 

 

 

 

 
2 https://www.ice-corpora.uzh.ch/en.html 
3 PLTC is still under compilation. More participants will be recruited to produce additional translated texts 

for the corpus. It is anticipated that PLTC will have a more balanced distribution of participants and 

registers in its completed version. Further information about the corpus project may be found at 

https://cerg1.ugc.edu.hk. 

https://www.ice-corpora.uzh.ch/en.html
https://cerg1.ugc.edu.hk/cergprod/scrrm00542.jsp?proj_id=15605520&old_proj_id=null&proj_title=&isname=&ioname=&institution=&subject=&pages=1&year=2020&theSubmit=15605520
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 Students (n = 28) 

Age (years) 20.3 (SD = 1.7) 

Gender  

   Female 27 (96.4%) 

   Male 1 (3.6%) 

Education level  

   Year 2 15 (53.6%) 

   Year 3 8 (28.6%) 

   Year 4 5 (17.9%) 

Table 1: Demographic data of the participants in PLTC 

1. Please, translate the essay from Chinese into English. The target audience are native English speakers 

who are interested in learning more about this essay topic. 

2. There is no time or word limit.  

3. You can use different tools, including books, dictionaries, and internet resources, to help you complete 

the translation, but you cannot consult others for any translation solutions. 

4. Please, record the approximate time and all translation tools you use to complete the translation. 

5. Please, use proper wording and grammar. Make sure that the translation is complete and appropriate. 

6. The register of the essay is [register and sub-register are provided]. 

 

Registers and sub-register 

Academic writing. (Humanities) Non-academic writing. (Humanities) 

Academic writing. (Social sciences) Non-academic writing. (Social sciences) 

Academic writing. (Natural sciences) Non-academic writing. (Natural sciences) 

Academic writing. (Technology) Non-academic writing. (Technology) 

Reportage. (Press news reports) Instructional writing. (Administrative writing) 

 Instructional writing. (Skills and hobbies) 

Persuasive writing. (Press editorials) Creative writing. (Novels and stories) 

Table 2: Translation brief (translated from Chinese) 

Participants are provided with a written translation brief in Chinese. The brief, which is 

shown in Table 2, above, states that their task is to translate a Chinese text into English 

for native English speakers who are interested in learning more about the essay topic. It 

also stated what the register of the source text belongs to. Participants are also instructed 

to use any resources and tools they think they are useful to assist them with their 

translation without time and word limits. However, they cannot consult other people 

about translation solutions. Each participant translates one to four texts, depending on the 

willingness to continue with the study. In order to ensure the representativeness of the 

translated texts for each register, no participant is allowed to translate more than one text 
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for each register. Besides, no participants are allowed to translate more than four texts to 

ensure participant/subject representativeness. 

At the time of writing, 53 texts have been collected for PLTC. This study is based 

on these 53 text samples to represent the L2 learner translation corpus (henceforth L2T) 

and 53 corresponding text samples extracted from ICE-HK to represent the L2 writing 

corpus (henceforth L2W). L2T and L2W cover six major registers: academic writing, 

popular writing, reportage, instructional writing, persuasive writing, and creative writing. 

Each text contains around 2,000 words. L2T has a total of 125,178 tokens (total number 

of items) and 11,880 types (number of unique items), while L2W has 127,835 tokens and 

12,704 types, as shown in Table 3. 

Corpora Label Nature Files Tokens Types Type-token 

ratio (TTR) 

Standardized type-

token ratio (STTR) 

PLTC L2T L2 learner  

translation 

53 125,178 11,880 9.49 41.05 

ICE-HK L2W L2 writing 53 127,835 12,704 9.94 41.47 

Table 3: Composition of the corpora 

 

2.2. Parameters and analysis 

Following Laviosa (1998) and Ferraresi et al. (2018), we examined four parameters of 

lexical simplification: lexical density, standardized type-token ratio, core vocabulary 

coverage, and list head coverage. The operational definition of each parameter is stated 

in Table 4, below. In this study, several tools were employed to obtain the quantitative 

data. Both corpora were annotated using Stanford CoreNLP (Manning et al. 2014) to 

retrieve a part-of-speech tag for each word. It helped distinguish lexical words from 

running words. WordSmith 8.0 (Scott 2021) automatically calculated the standardized 

type-token ratio (STTR) of each text, generated a list head word list for each corpus, and 

counted the number of core vocabulary and list head words of each text. 
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Parameters Operational definitions (see Ferraresi et al. 2018) 

Lexical density It is used to evaluate the information load of a text. It is calculated by dividing the 

number of lexical words by the number of running words.4 

=  
𝑛𝑜. 𝑜𝑓 𝑙𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑙 𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑑𝑠

𝑛𝑜. 𝑜𝑓 𝑟𝑢𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑑𝑠
 

Standardized type-

token ratio 

It is used to measure the lexical diversity of a text. It is obtained by calculating the 

ratio of the number of unique words to the number of running words on the basis 

of 1,000 words. 

=  
𝑛𝑜. 𝑜𝑓 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑞𝑢𝑒 𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑑𝑠 (𝑡𝑦𝑝𝑒𝑠)

 𝑛𝑜. 𝑜𝑓 𝑟𝑢𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑑𝑠 (𝑡𝑜𝑘𝑒𝑛𝑠)
 

Core vocabulary 

coverage 

It is used to measure lexical diversity by exploring patterns of frequent word use of 

a text in comparison to an external reference. It is obtained in two steps: 1) by 

establishing a list of 200 most frequent words (core vocabularies) from a reference 

corpus ––the written component of the British National Corpus (BNC; Leech et al. 

2001) was selected (see Appendix 1), and 2) by calculating the proportion of core 

vocabularies to the number of running words. 

=  
𝑛𝑜. 𝑜𝑓 𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒 𝑣𝑜𝑐𝑎𝑏𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑠

𝑛𝑜. 𝑜𝑓 𝑟𝑢𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑑𝑠
 

List head coverage It is used to measure lexical diversity by exploring patterns of frequent word use 

from an angle of internal corpus measure. Unlike Ferraresi et al.’s (2018) study, 

which performed the analysis at a sub-corpus level, this study measures frequent 

word use at the text level. This is achieved in two steps: 1) by creating a list with 

the 100 most frequent words (list head words) from each corpus examined in the 

study, namely L2T (See Appendix 2) and L2W (Appendix 3), respectively, and 2) 

by dividing the number head words of a text by the number of running words.  

=  
𝑛𝑜. 𝑜𝑓 𝑙𝑖𝑠𝑡 ℎ𝑒𝑎𝑑 𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑑𝑠

𝑛𝑜. 𝑜𝑓 𝑟𝑢𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑑𝑠 
 

Table 4: Operational definition of each parameter 

Preliminary checks on the normality showed that the data of the core vocabulary coverage 

was normally distributed, so a paired t-test was run to examine if significant differences 

exist between the two corpora. However, the data of the remaining three parameters were 

not normally distributed, so Wilcoxon tests were used. Paired t-test and Wilcoxon tests 

were useful because L2T and L2W are related to each other. The source texts of L2T are 

the Chinese translation of L2W, that is, the translated texts of L2T are back translations 

of L2W. To illustrate the quantitative findings, some examples were extracted to 

supplement the quantitative results. 

 

3. RESULTS 

The descriptive data and differences between the two corpora in terms of the four 

parameters are summarized in Table 5. The data show that the lexical density of L2T (M 

 
4 Running words represent the total numbers of items. They are based on the unit of part-of-speech tagging, 

that is, each tagged word is regarded as one running word (excluding symbols, digits, and punctuations). 

Lexical words are nouns, verbs, adjectives, and open-class adverbs (those that end in -ly, except only). 
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= 57.77, SD = 4.51) is significantly higher than that of L2W (M = 57.27, SD = 4.47), V = 

1014, p = .008. However, L2T is not significantly different from L2W in terms of 

standardized type-token ratio, core vocabulary coverage, and list head coverage. 

Standardized type-token ratio of L2T (M = 40.99, SD = 4.46) is slightly lower than that 

of L2W (M = 41.33, SD = 4.94). The core vocabulary coverage of L2T (M = 51.48, SD = 

5.66) is slightly lower than L2W (M = 51.58, SD = 5.22). L2T (M = 47.21, SD = 3.86) 

also shows a greater but not significant list head coverage than L2W (M = 46.98, SD = 

3.75). 

Parameters L2T (n = 53)  L2W (n = 53)  Wilcoxon test  Paired t-test 

M (%) SD  M (%) SD  V p  t p 

Lexical density 57.77 4.51  57.27 4.47  1014 .008*  / / 

Standardized 

type-token ratio 

40.99 4.46  41.33 4.94  526.5 >.05  / / 

Core vocabulary 

coverage 

51.48 5.66  51.58 5.22  / /  -0.46 >.05 

List head 

coverage 

47.21 3.86  46.98 3.75  841 >.05  / / 

Table 5: A comparative analysis of L2T and L2W 

The similarities and differences between L2T and L2W are illustrated in (1)–(3) below. 

Lexical density denotes information loaded on a text. Unlike function words, which 

mainly perform grammatical functions, lexical/content words carry semantic information. 

A high proportion of lexical words (emphasis added in the example) indicates that the 

text is packed with dense information. In example (1), L2T is lexically denser than L2W. 

In the example, L2T contains participial phrases, while L2W uses apposition in the second 

half of the sentence, resulting in lexical density differences between the two text varieties. 

A noun phrase in the apposition often needs a determiner (function word) to mark the 

noun, like ‘an insistence’ and ‘an emphasis’ (L2W), but a participial phrase does not. 

Also, when a noun phrase is modified by another noun phrase, a preposition (function 

word) is needed to express the modification, such as ‘an emphasis on moral sensitivity’ 

(L2W). For the participial phrase, a preposition is added after the participle only when 

the participle is an intransitive verb. In (L2T), ‘emphasizing’ is a present participle with 

a transitive nature which can be followed by a direct object, ‘moral sensitivity,’ without 

a preposition. Due to the above two reasons, the sentence in L2T is lexically more packed 

than in L2W. 
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(1) L2T L2W 

In both ethics, there seems to be a lack 

of universal rules or general 

principles, insisting that rules are not 

absolute and overriding everything, 

and emphasizing moral sensitivity 

above principles and moral reasoning. 

In both ethics, there seems to be an 

absence of universal rules or general 

principles, an insistence that rules 

are not absolute and overriding, and 

an emphasis on moral sensitivity 

over principles and moral reasoning. 

Standardized type-token ratio, core vocabulary coverage, and list head coverage are the 

measures of lexical diversity or variation. A high proportion of unique words and low 

repetition of common words indicate that the text is composed of a wide variety of 

vocabulary. Examples (2) and (3) show similar lexical diversity in all three parameters. 

This indicates that discrepancies between two sets of comparable sentences are not great 

enough to result in a significant difference in lexical diversity. 

(2) L2T L2W 

In fact, she was just trying to have a 

joke on the animal, the most 

innocent kangaroo she had ever seen. 

She knew how fragile her life was, 

and she understood the rules of the 

forest. With any luck, if she was not 

eaten today, she might be eaten the 

next day by some careless animal or 

big bird. Anyway, she thought, 

looking up at the sky. 

In fact, she just wanted to play a 

trick on this creature, the most 

naive kangaroo she had ever seen. 

She knew exactly how fragile her 

life was and she understood the rules 

of the forest. By luck if she avoided 

being eaten one day, she could be 

eaten the next, by another careless 

animal, or a big bird. Anyway, as 

she was thinking, she looked up to 

the sky. 
 

(3) L2T L2W 

The plight of many of Hong Kong’s 

elderly is a worrying reflection of a 

society that has traditionally given 

great care to the elderly. A study 

commissioned by the government on 

the condition of older citizens 

produced disheartening results. In 

Hong Kong, 30 percent of suicides 

involve the elderly, even though they 

make up only 14 percent of the 

population. On average, one elderly 

person is reported to have 

committed suicide every 1.5 days. 

The unhappy conditions in which 

many of Hong Kong’s elderly live is 

cause for concern, and reflects 

poorly on a society that has 

traditionally taken great care of the 

aged. A study commissioned by the 

Government on the state of our 

senior citizens makes depressing 

reading. Thirty percent of the 

suicides in Hong Kong involve the 

aged, even though they make up 

only 14 percent of the population. 

On an average, one case of elderly 

suicide is reported every 1.5 days. 

By examining the examples closely, we find that major differences between them 

(emphasis added in the examples) can be categorized into grammatical factors (e.g., verb 
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tense and the use of function words) and non-grammatical factors (e.g., lexical word 

choice). Non-grammatical issues are likely to be the determining factors of lexical 

diversity. From a grammatical perspective, the expressions of verb tense and function 

words (e.g., prepositions and determiners) often follow certain rules. They may not lead 

to considerable differences in the use of the vocabulary in both texts. However, if we 

focus on the non-grammatical factors, it can be noticed that many lexical words have 

synonyms, hypernyms, and hyponyms. They allow for more variations in word choice. If 

a text is characterized by more synonyms and hyponyms, its lexical diversity will 

naturally increase. In example (2), ‘creature’ (L2W) and ‘animal’ (L2T and L2W) are 

synonyms, and ‘kangaroo’ (L2T and L2W) and ‘bird’ (L2T and L2W) are hyponyms of 

‘animal’. These words carry related meanings and allow for some variations in word 

choice. In (2), sentences in both L2T and L2W seldom repeat the same word, leading to 

a high diversity. Example (3) provides another instance in which synonyms are used 

instead of the repetition of the same word. In (3), various adjectives which describe 

negative emotions, i.e., ‘worrying’ (L2T), ‘disheartening’ (L2T), ‘unhappy’ (L2W), and 

‘depressing’ (L2W), are synonyms. In example (3), both L2T and L2W are characterized 

by the use of synonyms instead of a single word to express ideas of similar meanings. 

Besides, (3) mainly reports the situations of older adults. Both L2T and L2W use different 

expressions to indicate this meaning in the example: ‘elderly’ (L2T and L2W), ‘aged’ 

(L2W), ‘older citizens’ (L2T), and ‘senior citizens’ (L2W). Both (2) and (3) show that 

L2T and L2W have a similar variety of lexical words, resulting in equally high lexical 

diversity. 

 

4. DISCUSSION 

This study compared lexical simplification patterns between L2 learner translation (L2T 

corpus) and L2 writing (L2W corpus) using a corpus-based approach. The four lexical 

simplification parameters examined can be roughly classified into two broad categories: 

informativeness ––i.e., lexical density–– and lexical diversity ––i.e., standardized type-

token ratio, core vocabulary coverage, and list head coverage–– (Ferraresi et al. 2018: 

727; Xu and Li 2022: 10–11). The results demonstrate that learners’ Chinese-to-English 

L2 translation is not lexically simpler than L2 writing. While there was no significant 

difference between the two corpora in all three lexical diversity parameters, L2 learner 

translation was found to be even lexically denser, i.e., more informative, than L2 writing. 
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Our study shows that simplification is not confirmed in learner translation when 

compared to L2 writing. The examples further show that lexical density may be related 

to the syntactic structure of the texts, while lexical diversity is likely associated with a 

variety of lexical/content words. In what follows, we will address the possible motivations 

for these findings from the perspectives of constrained communication, the language 

background of writers and translators, source language influence, and comparable corpus 

construction. 

The degree of constraints may influence the lexical simplification patterns in 

communication. As mentioned in Section 1.2, the simplification hypothesis is regarded 

as one of the potential translation universals in comparison with non-translated native 

texts (Baker 1996). A possible explanation for this hypothesis is that translation is a form 

of constrained communication while non-translated native text production is not. 

Therefore, translated texts are simpler due to a higher cognitive load (Carl and Dragsted 

2012) and risk minimization (Pym 2015) on behalf of the translator. Our study mainly 

focuses on the comparison of L2 writing and comparable translation done by student 

translators. Such a corpus design maximizes the degree of constraints in the way that 

language production in L2 becomes a major restriction shared in the two corpora. Our 

results show that L2 translation and L2 writing share more similarities than differences, 

highlighting the similar constraints faced by translators and writers who come from a 

similar background. 

From a language background perspective, the texts of L2W and L2T are collected 

from Hong Kong writers and student translators. Hong Kong has a unique language 

environment due to its colonial history. Adding to Cantonese/Chinese (L1), English is 

also an official language in Hong Kong. English is a compulsory course for primary and 

secondary school students and remains the predominant language in professional settings, 

such as tertiary education, business, and law (Liu et al. 2022: 80). Therefore, Hong Kong 

English is often regarded as ESL rather than as EFL (Nasseri and Thompson 2021). 

Examples (1)–(3) also show how L2 writers and L2 learner translators in Hong Kong are 

able to use various synonyms to express ideas with similar meanings, which results in a 

variety of lexical words in the texts. Lexical diversity, an indicator of lexical 

simplification, positively correlates with language proficiency (Jarvis 2002; Crossley and 

McNamara 2012). We postulate that similar language proficiency and vocabulary 
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knowledge of the L2 writers and L2 learner translators narrows the differences in terms 

of lexical patterns. 

From a source language perspective, the features of translational language can be 

subject to source language variation. Ferraresi et al. (2018) revealed that texts translated 

from Italian are lexically denser than original written texts. In contrast, similar results are 

not observed in the texts translated from French. Ferraresi et al.’s (2018) findings suggest 

that the source language can influence translation activity and alter the lexical density of 

a text. In our study, lexical density is the only parameter that distinguishes L2 learner 

translation from L2 writing, and the major difference between the two is the variable of 

source texts. Therefore, lexical density is likely to be subject to source language influence. 

Learner translators may be influenced by the source language (Chinese) to produce 

lexically denser texts than L2 writers. In addition, according to Laufer and Nation (1995: 

309), lexical density “depends on the syntactic and cohesive properties of the 

composition. Fewer function words in a composition may reflect more subordinate 

clauses, participial phrases and ellipsis.” Example (1), above, shows that participial 

phrases in L2T make a sentence more lexically packed. In short, the source language 

seems to play a critical role in the syntactic patterns of translations. Since the comparison 

at the syntactic level is not the focus of this study, further investigation is needed to 

uncover the relationship between lexical density and syntactic properties of L2 translation 

and L2 writing. 

From the perspective of corpus construction, the degree of comparability may affect 

the comparison between the two corpora. As House and Kádár (2021: 4–5) argue, 

“[w]henever we use corpora compiled by others, we need to consider whether the generic, 

temporal and other features of the corpora are actually comparable.” Also, “[i]n any 

rigorous […] research the size and other features of the corpora investigated need to be 

as comparable as possible.” In traditional comparable corpus-based translation research, 

researchers mainly compile the corpora by considering the comparability of the genre and 

size. This study further enhances the comparability of the two corpora by ensuring their 

semantic sameness, as the texts of L2T are back-translated from that of L2W, that is, both 

originate from the same source. This may explain why examples (1)–(3) sometimes show 

similar text structure or vocabulary use. The corpus design may contribute to enhanced 

similarities between L2 learner translation and L2 writing in the findings. On the other 
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hand, since the corpora examined in this study are highly comparable, we can be more 

confident that their differences are likely due to translation factors.  

 

5. CONCLUSION 

This study provides a preliminary picture of the relationship between L2 learner 

translation and L2 writing through a lexical simplification prism. Our analysis can be 

summarized in three main points: 1) L2 learner translation is not lexically simpler when 

compared with L2 writing in the Hong Kong context, 2) lexical density of L2 learner 

translation is higher than that of L2 writing, and 3) L2 learner translation and L2 writing 

have similar lexical diversity. We have also discussed that factors such as the degree of 

constraints in communication, language background of writers and translators, source 

language, and comparable corpus design may play a part in the results. Through the 

comparison of L2 learner translation and L2 writing, the findings hint at how L2 learner 

translation might be influenced by the translation factor (reflected in the differences 

between the two corpora) and the L2 factor (reflected in the similarities between the two 

corpora). This can be important for enhancing translation learners’ L2 translation 

competence. 

Despite the findings, there are some limitations to the study. First, since the sample 

size is relatively small, the limited number of texts does not allow to analyze how register 

might be a possible factor in affecting the various simplification parameters. For future 

research on the topic, we plan to collect more texts in different registers and consider how 

register as a variable may affect lexical and syntactic simplification. Second, this study 

compared L2 learner translation with L2 writing only. Professional L2 translation needs 

also to be taken into account in order to address the simplification hypothesis properly. 

The comparison of learner and professional translations will show the extent to which the 

two differ in the lexical simplification parameters. Third, as lexical density is not only 

associated with the proportion of lexical words, but also with the syntactic structure of 

the texts, it is also worthwhile to examine syntactic structures to gain a better 

understanding of the simplification phenomenon underlying learner translation. All this 

represents an avenue for future research. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: The 200 most frequent words extracted from the reference corpus. The 

written component of the BNC. 

The Would Any Go Came 

Of Her People Man Although 

And There Should Well Few 

A n’t Than World Local 

In All See Same Small 

To Can Very Most Before 

Is If Made Life Got 

Was Who Like Against Social 

It Said Just Day ’ll 

For Do After Might Place 

That What Between Under Case 

With One Many Here Great 

He Its Years Does Off 

Be Into Way Another Always 

On Him How Come ’ve 

I Some Our Us ’m 

By Up Being Think ’re 

’s Could Those Old Why 

At When Such While Something 

You Them Down Never Group 

Are So Make Where Went 

Had Time Through Each Want 

His Out Over Again Thought 

Not My Even Found Company 

This Two Back Mr. End 

Have About Must Part Party 

But Then Know Say Per cent 

From No Year House Women 

Which More Own Much Next 

She Other Still Used Both 

They Also Because Out of Men 

Or Only Too Number Find 

An These Get Without Information 

Were Me Good Going Important 

As First Three Different Five 

We Your Last Children Took 

Their May Take System National 

Been Now However Put Often 

Has Did Government During Every 

Will New Work Within State 
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Appendix 2: The most frequent words extracted from L2T 

 

 

 

 

The But Mr. 

Of My After 

To An Them 

And Their Because 

A We Some 

In She Years 

Is n’t So 

For Also Its 

That More What 

I If New 

It When Than 

Be One Into 

’s People First 

On Do Could 

Are There Year 

Hong His Out 

Kong Were Like 

Was Me Business 

With Government China 

As Her Services 

By Two Up 

This Only System 

From All Most 

He Which May 

Not Other Many 

At Would Any 

Have Who Public 

Will Been Did 

Said Had Still 

They These Such 

You About However 

Or Time Between 

Can Should  

Has No  
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Appendix 3: The most frequent words extracted from L2W 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The But Should 

Of Their No 

To Can Other 

And One Into 

A My What 

In Were Than 

Is We After 

For n’t Out 

I She Years 

It More Them 

That His New 

Be Had Could 

On Which Because 

As Also Some 

With Mr. These 

’s When First 

Was If Such 

By Her Business 

Are Me May 

Hong There Many 

Kong Do Services 

From All Did 

Have Would Year 

At People System 

Not Been Most 

He Who Says 

You Two Public 

Or Government Any 

This About Now 

An So Last 

They Only Chinese 

Will Its China 

Has Up  

Said Time  
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