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Abstract

This study reports an attempt to investigate the process of
lexical-problem-solving (LPS) in L2 writing by examining the
problems student writers encounter in the psycholinguistic
process of producing a lexical unit, identifying the LPS
mechanisms, and depicting their paths for solving the
problems. Six Chinese English majors at two proficiency levels
participated in a timed narrative writing task. Data were
collected from compose-alouds, stimulated recall, interviews
and the written products. The study yielded the following
findings:

Multiple problems, especially in lexical retrieval, may
occur in the process of converting thoughts into written lexical
units in L2 writing. In lexical retrieval, writers may encounter
problems when they aim to find a unit, retrieve a complete
unit, and/or upgrade a unit. The problems of upgrading a unit
are most frequently met by writers who aim to achieve lexical
precision, stylistic appropriateness and/or avoid repetitions. In
order to integrate the unit as part of the written text, writers
may meet problems with function words, morphology and/or
spelling. Proficiency-related differences emerge in terms of
types and proportions of the lexical problems. Higher-
proficiency (HP) writers encounter a larger proportion of
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problems in lexical retrieval than lower-proficiency (LP)
writers do, while LP writers meet more problems in formal
integration than the HP writers do.

In order to tackle the problems, the writers mainly employ
four types of LPS mechanisms. Generally, effortful-retrieval
mechanisms (i.e. , reconceptualization, stalling, backtracking,
translation and piecemeal construction) are most frequently
used by the writers and seem to help with lexical fluency in
terms of retrieving more units in a given time. Lexical-
upgrading mechanisms (i. e., sequential search with repair,
parallel choice-making and repetition-perception with repair)
might help with lexical variation. Online-editing mechanisms
(i. e., selection of function word, morphological repair and
spelling check) seem to help with lexical accuracy. Finally,
problem-avoiding mechanisms (i. e., content reduction and
substitution) seem to be solutions to failures in lexical
production. Of the 19 specific mechanisms, piecemeal-
construction has never been found in previous studies of writing
strategies or LPS mechanisms in L2 speaking. The writers
might generate the headword first and construct the rest of the
multiword unit bit by bit. Moreover, the HP writers mainly
cluster effortful-retrieval and lexical-upgrading mechanisms to
improve expressions; and the LP writers mainly cluster
effortful-retrieval and online-editing mechanisms to help with
formal accuracy.

The writers at different proficiency levels appear to go
through different paths to solve the problems. A greater ability
to produce L2 equivalents and a higher degree of automaticity
in formal integration make the HP writers’ LPS paths appear
recursive in lexical retrieval and linear in formal integration.
By contrast, the LP writers may proceed to formal integration
immediately after retrieving a unit but go through formal
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integration recursively.

The study has some theoretical and pedagogical
implications. First, it proposes a model of the LPS process as
well as a comprehensive framework of LPS mechanisms in L2
writing. Second, it enriches our understanding of the problem-
solving nature of L2 formulation. Third, a more detailed
description of the LPS process makes it possible to show that
lexical resources, employment of LPS mechanisms and
chunking capacity constitute lexical ability in L2 writing
competence. Pedagogically, if teachers improve students’
vocabulary knowledge, raise their awareness of various LPS
mechanisms, and encourage them to use chunks more
frequently, the students will be more likely to improve their
lexical ability as well as their general L2 writing competence.
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