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The current research explores the relationship between L2 lexical knowledge and 
working memory on the written performance of argumentative writing by 
Chinese learners of English as a foreign language (EFL). There are two inde-
pendent variables and one dependent variable in this study: L2 lexical knowl-
edge consists of productive vocabulary knowledge, vocabulary size, and depth of 
vocabulary knowledge; working memory as indexed by the operation span task; 
and written performance in two argumentative tasks (indexed by accuracy, 
fluency and complexity). The results show that (a) productive vocabulary knowl-
edge has a significant effect on fluency and accuracy but no effect on complexity 
of the written language production; (b) working memory exerts a considerable 
effect on fluency and syntactic complexity while it has no effect on accuracy and 
lexical complexity of the written language production; and (c) working memory 
affects productive vocabulary knowledge in that the learners with middle and 
low working memory capacity are more prone to be affected by  productive 
vocabulary knowledge in the written production. 

Introduction

Much has been discussed about L2 lexical knowledge in writing, in 
particular, regarding the role of L2 lexical knowledge in L2 writing (Baba, 
2009; Cumming, 1990; Harley & King, 1989; Koda, 1993; Laufer & 
Nation, 1995; Linnarud, 1986; Liu, 2003; Manchón, Murphy, & Roca de 
Larios, 2007; Raimes, 1985; Schoonen, Gelderen, Vlopper, Hulstijn, 
Simis, Snellings, & Stevenson, 2002, 2003). Close links between L2 
lexical knowledge and writing in L2 learners are well established (Grabe 
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