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ABSTRACT

Manycourse boogfor learners of English as a second or foreign language claim to contain

a strong lexical component. Other practitioners meanwhile continue to advocate the use of
graded readers to augment voc#ry development. This article reports the findings of
vocabulary profiling and analysis of bottourse boo& and graded readers and reveals that in
neither case do the approaches taken to vocabulary development fully account for recent
research into vocaldary acqusition and vocabulary pedagogyhe results of this study
establish principles that are used to revisit the graded readecept and develop a series of

0 e R e avwdtleirr asframework of corpubased studies and Web 2.0 applicatidngial results

in piloting these eReadersuggest that a principleccorpusinformed approach to text
construction and exploitation hatrongpotential to help learners develop both ardepth and
productive knowledge of the most frequently used words in Engfidithereby fill the void left

by traditional methods of dealing with vocabulasvelopment.

INTRODUCTION

It has become almost commonplace over recent yeaemphasize¢he importance of
lexis in language teaching and learning. As McCarthy (1990)tpamut, communicative
competence relies heavily on the depth and breadth of vocabulary knowledge, and without a rich
vocabulary no real meaningful communication can take place. Lewis (1997) rensarkirly,
that whilst an utterance with grammar errisrdéikely to be understood, errors in lexis can cause
complete misunderstandindgsaaufer (1997), meanwhile, shows that even for learndts a
good grasp of reading comprehension strategies, full comprehension of a text cannot take place
without a thoroulj understanding of its vocalary. Along with such commentators as Qian
(2002) and Tozcu and Coady (2004), Laufer conclddesdly that vocabulary knowledge is
simply the best predictor of how well a learner will understand a text, not least becausee¢he m
lexis a learner acquires, the easier it becomes to guess untwmodsin context (Chall, 1987).
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Along with this renewednthusiasnfor lexis, the development of affordable desktop
computer tools has enabled widespread use of corpora and conceraatargyuage teaching.
Vocabulary profiling and the derivation and use of statistical information about texts, including
the development of word andhiase frequency lists, is now simple at | east compar e
(1953) painstaking compilation of the gderal Service List. The concepts of collocation and
colligationare in common referenceand thedea that language is acquired in chunks no
longerrequires explicationln short, a proper balance between the teaching and learning of
grammar and skills @hthe teaching and learning of lexis and lexigammar would seem to
have been restored. But has it?

THE STRANGE AND WONDERFUL WORLD OF WORDLISTS
Wordlists have a long and distinguished pedigreeEllT and are based on the
unremarkable propositiondahmosttext is made up of a relatively limited number of frequently
used words, aslistratedfrom frequency dataf the British National Corpuby Chujo and

Utiyama (2005).

Figure 1. The Percentage of a Text Coverage According to Wordsw
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Comnon sense would thus indicate that a wise strategy would be to acquire the most
frequent lexis early in the learning process, although it is also clear that a law of diminishing
returns comes into operation very quickly with learners gegimogressivelyess back in return
for their effort as they proceed down the ligt®w much vocabulary then does a proficient user
of English need to know? Commentators such as NatmahWaring (2004posit a minimum
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lexical proficiency level of around 6000 word familieAccording to some commentators,
(Laufer, 1989,1992; Hirsh& Nation, 1992), efficient readingn a second language requires
knowledge of approximately 95% of the tokens in a given text, and crititaillyponly when
readers have reached this level ttiey are able to reliably infer meaning, and use reading as a
means of extending vocabulary knowledge. Even thenCalb (n.d) notes acquiring
vocabulary through reading has been shown to need around 10 encounters with a particular item.
And the probeém hereis that ina natural extensive reading approach, the further one travels
down the lists, the longer it ta&#or those encounters to occur.

On the other hand, most learners obviously do not acquire vocalpuigaty from lists
Researchfor exanple, into students who successfully achieve at least band 5.5 in IEh®®s
that theyknow at least 1,650 out of the 2,000 most commonly used words in English @eufel
2008) . At t hi s t hrpeirciple illudtrated anatiiematicalty byn\dakbrayi n g 6
(2007) seems to take effect. This is reflected in an extended study of the same students which
shows that they actually know over 6,000 out @& 1,000 most common wordg, however,
students fall even 100 words short of the 1,650 word thresth@dvicMurray model shows that
fast mapping is disabled and the chance of significant incidental language development minimal.

Other studies have reached similar conclusions. Cobb (1995) cites a threshold of 1,500
words, below which Arabic students inuaiversity preparatory program failed the PET exit
level. This threshold was confirmed for remedial Turkish students inn@ublishedstudy by
Billurojlu (2007), which showed that they kne
words and only about,300 of the 10,000 most commonly used wohdsother words, a deficit
in knowledge of 300 of the most commonly used words meant thangggting coulchot take
effect and as a result these students were 2,500 words short of the 6,000 word threshold, and
condemned either to repeat foundation courses, or to struggle in academic environments, often
falling back on L1.

The implications of such research are profound. For learners with limited time, the
suggestion tht extensive reading withise lexical poficiency to acceptable levels may prove to
be misplaced. The idea too that | earners shou
process, andbe t r ai ned theo meaningn fofe unknown vocabulanay also be
misguided For learners to del@p their vocabulary at speed, what they would seem to need is an
approach thatnaximizesexposure to the most frequent vocabulary itearsd increases the
likelihood of incidental learning of vocabulary from a much earlier stage.

Lexis in Commercial ELT Text Books

Cobb (1995) analyzed three major course books and despite p or t i nlgxicalo hav e
manifest® all fell short of covering 1,500 of the most common 2,000 words. Thirteen years
later, little has changedTable 1below gives an analysis of th8UCCESSEFL course book
series (Longmanaccording to théB i | | uNeuweldllist of the 2709 most frequent words in
English The BNL2709 iscompiled from a study of a number of different wordlisisd banded
according to actual frequency counBNL coverage of text in general tends totogher than
the classi GeneralServiceList + Academic Word List formula that is often used. The rationale
meanwhile for not conducting artificial di vi s
in Hancidg lu et al (2008)



Table 1. Vocabulay Profile of the SUCCESS EFL Course Boodri®s
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- "g % Total common | Common words
. 3 £ S words in the missingfrom
g 5§ & 2| coursebook course book
> E 3 g word lists word lists
@ o a £
BNLO 36 20 5 1 62 31
BNL1 194 | 255 | 102 36 587 79
BNL2 73 | 149 98 43 363 141
BNL3 46 87 66 55 254 186
BNL4 26 55 52 65 198 233
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These statistics indicate that of the 2,000 most commonly used words of English, only
1,400 appear in the word lists in the SUCCESSiesThese findings are similar to the

unpublshedresearch conducted on lexical coverage in Headeyord University Presshy

Arkin (2005), and b i | | Uu20@r) onthe Pathfinderseries (Longman)Vhat is confirmed is

that lexical deprivation ifEFL course books is ndimited to one publisheor courséook, and

has nobeen eliminated in the current era, for all thesiguvice pal to the importance of lexidt

is clear that most students will therefore continue to need considerable supplementary vocabulary

work, and that the claims of mangurse books to provide comprehensive lexical coverage must
continue to be treated with scepticism.

Graded Readers

One muchkdiscussed method of improving language has libevugh graded readers

(Hill, 2008).The original intent of graded readers (We%955) wasiot to teach unknown

vocabulary, but to help pracicreading skills, consolidate already learned words and provide

language learners withe opportunity to enjotexts containing vocabulary theyere
largelyfamiliar with. Thereforeany sugestion that graded readers will plug the gaps dgft

textbooks needs to be approached with ioauFurthermore, as Nation and Wang (1999)

demonstrate, most reader schemes are not well designed in terms of vocamdaand

coverageAs previously disassed, and as Cobb (2008) peiott in his discussion of McQuillan
and Krashenos

(2008)

s ubmi

ssion that
acquisition, standard graded reader schemes simply do not have the coverage to enable this

acqusition to take place. Cobb reports that analysis of over 375,000 words of a gegaded r
seri es de moraasingrthede dedts i thar tentirBty cannot provide enough repeated

exposures to enough 3,0(vel vocabulary to support the acquisitionaominimal functional

lexicond (2008, p. 109 this basedn the conservative proposition that acquisition requires only
six encounters with a wordVanarom (2008) further cautions that direct study of common
words is necessary for language learnerbeioefit from readers as  wr i

word lists as guidelines only, whicrenaturally malified according to the stor{herefore, the

ters

us e

premise thaiwvords will be recycled from title to title, and from level to level, can only ever be

partially observed.

t

extended

|
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Our analysis of a 741,504 word corpus of 56 graded readers from stage 1 to 6 of Oxford
Bookwvor ms shows t hat t hfer astagé doesmot eeemmédh evithdheor d s 6
actual number of common word familieB ( | | u&rNeyfeld,,2®7) present in all of the titles
in that stage. And while recycling does take place, it is mocbiglent than design, as the total
number of common word families that appear in one form or another at least 5 times throughout
the entire series is lessatih 1,500 The number of wordmeanwhileoutside the most commonly
used frequency bands still makes up less than 5% of the entire corpus, the majority being proper
names. Of the actual content words in this category, only 5dcauwally used more than Ses
suggesting that the rest are merely incidental to each particular title.

Figure 1. Vocabulary Profile of Stages of the Oxford Bookworm Gradedders
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The very strength of the graded reader approach is also its muifitaig weakness. In
the pursuit of ahomogeneouset of texts, the depth and range of meanings of words is
diminished The concordance extracts below illustrate the difference between the nature of
exposure to words in a reader corpus to the breadthdapth of meaning in real English,
approximated by a corpus of articles from Wikipedia, drawn from a range of topics, of
comparable size (608,466 words).

In the graded readers corpus, DRAW is almost exclusively present in the sense of
drawing a picture, wth singleoccurrences f drafv a knife odraW the curtains odraw a
breath 6 and Aadraw [ ot s]
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Figure 2. KWIC Extract for DRAW in the Graded Readeoi@us

Causton's notebook and began to draw pictures to show them. 'Higher up, 03_wyatt murricane
Wyatt said. With a black pen he drew a big circle round 3t Pierre. 'T 03_wyatt hurricane
e narrow stairs to Miss Barker's drawing-room. Kind, gentle Mra Forrestee 04 _cranford
Jamieson's party. Mrz Jamieson's drawing-room was not a comfortable room 04 cranford
ldren, but she could not sing or draw or sew. Perhaps she could teach re 04 cranford
It's used to print drawings. The drawing disappears unider a bright a 04 reflex
it into light. The lines of the drawing will appear. Not too much lighti 04 reflex
w the answers, so they agreed to draw lots to decide what had happened. 04 silas_marner
he would newver discower why the drawing of the lots had seemed to prowvet (04 silas_marner
ied them in silence. The largest drawing showed the Wall, with a great so04 songs_distant earth
rayle looked more closely at the drawing. Why have you stopped short oft 04 songs_distant earth
ra. Luba Luft was looking at a drawing of a young girl sitting on the 053_android
3 were uninteresting, but he had drawm a circle round some of the dates. 05_deadlock
of 1981 and 1952. EBoom EBoom had drawm circles round twenty three days i 05_deadlock
....... y.and suest which  had circles deawm around them, Thirteen shipments o 03 deadlock ...
ing for the police,' I gasped. I drew the knife across the table and the 053 _deadlock
t. There was always something to draw. If any kind woman had been able t 05_garden party
he stuck one finger in her ear. 'Draw.' 'That do you draw? Leawe your ea 05_garden party
in her ear. 'Draw.’' 'What do you draw? Leave your ear alone!' 'Pictures. 05_garden party
w3 and sheep?' 'Everything. I'll draw you when you're gone, and your hor 05 _garden partcy
d the whisky bottle. The kid was drawing on a piece of wrapping paper. Tu 03 _garden party
ay long.' 'Ma,' said the kid, 'I drew a picture of them on the hill, and 05_garden party
she screamed. 'Now I'm going to draw what you told me I must newver draw 05_garden_party
aw what ¥ou told me I must never draw - now I'm going to!' The woman rus 05_garden party
' 'OGo to sleep, Miss, or do some drawing,' said Jim. 'Look, here's a penp 05_garden party
thing she said I newver ought to draw. I drew the one she said she'd sho 05_garden party
he zaid I newver ought to draw. I drew the one she said she'd shoot me if 05_garden party
care! I don't care!' The kid had drawm a picture of the woman shooting a 05_garden party
im and I sat until dawn with the drawing beszide us. The rain stopped, anf 05_garden party
with hiz dog beside him. He drew this map. He always carried a copy 05_ghost
curtainsg behind the windows were dramm completely so that the house seem 06_American crime stories
oor behind me. The curtainz were drawm, but the ceiling light showed me 06_American crime_stories
ther pause. °‘No good at all.' He drew a long breath, then suddenly shout 06_cold_comfort
children's mouths, and make then draw the shapes they can feel. Have yo 06_decline fall
limbed on to the window seat and drew the curtains, so that I was compl 06 _jane eyre
bad animal she is!' 'How lucky I drew the curtain,' I thought. He would 06_jane eyre
cause you aren't good enough at drawing or painting, but the ideas, whef 06_Jjane_eyre
ey come from? TWho taught you to draw wind, and space, and feeling? Bu 06_jane_evre
I decided that next day I would draw an honest sketch of myself, and th 06_jane_evre
in on me, as I had forgotten to draw my curtains. Suddenly, a wild, te 06_jane eyre
nd I helped Mary to improwve her drawing. We three shared the same intes 06_jane eyre

Let's atart,' he said. 'Wle shall draw for it, like this . . . Each of us 06_meteor
your plan is that the person who draws the X dies.! 'Yes, ' said the 06 _meteor
nately necessary. ' 'But if I draw it, two must die. Me and wy baby. 06_meteor

ghe should not take part in the draw, or should she take her chance wit 06_meteor

On the other hand, ithe Wikipedia sampledraw only occurs limited number of times
in the sense of drawing a picture, and has a much richer sefollofcations draw
conclusions|inferences|inspiration|attention|criticis@nses attract (attraction), pullphrasal
verbs. dréw upon/on/from, drdiw up and ESPa draw in a game in sports.
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Figure 3. KWIC Extract for DRAW in the Wikipedia Qrpus
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lir {Light Rises From the East),
style,[9] her funeral procession
N. mission took her to Bosnia to
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future, political leaders would
his campaign was successful in
inner peace. This influence was
ited States, Martin Luther King,
King wrote and spoke frequently,
ween both groups, but this would
[9] Gorbachev thus continued to
chev's or promoted by him, which
CF, and the game ended in a 3-3
and scored two goals for a 2-2
pion in the Log Angeles area who
oost in shareholder returns, it
rcades,
other custons.
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d on maps in about 1570 in those
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drawn carriages (motor wvehicles are not
drawm, a 2824 n long Big Obukhovsky Bri
drawm and lowered again at night to al
drawm to let ships pass in and out of

drawm from the river by a series of pu
draw people from all over the city incl

ARCH_Istanbul
ARCH_5t_Petersburg
ARCH_5t_Petersburg
ARCH_5t_Petersburg
ARCH_Taj_Mahal
ARCH Tokyo

Drawing Center Transit Transportation Hh ARCH World Trade_Center
drawing parallels to Anne Frank's lifeT ARTS_Audrey Hepburn
drawing. Some of her childhood artworkyARTS Audrey Hepburn

drawing of her which is based on a pub
drawm by neolithic peoples, found in Ta
drawm up by Elsie Widdowson and others
drawm with ? on their forehead. In a p
drawm into the rotating compressor via

drew widespread criticism in the press
draw people from around the world to at
drawm to bookstores. Other small, indep
drawm by Pauline Baynes Cover of the 19
drawn by Pauline Baynes The books were
drawn, Tolkien had developed the natur
draw on the popularity the work enjoye
drew inspiration from Tolkien, often w

ARTS_Audrey Hepburn
BIO_Dugong

BIO Nutrition
BIO_tiger
ENGINEER_Jet_engine

GED_Smallpox

LIT Harry Potter

LIT Harry Potter

LIT Lord of_ the Rings
LIT Lord of_ the Rings
LIT Lord of_ the Rings
LIT Lord of_the_ Rings
LIT Lord of_the_ Rings

drawing inferences based on either strai LIT Sherlock_Holmes

drawm Holmes donning it on two occasion
draw large conclusions (like Holmes) fr
drawing the face of every Superman the
drawn by John Byrne. The Man of Steel #
drawm by John Byrne. In 1945 Superboy

LIT Sherlock_Holmes
LIT 5herlock_Holmes
LIT Superman
LIT Superman
LIT_Superman

drawing both on western classical and nMNUSIC_AksusErener

drew tens of thousands[l] of mourners o

MUSIC_Edith_Piaf

draw attention to the plight of childrenMUSIC_Nana Mouskouri

drawm across their path.”[20] Mustafa
draw upon dormant forces of religion in

POL_Ataturk
POL_Ataturk

drawing attention to the grievances of A POL_Mahatma Gandhi

drawm from the Hindu principles of maun
drew from the writings of Gandhi in th
drawing on his long
draw more criticism towards him.[3] Th
draw up a new treaty of union which wou
drew fresh criticism.[3] Aftermath o
draw, where he scored the second goal

draw. European Footballer of the Yea
drew thousands of fans. Often referred
drew widespread criticism from employee
drawm streetcar, jitneys and other bits
draw of the area is Splash Mountain, a
drawm streetcar, a fire engine, and an
drawm by Abraham Ortelius and Mercator
drew the first accurate navigation char

POL_Mahatma_Gandhi
POL_Mahatna_Gandhi

experience as a pre POL_Martin Luther King

POL_Mikhail Gorbachev
POL_Mikhail Gorbachev
POL_Mikhail Gorbachev
SPORTS_Zidane
SPORTS_Zidane
SPORTS_muhammad _ali
TOURISM_Disneyland
TOURISM_Disneyland
TOURISM_Disneyland
TOURISM_Disneyland
TOURISM_Galépagos
TOURISM_Galapagos

the opposite shore, effectively drawing an acoustic 'net' across the wigTOURISM_Loch_Ness

es touched on the sonar data and

drew to a close the 1968 effort: ™

ThTOURISHM Loch Ness

ndependent republic by captains drawn from its gquilds and elected by th TOURISM_Saint-Tropez

e bay of Saint-Tropez. This is a

draw for a great many classic yachts,

TOURISHM_Saint-Tropez

In another example, the word VOLUME appears only once in the entire graded reader
series, yet it is a high frequency word in general EBhgind in the Wikipedia corpus:
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Figure 4. KWIC Extract for VOLUME in the Graded Reader and Wikipedara

This does not mean that the general approach of graded readers is unhelpful witdeed
reading in a seconldnguage and the cultivation of a reading culture rhashto offer. Most
reading series however have not been designed to maximise coverage of lexis to the levels
required, and nor havéhey ensured sufficient exposure to selected lexis to provide the
foundation for its longerm acqtsition. We should note hetbatthisis an issue of application
not of potential, andve hope to show thatadersin fact offer an ideal basis for vocabulary
acquisition.

Summary of Discussion

An interesting point ofleparture has been reached in terms of vocabpkgogy On
the positive side, the importance of building andé@pth vocabulary as a prerequisite for
communicative competence and second language comprehension is not disputed. Ongoing
researchclearly challenges previously held views that suggested that what students mostly
required in terms of reading were certain defined skills and strategies, and thatehebkest
acquired by i mmersing students inteo the worl d
The overreliance on skills training, and the somewinabnclusive debates that emerged
concerning the nature of textual authenticity may perhaps now be taken as given. What is of
more concern is the need for practitioners to apipdyresearch finoshgs and produce materials
that are fundamentally designed on a lexically orientated approach to language acquisition.



