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ABSTRACT 
 

Many course books for learners of English as a second or foreign language now claim to contain 

a strong lexical component. Other practitioners meanwhile continue to advocate the use of 

graded readers to augment vocabulary development. This article reports the findings of 

vocabulary profiling and analysis of both course books and graded readers and reveals that in 

neither case do the approaches taken to vocabulary development fully account for recent 

research into vocabulary acquisition and vocabulary pedagogy. The results of this study 

establish principles that are used to revisit the graded reader concept and develop a series of 

óeReadersô within a framework of corpus-based studies and Web 2.0 applications. Initial results 

in piloting these eReaders suggest that a principled corpus-informed approach to text 

construction and exploitation has strong potential to help learners develop both an in-depth and 

productive knowledge of the most frequently used words in English, and thereby fill the void left 

by traditional methods of dealing with vocabulary development. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

 It has become almost commonplace over recent years to emphasize the importance of 

lexis in language teaching and learning. As McCarthy (1990) points out, 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) remarks, similarly, 

that whilst an utterance with grammar errors is likely to be understood, errors in lexis can cause 

complete misunderstandings. Laufer (1997), meanwhile, shows that even for learners with a 

good grasp of reading comprehension strategies, full comprehension of a text cannot take place 

without a thorough understanding of its vocabulary. Along with such commentators as Qian 

(2002) and Tozcu and Coady (2004), Laufer concludes finally that vocabulary knowledge is 

simply the best predictor of how well a learner will understand a text, not least because the more 

lexis a learner acquires, the easier it becomes to guess unknown words in context (Chall, 1987). 



225 

 

  

 Along with this renewed enthusiasm for lexis, the development of affordable desktop 

computer tools has enabled widespread use of corpora and concordances in language teaching. 

Vocabulary profiling and the derivation and use of statistical information about texts, including 

the development of word and phrase frequency lists, is now simple, at least compared to Westôs 

(1953) painstaking compilation of the General Service List. The concepts of collocation and 

colligation are in common reference, and the idea that language is acquired in chunks no 

longer requires explication. In short, a proper balance between the teaching and learning of 

grammar and skills and the teaching and learning of lexis and lexico-grammar would seem to 

have been restored. But has it?  

 

 

THE STRANGE AND WONDERFUL WORLD OF WORDLISTS  

 

 Wordlists have a long and distinguished pedigree in ELT and are based on the 

unremarkable proposition that most text is made up of a relatively limited number of frequently 

used words, as illustrated from frequency data of the British National Corpus by Chujo and 

Utiyama (2005). 

 

Figure 1. The Percentage of a Text Coverage According to Words Known 
 

 

 
 Common 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 getting progressively less back in return 

for their effort as they proceed down the lists. How much vocabulary then does a proficient user 

of English need to know? Commentators such as Nation and Waring (2004) posit a minimum 
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lexical proficiency level of around 6000 word families. According to some commentators, 

(Laufer, 1989, 1992; Hirsh & Nation, 1992), efficient reading in a second language requires 

knowledge of approximately 95% of the tokens in a given text, and critically, it is only when 

readers have reached this level that they are able to reliably infer meaning, and use reading as a 

means of extending vocabulary knowledge. Even then, as Cobb (n.d.) notes, acquiring 

vocabulary through reading has been shown to need around 10 encounters with a particular item. 

And the problem here is that in a natural extensive reading approach, the further one travels 

down the lists, the longer it takes for those encounters to occur.  

 On the other hand, most learners obviously do not acquire vocabulary purely from lists. 

Research, for example, into students who successfully achieve at least band 5.5 in IELTS shows 

that they know at least 1,650 out of the 2,000 most commonly used words in English (Neufeld, 

2008). At this threshold, a ófast mappingô principle illustrated mathematically by McMurray 

(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 of the 10,000 most common words. If , however, 

students fall even 100 words short of the 1,650 word threshold, the McMurray 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 in a university preparatory program failed the PET exit 

level. This threshold was confirmed for remedial Turkish students in an unpublished study by 

Billuroĵlu (2007), which showed that they knew about 1,300 of the 2,000 most commonly used 

words and only about 3,500 of the 10,000 most commonly used words. In other words, a deficit 

in knowledge of 300 of the most commonly used words meant that fast-mapping could not 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 that extensive reading will raise lexical proficiency to acceptable levels may prove to 

be misplaced. The idea too that learners should grapple with óauthenticô text early in the learning 

process, and be trained to óinferô the meaning of unknown vocabulary may also be 

misguided. For learners to develop their vocabulary at speed, what they would seem to need is an 

approach that maximizes exposure to the most frequent vocabulary items, and 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 purporting to have a ólexical 

manifestoô; all fell short of covering 1,500 of the most common 2,000 words. Thirteen years 

later, little has changed. Table 1 below gives an analysis of the SUCCESS EFL course book 

series (Longman) according to the Billuroĵlu-Neufeld list of the 2709 most frequent words in 

English. The BNL2709 is compiled from a study of a number of different wordlists, and banded 

according to actual frequency counts. BNL coverage of text in general tends to be higher than 

the classic General Service List + Academic Word List formula that is often used. The rationale 

meanwhile for not conducting artificial divisions of lexis into ógeneralô and óacademicô is given 

in Hancioĵlu et al (2008). 
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Table 1. Vocabulary Profile of the SUCCESS EFL Course Book Series 
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BNL0 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 

 
 These statistics indicate that of the 2,000 most commonly used words of English, only 

1,400 appear in the word lists in the SUCCESS series. These findings are similar to the 

unpublished research conducted on lexical coverage in Headway (Oxford University Press) by 

Arkin (2005), and by Billuroĵlu (2007) on the Pathfinder series (Longman). What is confirmed is 

that lexical deprivation in EFL course books is not limited to one publisher or coursebook, and 

has not been eliminated in the current era, for all the lip-service paid to the importance of lexis. It 

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

work, and that the claims of many course books to provide comprehensive lexical coverage must 

continue to be treated with scepticism.  

 

Graded Readers  

 

 One much-discussed method of improving language has been through graded readers 

(Hill, 2008). The original intent of graded readers (West, 1955) was not to teach unknown 

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

language learners with the opportunity to enjoy texts containing vocabulary they were 

largely familiar with. Therefore, any suggestion that graded readers will plug the gaps left by 

textbooks needs to be approached with caution. Furthermore, as Nation and Wang (1999) 

demonstrate, most reader schemes are not well designed in terms of vocabulary size and 

coverage. As previously discussed, and as Cobb (2008) points out in his discussion of McQuillan 

and Krashenôs (2008) submission that extended reading remains the best method of vocabulary 

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

acquisition to take place. Cobb reports that analysis of over 375,000 words of a graded reader 

series demonstrated that ñreading these texts in their entirety cannot provide enough repeated 

exposures to enough 3,000-level vocabulary to support the acquisition of a minimal functional 

lexiconò (2008, p. 109), this based on the conservative proposition that acquisition requires only 

six encounters with a word. Wan-a-rom (2008) further cautions that direct study of common 

words is necessary for language learners to benefit from readers, as writers use the publishersô 

word lists as guidelines only, which are naturally modified according to the story. Therefore, the 

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

partially observed. 
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 Our analysis of a 741,504 word corpus of 56 graded readers from stage 1 to 6 of Oxford 

Bookworms shows that the notion of óheadwordsô for a stage does not seem to mesh with the 

actual number of common word families (Billuroĵlu & Neufeld, 2007) present in all of the titles 

in that stage. And while recycling does take place, it is more by accident 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 less than 1,500. The number of words meanwhile outside 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 54 are actually used more than 5 times 

suggesting that the rest are merely incidental to each particular title.  

 

Figure 1. Vocabulary Profile of Stages of the Oxford Bookworm Graded Readers 
 

 
 

 
 The very strength of the graded reader approach is also its most significant weakness. In 

the pursuit of a homogeneous set 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 breadth and depth 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, with single occurrences of ñdraw a knife,ò ñdraw the curtains,ò ñdraw a 

breath,ò and ñdraw [lots].ò  
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Figure 2. KWIC Extract for DRAW in the Graded Reader Corpus 
 

 

 
 

 
 On the other hand, in the Wikipedia sample, draw only occurs a limited number of times 

in the sense of drawing a picture, and has a much richer set of collocations: draw 

conclusions|inferences|inspiration|attention|criticism; senses: attract (attraction), pull; phrasal 

verbs: ñdraw upon/on/fromò, ñdraw up,ò and ESP: a draw in a game in sports. 
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Figure 3. KWIC Extract for DRAW in the Wikipedia Corpus 
 

 

 
 

 
 In another example, the word VOLUME appears only once in the entire graded reader 

series, yet it is a high frequency word in general English and in the Wikipedia corpus:  
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Figure 4. KWIC Extract for VOLUME  in the Graded Reader and Wikipedia Corpora 
 

 

 
 

 
 This does not mean that the general approach of graded readers is unhelpful. Indeed, wide 

reading in a second language and the cultivation of a reading culture has much to offer. Most 

reading series however have not been designed to maximise coverage of lexis to the levels 

required, and nor have they ensured sufficient exposure to selected lexis to provide the 

foundation for its long-term acquisition. We should note here that this is an issue of application, 

not of potential, and we hope to show that readers in fact offer an ideal basis for vocabulary 

acquisition.  

 

Summary of Discussion  

 

 An interesting point of departure has been reached in terms of vocabulary pedagogy. On 

the positive side, the importance of building an in-depth vocabulary as a prerequisite for 

communicative competence and second language comprehension is not disputed. Ongoing 

research clearly challenges previously held views that suggested that what students mostly 

required in terms of reading were certain defined skills and strategies, and that these were best 

acquired by immersing students into the world of óauthenticô text as early as possible.  

 The over-reliance on skills training, and the somewhat inconclusive 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 apply the research findings and produce materials 

that are fundamentally designed on a lexically orientated approach to language acquisition.  


