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Preface
How many words do you need to know?

Vocabulary lists have been popular since Michael West’s General Service
List was published almost 60 years ago. Not surprisingly; it’s comforting for
students (and their teachers) to have an idea of how much vocabulary they
need to learn in order to perform well at a given level. In any language, there
is a lot of peripheral vocabulary which most people don’t need to know (or
at least, don’t need to spend time learning), so a carefully selected wordlist
offers efficiency gains for learners with limited time. But what is ne optimum
size for such a list, and what criteria should we use to identif; its ~ontents?

Core and Sublanguages

It’s useful to think of vocabulary as belonging eith~=to .»e *ore’ or to one of
many ‘sublanguages’. Core vocabulary refers tov or.s, veanings, and phrases
which are common to — and necessary for - all ™.ns of communication.
Surrounding this central core are numerr us ub. .guages. Whether you are
a beekeeper, a neurosurgeon or a langua > tes cher, there will be a range of
vocabulary items specific to yom Se d. To you and your colleagues, these
will be frequent and familiar usages, ‘o everyone else, they will be largely
unknown. Think of this in the cc vtext of our own community; in the discourse
of language teachers and Lo ts, there are ‘terms’ (deictic, colligation,
fricative) and specialize ! 1..2anings of common words (drill, aspect, mood,

aspiration). A word li. v ~0 location is a high-frequency item for us, yet would
probably be unkr 5.« v» most English speakers,

Why is core lung.o: 2ze so important? It has been known since at least the
1930s that the ~‘cabulary in a language is distributed unevenly. In simple
terms, there are a small number of very frequent words, and a large number
of very infrequent ones. For English, the consequence is that, in most non-
technical texts, nearly 50% of all the words belong to the 100 most-frequent
items (like go, from, out, the), while about 83% belong to the top 3000 in
a frequency list (including words like break, search, clear and experience).
. Furthermore, the more common words tend to have multiple uses and appear
in all sorts of recurrent combinations (phrasal verbs, compounds, collocations
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— ‘chunks’ of every type). The latter point fits with Sinclair’s well-known
‘idiom principle’: the notion that words (or at least, core words) are best seen
not as autonomous bearers of meaning, but as participants in a range of semi-
preconstructed phrases. Thus the project for identifying a core vocabulary
rests on the hypothesis that a learner who ‘knows’ the core vocabulary of a
language will be well-placed to understand, and produce, a wide range of
mainstream texts. (In this context, ‘knowing’ means knowing core meanings,
and core uses and combinations.)

What dictionaries do?

What is the optimum size for a core vocabulary? Almost ali the ~dvanced
learners’ dictionaries (ALDs) assemble for their users a sat of core .ieadwords,
using typography to identify them. But there are s. <ing lisparities in the
numbers. The ALDs of Oxford, Longman, Cok.ild, »n< (most recently)
Merriam-Webster all highlight around 3000 worc.s v 1. (to quote the Oxford
blurb) ‘should receive priority in vocabulary sa dy Laoluse of their importance
and usefulness’; the Macmillan Englisk U tio.ury, uniquely, identifies a
core vocabulary of around 7500 words (:“owr in red in the dictionary). The
selection criteria are broadly the s.m for all (apart from the corpus-averse
Merriam-Webster): some combinatio. of frequency, range (occurrence in a
wide range of text-types), and » mare subjective notion of usefulness in a
language-learning context,

But 3000 words see o .tc» low a target for an advanced leamer, arguably
representing not sv. much .ne words users need to know, as the words they
know already. Airong words ranked between 3000th and 6000th most
frequent, thare ‘s & .uge amount of vocabulary that is pretty much essential
to anyone worn:* g in an EAP or ESP context (as so many advanced learners
are), such as:

abnormal, admiration, allegation, ambitious, ambiguous, arbitrary, bargain,
bias, boom, bureaucracy, compromise, comparable, compatible, complexity,
condemn, cooperate, corrupt

. . and of course thousands more. To ensure comprehension of an unseen
text, learners need to know a high percentage of the words in it; estimates




vary between 95% and 98% (Schmitt 2008). However, the top 3000 words
give a ‘coverage’ of only 84% at most, whereas the top 7500 words make
up 92% or more. Armed, additionally, with a basic grasp of word formation
rules, a learner with a core vocabulary of 7500 words will usually get pretty
close to the ‘comprehension threshoid’. Our contention at Macmillan is that
7500 words represents a more appropriate target vocabulary for an advanced
learner.

Note:

This article (Copyright © 2010 Macmillan Publishers Linite) was first
published in Cardiff Conference Selections, IATEFL 2009. We oL like to
thank IATEFL for permission to reprint this article.
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Introduction

What is lexis?

Teacher’s attitudes to vocabulary have changed a lot over the recent years.
The use of the word lexis (rather than the more familjar vocabulary) reflects
a fundamental shift in understanding, attitude and approach. The increasing
availability of corpora (large computerized databases of analyzable real
conversations and other text), and dictionaries, grammar books and other
resources based on them have revealed many surprising feature : o1 ‘nguage
that had been previously unrealized.

Is lexis more than just a fancy word for vocabulary? Vecabu 'ats typically refers
mainly to single words (e.g. dog, green, wash? anc sumi..imes to very tightly
linked two- or three-word combinations (e.g. stou: masket, compact disc, sky
blue, go off. The concept of lexis is bigger It efors to our ‘internal database’
- of words and complete ‘ready-maa.”’ fi ted/suini-fixed/typical combinations
of words that we can recall and use quit. quickly without having to construct
new phrases and sentences we+d b wicd from scratch using our knowledge
of grammar. Lexis includes;
a) traditional single-wec d v ~abulary items;
b} common ‘goir'ytnssther patterns’ of words (e.g. blonde hair,
traffic jam. Tusse frequent combinations are known as collocations;
c) longer con‘viations of words that are typically used together
as 1f they were a single item (e.g. someone you can talk to, on-the-spot
decisions, I’d rather not say). These longer combinations (which a few years
ago would probably not have been considered as anything remotely related to
vocabulary) are commonly referred to as chunks or sometimes as multiword

items, (Categories b and ¢ are both classed as leXi_cal items.)
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How does lexis relate fo gi':"immar? Grammar refers to the generalizable
patterns of the language or our ability to construct new phrases and sentences
out of word combinations and grammatical features (verb endings, etc.)
to express a precise (and probably unique) meaning. We could argue that
collocations and chunks occupy an intermediate zone between vocabulary
and grammar.

Having said all that, most teachers still use the terms vocabulary and lexis
fairly interchangeably. Similarly, as the term lexical item is quit’, a mouthful,
staff-room chat tends to avoid it, referring instead to words, Callc ~ations and
chunks. The word word is 2 useful shorthand for all three. and shali uccasionally
be used as such in the rest of this book. Remembe, ng I xical items

There is no point in studying new lexical items 17 th. " are not remembered.
Many students record newly learned lexic=1 items i1 long lists in their files or
exercise books. In many cases, these lis s 7ie ¢ isorganized and are often never
looked at again after they have be n ' sritten. [f we can train students to record
their new lexis in a more usefnl manu v, we can do a lot to help their progress.
Alternative ways of rec odin. 7 lexis

The action of noting wuws a list of lexical items is no guarantee that
remembering will t.\o n.ace, Remembering involves four things: Putting into
storage, keepin, 1< orage, retrieving, and using. There are also different
factors invol ‘e 1> remembering: one way involves grouping words so that
a set is learncd together. This is often more effective than studying unrelated
individual words, For example, you could present a set of words connected
with kitchens by using a picture of a kitchen (for example the following

picture); the students each have a copy of the picture and write the words on
it as they learn them.




