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Abstract 

This article sets out to question a common approach to vocabulary in many EAP contexts, and 

suggests that the AWL, used uncritically, does not meet the needs of many EAP students. It will 

then suggest utilising corpus technology for electronic text analysis as a step towards 

empowering EAP test design in ways which promote more sophisticated vocabulary 

engagement. It will first discuss vocabulary study in EAP contexts from three perspectives: the 

appropriateness of the AWL, the potential role of electronic text analysis in utilising authentic 

academic materials, and perspectives on EAP vocabulary testing as testing of a knowledge-

base or an acquisition-skill. It will then assert the practicality of corpus technology being used by 

EAP practitioners to design vocabulary tests which would better reflect the literature on 

vocabulary acquisition and benefit learners by promoting higher level engagement with 

vocabulary. 
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Introduction 

Vocabulary is a perennial element of language courses, but its status in syllabus design waxes 

and wanes. Within EAP, few publications can have been as influential as Xue and Nation‟s 

(1984) University Word List or Coxhead‟s (2000) Academic Word List (AWL), products of a 

sophisticated corpus research program which recognised vocabulary as central to success in 

university study. However, though the wordlists themselves became staples of EAP practice, 

simplistic approaches to them have, to some extent, resulted in a departure from the research 

paradigms they emerged from. For example, EAP textbooks frequently cross-reference 

wordlists derived from their own carrier content with the AWL, and most EAP programs will, I 

believe, introduce the AWL to students but, beyond various gap fill exercises or matching 

exercises, there is a marked absence of instruction which relates to other facets of vocabulary 

mastery such as productive knowledge, automaticity, familiarity with lexical chunks, connotation 

and semantic prosody. Indeed, reading Carter (1998) bemoan “a paucity of what teachers 

consider appropriate models for vocabulary teaching”, I was struck by the irony that, not only 
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has well over a decade passed, but that he actually provides a number of models. 

Consequently, I began to reflect upon my own efforts to engage students with the facets of 

vocabulary knowledge the literature identifies as vital for proficiency (see Schmitt, 2010 for an 

up-to-date overview of research in the field). 

 

Reflecting on my own classroom practice and students‟ performance has led me to conclude 

that, without the support of a syllabus which is integrated with advanced  vocabulary study skills, 

there is little chance of successfully facilitating acquisition of advanced vocabulary features: on 

one hand, the time I can find for teaching vocabulary study techniques always seems to decline 

as courses progress; on the other, with students of varying levels of proficiency, motivation and 

interest, commitment to vocabulary study is often highly exam orientated. Thus, before long, 

vocabulary is pushed off the agenda, the AWL is left to self-study, and the result is that there 

seems to be very little advanced vocabulary knowledge transferring to student production, 

written or oral. My conclusion is that the backwash effect of examinations is a key factor in this 

(Hughes, 2003, p.53). This article aims to show how current models of vocabulary in EAP are 

inadequate in many contexts and how very simple applications of corpus-technology could be 

used to inform vocabulary test design to promote the kinds of vocabulary study that vocabulary 

research promotes. 

  

The appropriateness of the AWL 

Hyland and Tse (2007) question the appropriateness of the AWL. Their arguments consist of 

two main points: firstly, lack of disciplinary specificity results in inefficiency in the AWL, being an 

English for general academic purposes (EGAP) wordlist (cf. Hyland, 2011 for a discussion of the 

concept of disciplinary-specificity); and, secondly, that decontextualised wordlists provide 

inadequate context, cotext and use: wordlists out of situ do not provide sufficient quality of 

vocabulary exposure to enable students to meet the demands of operating within academic 

discourse communities. They conclude with an appeal for genre specific vocabulary instruction 

and, amongst other things, suggest that students could be trained to utilise specialised corpora 

themselves.   

 

Hancioğlu and Eldridge (2007) also have concerns about the AWL. They, however, emphasise 

its poor coverage, alongside the need for advanced writers to grasp features of academic 

vocabulary such as semantic field and lexical phrases. Whilst they do recognise the tension 
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between discipline specificity and the notion of a general academic wordlist, they suggest that 

“there may be no alternative but to expand such lists, and continue to work our way through 

them”, as well as recommending more sophisticated exploitation of them. Similarly, Eldridge 

(2008) and Granger and Paquot (2009) also seem to support the notion that word lists can be 

salvaged through a process of refinement: exposing core meanings shared across disciplines 

and including such aspects of word knowledge as lexicogrammar and phraseological patterns.  

 

It is difficult to say whether, at a theoretical level, training students to utilise specialised corpora 

would be preferable to devising a revised word list which accessed a truly shared core of 

vocabulary knowledge, fleshed out with the features of vocabulary knowledge required for 

mastery. What I will suggest is that, in my daily context of practice, neither seems practicable at 

present. In the first instance, general EAP tutor expertise, average student level and motivation, 

and institutional resources and support would seem prohibitive of corpus technology being 

exploited in the classroom. On the other hand, there seems to be a long way to go before 

corpus research provides wordlists which take account of the challenges of specificity and 

contextual features of use (see Flowerdew, 2011 for a discussion of current methodological 

considerations and challenges in the use of corpora for ESP).  

 

Corpus Research, Electronic Text Analysis (ETA) and Authentic Texts 

Adolphs (2006) recognises a number of competing uses of and interpretations of the lexeme 

„corpus‟, and introduces the term „electronic text analysis‟ (ETA). To borrow her term, though 

with a somewhat refined usage, this paper will try to delineate two interpretations of corpus-

based analysis around the notions of population and sample: „corpus research‟ and „ETA‟. 

Corpus research can be viewed as analysis of a sample of a population with the intention of 

generating inferential descriptions of the population the sample purports to represent. In 

contrast, this paper will use the term ETA to refer to computerised analysis of a population with 

the intent to describe just that population. See figure 1. 
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Defined this way, ETA can be seen as an application of corpus technology but not corpus 

research. 

 

The most key consideration in applications of corpus research, such as the AWL, can be 

reduced to the relationship between sample and population. For example, the discussions 

reprinted in Controversies in Applied Linguistics (Ed. Seidlhofer, 2003) all hinge on this issue. 

Prodromou, for instance, questions using research which sampled native speakers when, he 

argues, the typical context of English use does not involve native speakers. The first strand of 

Hyland and Tse‟s (2007) critique of the AWL is much the same point, though the difficulty here 

is discipline specificity, as opposed to world Englishes. The relationship between sample and 

population is central to any discussion of the relationship between corpus research and 

pedagogy. ETA, on the other hand, need not concern itself with this, as it is simply a tool for 

description of a population. 

 

Miller (2011) argues for increased inclusion of authentic academic text in EAP provision, as well 

as claiming that EAP practitioners in general are in favour of such a move.  Hence, it seems 

reasonable to suggest that, as EAP courses increasingly incorporate authentic material, so the 
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potential to exploit them for vocabulary test design through ETA seems viable, and the need for 

decontextualised wordlists will diminish. If the authentic texts used on courses were to inform 

vocabulary test design in a principled manner, then such issues as genre, disciplinary 

specificity, and context, cotext and use would be brought back into focus, and this, in turn, could 

encourage teachers and students to engage with vocabulary on those levels. Of course, the 

issue of text coverage, a key principle behind the AWL, would, however, be left rather less clear. 

 

Teaching and testing vocabulary as a knowledge-base or an acquisition skill? 

Clearly, vocabulary tests informed by ETA of authentic academic texts used as course inputs 

would not provide a test of general academic proficiency, only of the vocabulary of a very 

narrowly focused field and, here, the approach to vocabulary testing suggested runs into the 

logistical issues surrounding EGAP and ESAP (English for Specific Academic Purposes).  For 

many practitioners, whatever the theoretical concerns over ESAP provision may be, it is the 

logistical necessity of teaching students headed for disparate fields within the same classroom 

which poses the most obvious challenge (Granger and Paquot, 2009: 104). Thus, the issue of 

selection of an appropriate discipline, or level of specificity, for mixed-academic-purposes 

classes arises. However, this only need concern us if vocabulary instruction is taken to be 

provision of a knowledge base; the validity of this conception of EAP vocabulary instruction is, 

however, questionable. 

 

The notion of providing a vocabulary knowledge base for academic study is very closely tied to 

the creation of wordlists and the principle that 95% of the words in a text need to be 

recognisable before a text can be successfully comprehended (Nation, 2001, pp.144-148). 

Discussing the principles behind academic wordlists, he writes: 

 

Knowing academic vocabulary is a high priority goal for learners who wish to do 

academic study in English. After gaining control of the 2,000 high-frequency words, 

learners need to then focus on academic vocabulary. Knowing the 2,000 high-

frequency words and the Academic Word List will give close to 90% coverage of the 

running words in most academic texts. When this is supplemented by proper nouns 

and technical vocabulary, learners will approach the critical 95% coverage threshold 

needed for reading. (Nation, 2001, p.197) 
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While the fundamental points being made are sound, there are a number of assumptions which 

need to be teased out.  

 

1) Firstly, knowledge of academic vocabulary should be a priority for learners who wish to 

study through English. However, many students appear sceptical of the idea that 

intensive study of the AWL is a priority: on one hand, as Hughes (2003) suggests, for 

many students, their exams set their priorities, and their engagement with study is 

strongly determined by the nature of the exams they take; on the other, many students 

struggle to relate language needs identified by research to a task they are yet to engage 

with, dealing with academic discourse, if they are not presented in a clearly integrated 

format. Indeed, Nation (2001) emphasizes the point that the AWL recognition goal is 

only one vocabulary goal, directed to meeting only what he sees as the minimum 

requirements for successful reading. Thus, if exams are limited to weakly contextualised 

discrete items, then many students will not be engaging with academic words on any 

level beyond this, which is insufficient for successful engagement with academic 

discourse. Furthermore, when assessment of vocabulary in production is left to marker 

intuition, it appears to have very limited backwash effect. 

 

2) Secondly, with the continued expansion of English medium programs and higher 

education becoming increasingly business orientated, it would be unwise to assume 

students are familiar with the 2,000 high frequency words the AWL seeks to build upon, 

especially if „familiarity‟ is taken to refer to anything more than basic recognition. In 

addition, the division between academic and technical vocabulary is not entirely 

straightforward either: for example, Hyland and Tse (2007) see academic vocabulary 

and technical vocabulary as existing on a cline, as opposed to being clearly 

distinguishable categories. The word list approach to vocabulary acquisition is based on 

a view of producing readers with a general, albeit academically focused, proficiency, 

broadly comparable to that of a native speaker embarking on the same course of study: 

a reader ready to supplement a functional vocabulary knowledge-base with the technical 

vocabulary of whichever fields they enter. However, whether this target is achievable in 

all EAP contexts is questionable, especially where motivation or extent of proficiency is 

in question.  

 



   Journal of Second Language Teaching and Research.  Volume 1 Issue 2 pages 143 – 154  
 

149 

 

Indeed, Nation seems well aware of such issues:  

 

For native speakers, knowledge of academic vocabulary is a sign that they have 

been involved in academic study of various kinds. The vocabulary is the result of the 

experience. For second language learners who do not know the academic 

vocabulary of English it is important to determine if they have gained academic skills 

and experience in their own language. If they have, then direct learning of the 

Academic Word List is one of a variety of useful ways to get control of this 

vocabulary. If however, second language learners of English have not done 

academic study in their first language, simply learning academic vocabulary will not 

make up for this lack of experience. They need to learn the academic vocabulary as 

they develop skill and experience in dealing with the appropriate range of academic 

discourse. (Nation, 2001, pp.197-198) 

 

It is the contention of this paper that, in many EAP contexts, the numbers of learners that fall 

into the latter category are the majority, and not the exception, but that the standard EAP 

approach to vocabulary studies in many contexts assumes the former.  

 

If learners are of a sufficient level of language proficiency, academic maturity and motivation, it 

is conceivable that a simple wordlist could successfully facilitate transfer of academic 

vocabulary known in their L1, expanding their English lexicon, contributing to 95% 

comprehension of academic texts in general. However, if these features of learners are in 

doubt, the goal of a generalised academic reader starts to appear overly ambitious. Fortunately, 

there are suggestions in the literature that this is by no means the only possible goal.  For 

example, Nation and Warring (1997) suggest that “Within narrowly focussed areas of interest, 

such as an economics text, a much smaller vocabulary is needed than if the reader wishes to 

read a wide range of texts on a variety of different topics” (p.10). Hancioğlu and Eldridge (2007) 

would appear to concur, noting that “acquisition of a relatively few additional items can have a 

marked effect on the understanding of a particular text”. Thus, if the goal of the generalised 

academic reader ready to deal with any academic text is rejected, the vocabulary learning goal 

begins to look more feasible, though the question of which vocabulary items to teach remains.  
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The answer this paper will suggest is as follows: we should not be teaching vocabulary items, 

but rather the skills of vocabulary acquisition. If we teach students how to engage with the 

vocabulary of a genre, and then test them on that, we can conclude from their performance the 

extent to which they have developed the ability to adapt to the vocabulary demands of an 

academic discourse community. This approach, it is suggested, would have validity both within 

EGAP, but added value within ESAP, where the logistics of an institution allowed it, as it would 

have the incidental effect of providing some discourse specific vocabulary knowledge-base 

alongside the development of the vocabulary acquisition skill which should still be the target.   

 

A brief discussion of the practicalities of corpus-technology for ETA informed test 

design 

Corpus technology has never been so user-friendly, with current versions of software packages 

such as Wordsmith Tools (Scott, 2008) or AntWordProfiler (Anthony, 2009), which is free, being 

Windows based and requiring little expertise on the part of the user. One basic use is creating 

word lists. Using the software to compare wordlists derived from authentic materials used on a 

course against a comparison corpus can determine patterns of relative overuse or underuse of 

words in the texts; this is the same principle by which the UWL and AWL were derived. Thus, 

neither specialist discipline knowledge nor computer programming skills are needed for a test 

designer to identify key lexical features of the texts the students have worked with (ETA, as 

opposed to corpus research, using the terminology suggested above). Current software 

packages can also easily provide a host of other descriptions of salient features, such as 

collocations, word clusters and patterns of distribution within texts, which could also be used to 

develop appropriate test items which address more advanced facets of word knowledge. 

 

The literature, despite some differences in respect to the role the AWL should play and the 

extent of inter-disciplinary differences, all support a view of vocabulary mastery being discourse-

based. Thus, it seems only reasonable that practitioners should be using the tools available for 

exploring discourse features at a vocabulary level to inform test design. Undoubtedly, many of 

the words identified will be from the academic word list. However, with tests drawing vocabulary 

items from course inputs directly, the need for students to be taught how to engage with 

vocabulary at the text level would be underlined, an impetus to more appropriate engagement 

with vocabulary for both tutors and students. 
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This would not require the use of corpus technology in classrooms, by students, or even by the 

majority of teaching staff. A single staff member with moderate interest in corpus technology 

could conduct the analysis in a single afternoon, less with practice, and the results could be fed 

back into the test design process: a small outlay of resources that could have a significant effect 

through the test‟s backwash.  

 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has suggested that the current paradigm of vocabulary teaching in EAP, relying 

upon decontextualised or weakly-contextualised word lists but aiming to produce generalised 

yet proficient academic readers, is untenable in many EAP contexts. Furthermore, it has 

suggested that, with a movement in EAP towards increasing inclusion of authentic academic 

texts, the potential to exploit texts for vocabulary through ETA has become a realistic project, as 

it requires little in the way of expertise or institutional support. Assuming that changing testing 

methodology will influence syllabus design, classroom practice and student perceptions, it has 

been argued that basing vocabulary test items or marking criteria upon data derived from 

authentic course inputs would foster the type of engagement with vocabulary necessary for 

learners to adapt to the demands of the discourse communities they wish to enter: the ability to 

engage with vocabulary in context, cotext and use.  

 

In sum, corpus-technology has put analysis of text within the grasp of all EAP practitioners. The 

question is how it can best be used to address learners‟ educational needs. If the target of 

testing students on their ability to adapt to the discourse demands of a genre can be accepted 

as a valid goal, that is to say, a view of vocabulary as a skill, then ETA of authentic academic 

course inputs is a potential way forward. 

 

References 

Adolphs, S. (2006). Introducing electronic text analysis: a practical guide for language and 

literary studies. Oxon: Routledge. 

Anthony, L. (2009). AntWordProfiler (Version 1.2) [Computer Software]. Tokyo, Japan: Waseda 

University. Available from http://www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/  

https://owa.nottingham.edu.cn/owa/redir.aspx?C=d85aa1de5aca4306ac0d3277b03c14b6&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp%2f


   Journal of Second Language Teaching and Research.  Volume 1 Issue 2 pages 143 – 154  
 

152 

 

Carter, R. (1998). Vocabulary: applied linguistics perspectives (2nd ed.). London: Routledge.  

Coxhead A. (2000). A new Academic Word List. TESOL Quarterly, 34, 2, 213-238. 

Eldridge, J. (2008). “No, there isn‟t an „academic vocabulary,‟ but …” A reader responds to K. 

Hyland and P. Tse‟s “Is there an „academic vocabulary‟?” TESOL Quarterly, 42, 1, 109-

113. 

Flowerdew, L. (2011). ESP and corpus studies. In D. Belcher, A. M. Johns, and B. Paltrdige, 

(Eds.), New directions in English for specific purposes research (pp.222-251).  Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press.  

Granger S. and Paquot, M. (2009). In search of a General Academic English: A corpus-driven 

study. In K. Katsampoxaki-Hodgetts (Ed.), Options and practices of LSP practitioners, 

University of Crete, 7-8 February 2009, (pp.94-108). Crete: University of Crete 

Publications. 

Hancioğlu, N. and Eldridge, J. (2007) Texts and frequency lists: some implications for practising 

teachers. ELT Journal Volume, 61, 4, 330-340. 

Hughes, A. (2003). Testing for language teachers (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Hyland, K. and Tse, P. (2007) Is there an “Academic Vocabulary”? TESOL Quarterly, 41, 2, 

235-253. 

Hyland, K. (2011) Disciplinary specificity: Discourse, context, and ESP. In D. Belcher, A. M. 

Johns, and B. Paltrdige, (Eds.), New directions in English for specific purposes research 

(pp.6-24).  Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.  

Nation, I.S.P. (2001). Learning vocabulary in another language. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Nation, P. and Waring, R. (1997). Vocabulary size, text coverage and word lists. In N. Schmitt 

and M. McCarthy, (Eds.) Vocabulary: description, acquisition and pedagogy (pp.6-19). 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



   Journal of Second Language Teaching and Research.  Volume 1 Issue 2 pages 143 – 154  
 

153 

 

Schmitt, N. (2010). Researching Vocabulary: a vocabulary research manual. Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan 

Scott, M. (2008). WordSmith Tools version 5 [Computer Software]. Liverpool: Lexical Analysis 

Software.  

Xue, G. and Nation, P. (1984). A University Word List. Language Learning and Communication, 

3, 2, 215-229. 

 

Bibliography 

Alderson, J. C. (1996). Do Corpora have a role in language assessment? In J. Thomas, and M. 

Short, (Eds.). Using Corpora for Language Research (pp.248-259).  Beijing: Foreign 

Language Teaching and Research Press.  

de Beaugrande, R. (2001). Large corpora, small corpora, and the learning of “language”. In M. 

Ghadessy, A. Henry and R.L. Roseberry (Eds.). Small Corpus Studies and ELT: theory 

and practice (pp.3-30). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.  

Douglas, D. (2000). Assessing languages for specific purposes. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Dudley-Evans, T. (2000). Genre analysis: a key to a theory of ESP? Ibérica, 2, 3-11.  

Goulden, R. Nation, P. and Read, J. (1990). How large can a receptive vocabulary be? Applied 

Linguistics II, 4, 3, 41-63.  

Hyland, K. (2008) As can be seen: Lexical bundles and disciplinary variation. English for 

Specific Purposes, 27, 1, 4-21. 

Krishnamurthy, R. and Kosem, I. (2007). Issues in creating a corpus for EAP pedagogy and 

research. Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 6, 356–373. 

Laufer, B. and Nation, P. (1995). Vocabulary size and use: Lexical richness in L2 written 

production. Applied Linguistics, 16, 3, 307-322. 



   Journal of Second Language Teaching and Research.  Volume 1 Issue 2 pages 143 – 154  
 

154 

 

Leech, G. (1997). Teaching and language corpora: A convergence. In A. Wichmann, S. 

Fligelstone, T. McEnery and G. Knowles (Eds.). Teaching and Language Corpora (pp.1-

24).  London: Longman. 

Lewis, M. (2002). Implementing the Lexical Approach: putting theory into practice. Boston: 

Thomson Heinle. 

McEnery, T., Xiao, R. and Tono, Y. (2006). Corpus-Based Language Studies: An advanced 

resource book. Oxon: Routledge. 

Melka, F. (1997). Receptive vs. productive aspects of vocabulary. In N. Schmitt and M. 

McCarthy (Eds.). Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy (pp.84-102). 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Nattinger, J. R. and DeCarrico, J. S. (1992). Lexical Phrases and Language Teaching. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Read, J. (1997). Vocabulary and testing. In N. Schmitt and M. McCarthy (Eds.). Vocabulary: 

Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy (pp.303-321). Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.  

Schmitt, D. (2011). BALEAP: Report of the Testing Working Party. Journal of English for 

Academic Purposes, 10, 1, 70-71. 

Schmitt, N. (2000) Vocabulary in language teaching. Cambridge University Press. 

Scott, M. (2001) Comparing corpora and identifying key words, collocations, and frequency 

distributions through the WordSmith tools suite of computer programs. In M. Ghadessy, A. 

Henry and R.L. Roseberry (Eds.). Small Corpus Studies and ELT: theory and practice 

(pp.47-70). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.  

Sinclair, J. (2004). Trust the Text: language, corpus and discourse. Oxon: Routledge. 

Wang Ming-Tzu, K. and Nation, P. (2004). Word meaning in academic English: Homography in 

the Academic Word List. Applied Linguistics, 25, 3, 291-314. 

 


