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Vocabulary size and young native speakers of English
1
Why should we be interested in vocabulary size?

2
How much vocabulary do you need?
Table 1: Vocabulary size needed to get 95% or 98% coverage of various texts*

	
	95% coverage
	98% coverage

	Novels

Newspapers

Academic

Movies

Conversation
	4000

4000

4000

4000

3000
	9000

8000

8000

6000

6000


* The coverage figures include proper nouns, transparent compounds, and hesitations etc.

Taking 98% as the ideal coverage, an 8000-9000 word family vocabulary is needed for dealing with written text, and 6000-7000 families for dealing with spoken text. Spoken language makes slightly greater use of the high frequency words of the language than written language does. Greater text coverage than 98% may be needed to cope effectively with the transitory nature of spoken language (Nation 2006).

3
What is the vocabulary size of New Zealand secondary school students?

Bilingual tests are more valid measures for low proficiency learners.

	1.
	soldier: He is a soldier.
	1.  soldier: He is a soldier.

	
	a.
	person in a business
	    a. 商人

	
	b.
	student
	    b. 学生

	
	c.
	person who uses metal
	    c. 金属工艺制造者

	
	d.
	person in the army
	    d. 士兵


On average, 13 year olds have a vocabulary size around 10,500 words, 14 year olds around 11,000 words, and 16 and 17 year olds around 13,000 and 14,000 words.
4
What kind of vocabulary do learners need to cope with in their school texts?


High frequency (2000), mid-frequency (3000-9000), technical, low frequency

Table 2: The vocabulary levels in a secondary school science text

	Frequency level
	Coverage
	Cumulative
	Families
	Cumulative

	High frequency
	75.89%
	75.89%
	2000 
	2000

	Proper nouns, letters etc
	5.63%
	81.52%
	
	

	Mid-frequency
	16.58%
	98.10%
	7000
	9000

	Low frequency
	1.55%
	99.65%
	15000
	24000

	Not in the lists
	0.35%
	100.00%
	
	

	Total
	100.00%
	
	24000
	


The most frequent words not in the lists in the whole book are protista (8 times), monera (5), thigmotropism (5), Brownian (4), C6H1206 (4), limewater (3), monerans (3), NH3 (3). 
A secondary school text marked to show word frequency levels

Words in the first 2000 are not marked. {3} = 3rd 1000, {4}=4th 1000 and so on. {!}= not in the lists. Low frequency and words outside the lists are in bold. {3}-{9}=mid-frequency, {10-24}=low frequency.

{3}Defining a Species

{4}Biologists have {3}estimated that there are many {7}trillions of living {4}organisms on the surface of this planet. We need to {4}classify (sort) this {3}vast number of {4}organisms into groups in order to make the scientific study of living creatures possible. The most basic group is the species. A species is a group of {4}organisms which share many features in common. These features include {3}structure (e.g. tooth {3}structure), {7}physiology (e.g. blood {3}proteins), {3}behaviour (e.g. activities which attract mates) and {3}genes ({3}inherited information). But, as well as having many features in common, members of a species must be capable of breeding with other members to produce {3}fertile {5}offspring. Dogs of different breeds may look quite different, but they are able to mate and produce {3}fertile puppies. All dogs belong to the same species. Horses and {6}donkeys can mate to produce {5}offspring called {6}mules, but {6}mules are {3}infertile. So horses and {6}donkeys belong to separate species.

The Five Kingdoms

Related species are put into a {8}genus. similar {10}genera are put into a family. Similar families are put into an order. Similar orders are put into a class. Similar classes are put into a {12}phylum, and finally {4}biologists have discovered over two million species so far. Each species must have a {3}unique species name to avoid confusion. A species is given a two - word {31}Latin name. ({31}Latin was the language of {3}Ancient {31}Rome.) The scientific name for the dog species is {19}Canis {!}Familiaris, and {19}Canis {13}lupus is the name of the wolf species. The first name always starts with a capital and the second name with a small letter. The first name of a species tells you which {8}genus the species belongs to. A {8}genus is a group of closely related species. The {8}genus {19}Canis includes closely related species such as dogs, wolves and {12}jackals.
Hook, G. (1997) Year 9 Science. New Zealand Pathfinder Series compact course books. Auckland: New House Publishers Ltd.
5
What do teachers need to do to help learners with vocabulary?

Don’t worry about high frequency and mid-frequency words

Increase the amount of subject-related reading and writing
Table 3: Reading and writing goals for L1 learners
	
	Minimum yearly goal
	Words per subject per week

	Reading
	500,000 words
	2,500 (around 7-8 pages)

	Writing
	  40,000 words
	   200 (around 1 page)


My suspicion with very little evidence is that teachers avoid giving learners reading and writing tasks because they fear the learners will be unable and unwilling to do them.


Teach content-related vocabulary in the context of study


Diagnose severe reading problems

6
How do you teach subject-related vocabulary? 
Learners need to learn across the four strands of learning from the input (listening and reading), learning from output (speaking and writing), deliberately learning vocabulary, and developing fluency. Here we will focus on deliberate learning.

1
Check that learners are coping with the definitions in their subject matter texts. It is useful spending a small amount of time on the format of classic definitions (an X is a Y which …), and reduced forms of this format.
2
Where possible focus on word parts. This may require preparation through dictionary look-up by the teacher.  epidermal, biosphere, longitude
3
If the spelling is not predictable, draw attention to the spelling. This can be done by writing the word on the board and drawing attention to the irregular part of the word. If there are other known irregularly spelt words which use the same spelling, draw attention to them (sloughs – coughs).
4
Give a brief definition and then check the understanding of your explanation. Check using true/false statements, a classification task, a search for examples, a cause-effect completion.
5
Make a note or have a student to make a note of each word that you have given attention to and want to come back to again. Once every week or two weeks do a quick revision of these words. You can use the following activities.

i
Give the learners some hints and ask them to recall the vocabulary that was given some attention over the past week or two.

ii
Dictate the words to the students. One student can write them on the whiteboard as you dictate.

iii
Go around the class getting each learner to pronounce any one of the words on the whiteboard.

iv
Get learners to work in pairs or small groups to recall contexts or collocations for each word.

v
If some of the words can be broken into parts and then do this explaining the meaning of the parts, getting assistance from the learners wherever possible.

vi
Get the learners to look at the words written on the whiteboard and tell them that they have one minute to remember all of the words in exactly the same arrangement as they have on the whiteboard. Lightly rub out all of the words (so that you can see where they were but the learners can't) and asked the learners to write all of the words on the same arrangement of a piece of paper.
6
Where possible arrange linked skill activities to recycle the target vocabulary. That is, get the learners to recall what they have read through speaking, or get them to recall what they have heard through writing, and so on.

A yes/no test of the most frequent 24,000 words of English

Can you give a meaning for each word? 
	1000-2000

bank

doctor

he

owner

simple

research

chapter

folk

relax

arrest
	3000-4000

division

journey

nod

pupil

evolution

boast

glove

rod

entrepreneur

tribunal
	5000-6000 

bail

horrified

staircase

grunt

vaccine

bliss

irritable

world

latitude

algae
	7000-8000

caddy

prehistoric

compassionate

ploy

vantage

biographer

perceptive

clover

seminal

syntactic

	9000-10,000

accede

legible

chasm

thermostat

attrition

tawny

upkeep

lubricant

chug

hammock
	11,000-12,000 

refit

trowel

prodigal

mnemonic

yam

rootstock

askew

sidelong

slob

marshmallow
	13,000-14,000

intension

biochemist

caw

balsam

weevil

narcissus

solenoid

voluble

conclave

crud
	15,000-16,000

paracetamol

caudal

troposphere

cyan

plantain

strophe

toff

coterminous

rectilinear

bisque

	17,000-18,000

mesenchymal

estoppel

electrocardiograph

colostrum

hydroplane

hokey

tambour

Hellenism

agitprop

frangipani
	19,000-20,000

ethmoid

parsec

apsidal

nephrite

impetigo

ecclesia

massa

silvicultural

stope

depilatory
	21,000-22,000

delegitimization

kilohertz

prelapsarian

zinfandel

datura

conformal

hetrotopic

onchocerciasis

strabismus

pouffe
	23,000-24,000

contumacy

guyot

mochi

restenosis

dalek

caudle

enoki

hemoptysis

mylonite

stockinette


Each block of ten represents 2000 words, and thus each word represents 200 words, so multiply your score by 200 to get your total vocabulary size.

Main points
1
Group administered tests greatly under-represent the knowledge of switched-off students.

2
There is a wide range of vocabulary knowledge at age and year levels, but even students with the lowest vocabulary sizes have enough words for vocabulary knowledge not to be a major factor affecting reading for young native speakers.
3
Children who were born in New Zealand or arrived in New Zealand at a young age are effectively native speakers from a vocabulary perspective regardless of the language of their parents.
4
To improve their skills in reading and writing, students need to do substantial amounts of reading and writing.
5
It is worth focusing on technical vocabulary but teaching vocabulary has a success rate of around 30-40% so don’t spend too much time on it.

