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How much vocabulary do learners need?  

It depends on what they want to do… 

 250 words or fewer – read graded readers 

 2-3,000 words  - understand defining vocabulary of 
learner dictionaries 

 2-3,000 words – participate in daily conversation 

 3,000 – use TV and movies for teaching/learning 

 5,000 words – read authentic texts w/assistance 

 6-7,000 words – understand a wide range of oral 

discourse without assistance 

 8-9,000 words – understand a wide range of written 

discourse 

  



How many words are needed to understand a text? 
(Schmitt, Jiang & Grabe (2011) 
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Reading Score 

134 – Exempt from English 

116 – 1 semester 

104 – 2 semesters 

  95 – 3 semesters 
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Receptive Vocabulary  

Optimal Threshold – 98% (8000 word families) 

Minimal Threshold – 95% (4-5,000 word families) 



Incidental learning  

 

 Many practitioners believe that all necessary vocabulary 
can be learned incidentally simply by being exposed to, 
and by using, language 



Where does faith in incidental learning come from? 

 

 L1: This is true for oral vocabulary 

• Children do pick up vocabulary without instruction  

• When English L1 learners begin learning to read, they typically 
already know around 5,000 word families 

 

 BUT this is not true for written form 

• Even L1 speakers do not learn written vocabulary without 
instruction 

 



What are the chances of learning new vocabulary 
from context? 

 

 “The overall likelihood ranged from better than 1 in 10 when 

children were reading easy narratives [fiction] to near zero when 

they were reading difficult expositions.”  

 

 This refers to L1 English learners in mainstream schools. 

 

(Anderson, 1996, p. 61-emphases added) 

 



Intentional learning 

 Virtually all research shows that intentional learning 
with an explicit focus on the target linguistic features 
results in learning that is  

 Stronger 

 More durable 

 More consistent among learners 

 Productive mastery seems to come mainly from 
productive engagement 

 Intentional and incidental learning are complementary 
and can be usefully combined 



What type of input promotes vocabulary learning? 

Is fiction enough (Gardner, 2004) 

 

 Gardner found that the lexis of expository text (i.e., the language 
used in academic and professional settings) differs from the lexis 
of fiction in substantial ways 

 Expository text comprises more words, more different words, and 
more difficult words, in addition to unfamiliar discourse patterns 
that are not simple mirrors of real-life time sequences. 

 Gardner questions the suitability of using fiction texts as 
preparation for reading expository texts, as is common practice 

 

 



 Children with reading problems read less than proficient readers. 

 Children with reading problems read less challenging texts than 
proficient readers 

 The result is that children with reading problems read even less 
and even less challenging materials. 

 The gap between proficient and less proficient readers grows wider 
and wider.  

(Stahl, 2003) 

 

The rich get richer and the poor get poorer. 

 

 

 

The Matthew Effect 



Not all vocabulary is of equal value 

How much vocabulary do learners need? 

 250 words or fewer – read graded readers 

 2-3,000 words  - understand defining vocabulary of 
learner dictionaries 

 2-3,000 words – participate in daily conversation 

 3,000 – use TV and movies for teaching/learning 

 5,000 words – read authentic texts w/assistance 

 6-7,000 words – understand a wide range of oral 

discourse without assistance 

 8-9,000 words – understand a wide range of written 

discourse 

  

NOT total vocabulary size,  

but mastery of this vocabulary in order of 1K frequency bands 

 



IMPLICATIONS FOR THE ENGLISH 
CURRICULUM 



Current Curriculum Lexical Size Targets 

Curriculum Guidance: 

Vocabulary items are divided into  

• core items, listed specifically in this vocabulary list, and  

• expansion, chosen by the materials writers and/or 
teachers.  



 

Textbook 
Vocabulary 



 

Vocabulary is topic driven. 



Vocabulary Roulette 

Language Leader 

 Elementary 

• 461 word families 

 

 

 

 Pre-intermediate 

 297 word families 

 

Success 

 

• 718 word families 

 

 

 

 

 350 word families 

Overlap 77 families 

Overlap 

70 families 

Overlap 234 families 



Language Leader Elementary New Total English Elementary 

√ 
√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 



√ 



Exposure to Vocabulary 

Which words students learn will depend on a variety of factors: 
• Different learning environments 

• EFL/ESL 
• Textbook choices 

• Individual differences in exposure to language 
• Life experiences 
• Personal interests 

• Target needs 



A vocabulary analysis of a textbook 
O’Loughlin (2012) 

 

 

 

3 books  
3 levels 

Less than 1500 high frequency words 

New English File 



Curriculum Lexical Size Targets 

Challenges: 

• how to organize this vocabulary to maximize 
meaningful learning 

• how to maximize overlap for learners across classes 
and schools 

 



Proposed Changes to the Curriculum Targets 

Ministry of Education Vocabulary Goals (draft) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Support reading by matching reading texts to these size 
targets 

Target Pre-Basic Foundation 
Band 1 

Intermediate 
Band 2 

Proficiency 
Band 3 

Core 165 507 569 862 876 2070 

Expansion 100 264 

Total of each 
level 

1200 1800 2200 

Total 5400 (5 pointers) = B1 



Set Vocabulary 
Targets 

Provide guidance 
to textbook 

writers 

Provide in-
service teacher 

training 

Provide guidance 
to teacher 
colleges 

Provide guidance 
to exam writers 

Assess 
vocabulary 
learning 

Evaluate 
innovation 

Review targets Curriculum 
Revision 
Considerations 
 



Curriculum Revision Considerations 

Set Vocabulary 
Targets 

Provide 
guidance to 

textbook 
writers 

Provide in-
service teacher 

training 

Provide 
guidance to 

teacher colleges 

Provide 
guidance to 
exam writers 

Assess 
vocabulary 

learning 

Evaluate 
change 

Review targets 



The Scope of the  
Vocabulary Learning Task 

 Large vocabulary needed  

 Various kinds of word knowledge needed 

 Vocabulary learning is incremental  

 Vocabulary learning requires consolidation 

 Vocabulary learning requires enhancement of partial knowledge  

 Need to know phrasal vocabulary as well as individual words 

 

 



 

Thank you for your attention! 


