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Section I:

Overview of 

vocabulary research 

in linguistics and 

related fields



Why is vocabulary important in assessment?

• Vocabulary is regarded as a crucial component of

communicative competence and as one of the strongest

indicators of language performance:

“Vocabulary load is the most significant predictor of text 

difficulty”; Alderson (2000, p.73)

• A positive relationship exists between vocabulary

knowledge & proficiency, reading in particular (Anderson

and Freebody; Laufer, 1996; Perfetti, 2007)



A multidimensional construct

• Vocabulary knowledge has been commonly interpreted as a 

multidimensional construct (Read, 2004; Meara, 2005; Daller et 

al., 2007; Schmitt et al., 2010)

• Size refers to how many (single) words a speaker knows – in 

relation to the mapping word-form, usually without any 

implication about degree of knowledge 

• Depth refers to how well a speaker knows a word –

in terms of associational knowledge, collocational knowledge, 

inflectional and derivational knowledge, knowledge of concepts 

and referents, and knowledge of constraints on use (Read, 2000) 



“What is involved in knowing a word” by Nation, 2001



Measuring vocabulary

• Vocabulary can be tested as an independent construct, e.g. in 

a test of vocabulary size, or as an embedded construct, e.g. 

in a multiple choice item in a test of general proficiency (Read 

& Chapelle, 2004)

• In either case, the decision on what vocabulary corresponds to 

what level of achievement should be made using a common 

framework or standard

• But isn’t such a standard missing? What is the 

relationship between vocabulary and proficiency levels? 



• Since the CEFR is not tied to any particular language, 

the framework is vague about what vocabulary is 

needed at different proficiency levels

Evidence from the CEFR (2001)





• “Specifications” of language abilities (Threshold1; 

Waystage2; Vantage3) were published in the 70’s

• They included a description of the linguistic exponents 

(words + grammar) needed to carry out the 

communicative activities outlined in the framework

• The vocabulary specifications distinguished between:

 Specific Notions

 General Notions

 Functions

1 Van Ek & Trim, 1975; 1991

2 Van Ek & Trim, 1990  

3 Van Ek & Trim, 2001

Vocabulary guidelines before the CEFR 



Specific Notions – Vantage (Council of Europe, 2001)

“[…] those which deal with more concrete details of the here-and-

now.”



General Notions - Vantage (Council of Europe, 2001)

“ […] are largely concerned with abstract, relational concepts”



Functions - Vantage (Council of Europe, 2001)

“ […] denoting in a general way what people do by means of 

language”



Limitations of current approaches (1)

• Frequency is the main principle to identify vocabulary 

requirements

 It’s not all a matter of frequency - functional aspects of 

vocabulary such as usefulness to be considered (Carter, 

1987; Stubbs, 2009) 

 Corpus-based frequency counts are ‘overall’ frequency 

counts (based on all meanings)!



Limitations of current approaches (2)

• The commonly used unit of counting is either the lemma 

or the word-family

• But do lemmas or word-families actually reflect the way 

we learn vocabulary? (Bogaards, 2001; Schmitt & 

Zimmermann, 2002): 

 Word-families? Nation > national > nationwide > 

nationalism, etc. 

 Lemmas?  Date



Our approach

• Combining quantitative (frequency) and qualitative 

(usefulness) to establish the relative importance of vocabulary

 How useful is a word meaning to communicate efficiently in 

a particular context and for a particular purpose?

• Choosing the word meaning as unit of counting

 Learning of vocabulary takes place in meaningful contexts

 Learning of word meanings is incremental, from basic to 

specialized  (Brent, 2009; Nagy and Scott, 2000)

“An assessment of the number of meanings a reader knows enables a 

remarkably accurate prediction of this individual's ability to comprehend 

discourse” (Anderson & Freebody, 1979)



Section II:

Introduction to the 

Global Scale of 

English (GSE) 

Vocabulary



• A framework which describes vocabulary targets for 

adult learners of general English

• Aligned to the CEFR (A1 to C2) and the Global Scale 

of English (GSE – 10 to 90)

• Complements the functional guidance found in the 

CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001) by providing lexical 

exponents for English

• Primarily aimed at teachers and materials designers 

to help them select vocabulary 

The GSE Vocabulary - overview



• Publicly available and searchable online by keyword, 

grammatical category, topic, subtopic, and proficiency 

level

• Organized by topics, e.g. Food and drinks, Health and 

body, Business and industry

• Very large in size: Words 20k+; Word meanings 37k+; 

Collocations 80k+ (e.g. clear the table); 7k+ phrases (e.g. 

Good point! I bet! Spot-on!)

The GSE Vocabulary – key features



Methodology

• STEP 1 – Corpus (frequency) analysis

• STEP 2 – Semantic annotation

• STEP 3 – Teacher ratings (usefulness)

• STEP 4 – Vocabulary scaling



Step 1– Corpus analysis

• Extraction of frequency list (top 10k lemmas) from a corpus 

of general English (L1 data; 2.5 billion words; Spoken + 

Written)

• Integration with the Longman Active Study Dictionary of 

English (LASDE) database (25k lemmas)

• Final list: 20k lemmas with frequency information



Reference corpora

• LCN (Longman Corpus Network) 

A balanced and representative corpus of British/American English

• UKWaC (Baroni et al., 2009) 

A web-based corpus crawled from the .uk domain, very large in 

size

• COCA (Corpus of Contemporary American English)

Spoken component selected for this study 



STEP 2– Semantic annotation

• The purpose of the semantic annotation was to organise the 

inventory by topics and subtopics, e.g. Food and Drink

• Over 37,000 word meanings were manually (!) annotated by our 

team of lexicographers

• We adapted the semantic categorization found in the Vantage 

Specifications (Council of Europe)



Specific Notions – Vantage (Council of Europe, 2001)

“[…] those which deal with more concrete details of the here-and-

now.”



An example of semantic annotation

• Fork: [FOOD/GARDENING/TRANSPORT]

• Somewhere: [SPACE AND LOCATION]

• I am sorry: [APOLOGIZE; REGRET; SYMPATHY]



STEP 3 – Teacher ratings (usefulness)

• Usefulness of vocabulary (meanings) was rated by 19 teachers:

• plate: a flat dish that you use for eating or serving food

• plate: in baseball, the place where the person hitting the ball 

stands

1 = Essential: words learners would want to acquire first

2 = Important: words that become necessary at a next stage

3 = Useful: words enabling more detailed and specific 

language

4 = Nice to have: words to express concepts more accurately

5 = Extra: words some language users will use occasionally

99  “Escape” (high uncertainty judgement or no knowledge)



STEP 4 - Combine usefulness ratings and 
frequency

Ra x rRating + Frank x (1- rRating) + Frank

Combine = 

2

Where:

Ra is the Rating average

rRating is the Reliability of rating data

Frank is the scaled Frequency rank.



A probabilistic model of receptive 
knowledge





37 main topics – and hundreds of subtopics 



A search by subtopic “banking”



A search for a specific word



Collocations of “ticket”



Collocations of “ticket”



More than 7k phrases: “Ways of…”



Phrases to “accept an apology”



Printable results

Scan the QR code to 

download the results 

on your mobile devices



Summary

• A unitary model of lexical proficiency to help teachers and 

test developers produce vocabulary tasks which are 

meaningful (level-appropriate) and authentic to the 

students

• Integrating different dimensions (size and depth) of 

receptive vocabulary knowledge

• Combining the two principles of frequency and usefulness

• Using the word meaning as unit of counting and therefore 

taking into account the contextual dimensions of learning 

(polysemy, collocations, and phrases)



Section III:

Discussion and new 

directions



L1 data vs learner data

• Creating a standard means identifying a common learning goal 

and ensuring assessment is fair and consistent across different 

contexts and groups of learners

• However, learner data are highly variable (depending on the 

learners’ L1 and cultural background) and their use to set a 

standard could be highly misleading



New directions

• The GSE Vocabulary database (raw data) will be made freely 

available to external researchers for validation studies

• We are currently conducting a study to identify the different 

weight that particular items have in the different varieties of 

English

• Where there is a need for localized assessment, the GSE 

vocabulary can be adapted by teachers and test developers

• We have recently started to develop a vocabulary framework 

for Young Learners



Thank you! 

• The GSE vocabulary is already freely available at 

English.com

• For any information about the project or if you would like to 

get access to the data for research purpose, please contact me: 

veronica.benigno@pearson.com

mailto:veronica.benigno@peEnglish.com
mailto:veronica.benigno@pearson.com


There’s so much 

more to learn
Find out more about us at 

English.com/gse


