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Knowledge is gained through words.
Words are the symbols of knowledge , the keys to accurate thinking.

Words are building blocks of thought. (Brown, 1994)

Without grammar, very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary,

nothing can be conveyed. (Wilkins, 1972)

The vocabulary is a resource for talking about the world and life ...
One way of looking at words is to see them as packages of information.
(Fernando , 1996)

Of all languages , English has the largest vocabulary— perhaps as many
as two million words and one of the noblest bodies of literature. (Funk W,

2000) A
.:_hf,{p?s 23 P 2y ke >0 L,_‘;O'Q 4»;&,;;9'9

Unit 1 is an introduction consisting of three sections. Section one is
the general description of some basic concepts of lexical learning. Section
two highlights the findings of research on vocabulary size and word
frequency. Section three briefly describes the kinds of knowledge
necessary to master a word completely. By studying this unit, learners
are expected to:

% understand the basic elements concerning lexical learning which
will repeatedly occur in the book.

% be acquainted with the quantity of vocabulary to be learned and set
a sensible goal for learning.

% be aware of what is involved in knowing a word.
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1.1 The fundamental concepts of lexical learning

v

1.1.1 Word

* x= 2 % »

The definition of “word” has always been controversial. Although

numerous definitions have been suggested, none of them seem to be perfect.
Generally speaking, the definition of a word will cover the following points:

* a minimal free form of a language;

2 w2 ow s a

» a sound unit;

* a meaning unit;

Practical English Lexicology
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* a grammatical unit.

&

Therefore, we can say that “a word is the smallest of the linguistic units

which can occur on its own in speech or writing. ” (Richards et al. , 1998).

1.1.2 Vocabulary

All the words in a language together constitute what is known as its
vocabulary. The vocabulary of the language is a continually changing entity
with new words and new uses of old words being added and old words falling
into disuse. English has a vocabulary of over one million words, or around
54,000 word families when compound words, archaic words, abbreviations,
proper names, alternative spellings and dialect forms are excluded, and when
words are classified into word families consisting of a base word, inflected

forms, and transparent derivations. (Nation and Waring R, 1997)
1.1.3 Lexicology

Lexicology is the study of the vocabulary items (lexemes) of a language,

including their meanings and relations, and changes in their form and meaning

through time.

1.2 Issues on vocabulary size and word frequency

The lexical competence or word ability, which is often associated with the

vocabulary size, vocabulary knowledge and skills in comprehension and
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application, is viewed as a reflection of how educated, intelligent or well read a
person is, For most language learners, a large stock of vocabulary is usually a
prerequisite for the excellent performance of language and therefore is seen as
being something valuable. Now the question is;: How much vocabulary does a
foreign language learner need? According to Nation and Waring R (1997),

there are three ways to answer this question. One way is to ask “How many

A asibua ieoniseid &L

words are there in the target language?” Another way is to ask “How many

o

words do native speakers know?” A third way is to ask “How many words are E"

needed to do the things that language user needs to do?” Let’s take a brief .g-

look at the answers to each of these questions. -e
How many words are there in English? 0

The most straightforward way to answer this question is to look at the
number of words contained in the authentic dictionaries such as Oz ford
English Dictionary (OED) or Webster’s Third New International Dictionary
(WTNID). The studies by Goulden (1990) and Zechmeister (1993) conclude
that WTNID has about 250, 000 entries and the studies of Dupuy (1974),
Goulden et al. (1990) and Nation (1997) indicate that it includes a vocabulary
of around 54,000 word families (See Section 1. 1. 2).

How many words do native speakers know?

According to some researches, a university graduate will have a
vocabulary size of about 17,000 base words, or around 20,000 word families
(Goulden et al. , 1990; Zechmeister et al. ,1993; Nation and Waring R, 1997)
excluding proper names, compound words, abbreviations and foreign words,
etc. These figures are very rough and there is likely to be a very large variation
between individuals,

For adult English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners, the gap

between their vocabulary size and that of native speakers is usually very large,

with many adult EFL learners having a vocabulary size of much less than

5,000 word families in spite of having studied English for several years. Some
learners do achieve vocabulary sizes similar to those of educated native
speakers, but they are not the norm. Although the goal of native speaker

vocabulary size is a possible goal, it is a very ambitious one for most EFL
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learners.
How many words are needed to do the things a language user needs to do?
Although a language makes use of a large number of words, not all of

these words are equally useful. One measure of usefulness is word frequency ,

P N A R ]

that is, how often the word occurs in normal use of the language. From the

a

point of view of frequency, the word the is a very useful word in English. It
occurs so frequently that about seven per cent of the words on a page of
written English and the same proportion of the words in a conversation are

repetitions of the word the (Nation and Waring R, 1997).

Practical English chicology
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The good news for EFL learners is that a small number of the words of

English occur very frequently and if a learner knows these words, he will

&

know a very large proportion of the running words in a written or spoken text.
Most of these words are content words and knowing enough of them allows a
good degree of comprehension of a text (Nation and Waring R, 1997). The
Collins COBUILD English Language Dictionary (1995) claims that of all
words, 15,000 words cover 95 per cent of the running words of their corpus,
of which 6,600 high frequency words constitute the core or base of English
vocabulary (See Table 1. 1).

Table 1.1 Vocabulary size and reading comprehension for EFL learners

Vocabulary size Reading comprehension
5,000 565
6,400 63%
9,000 70%

(Laufer, 1989)
Now we are ready to answer the question “ How much vocabulary does an
EFL learner need?”. Clearly a larger vocabulary size is better. EFL Learners
need first to concentrate on the high frequency words or core words of the
target language. A vocabulary size of 10, 000 words, suggested by Diller
(1978), will provide a very good basis for language use,
There are many lists of the most frequently occurring words in English

and a few of the most well-known are described in Nation and Waring’ s
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(1997) discussion:
o The General Service List (West, 1953): The GSL, developed in the

1940s, contains 2,000 headwords.
» The Teacher’s Word Book of 30,000 Words (Thorndike and Lorge,

1944) ; This list of 30,000 lemmas, or about 13,000 word families, is based on a

s % oz

count of an 18,000,000 word written corpus.

* The American Heritage Word Frequency Book (Carrol, Davis and
Richman,1971);: This comprehensive list is based on a corpus of 5, 000, 000

running words drawn from written texts used in schools in the U. S over a range

o % ¥ w % & A om

ABoj

of grades and over a range of subject areas.
* The Brown (Francis and Kucera, 1982), LOB and related corpora: There

are now several 1,000,000 word written corpora, each representing a different

o

dialect of English.

A vocabulary consists of words and meanings. As the learner’ s
vocabulary grows, two things happen:

* He adds new words.

* He adds new meanings to familiar words.

The learner’ s vocabulary continues to grow as long as he has new
experiences: He meets new words in his studies, in newspapers, and on radio

and TV programs. Of course, he has to do more than just meet them.

1.3 What is involved in knowing a word

In most linguistic analyses a word is described as a set of properties or
features. By way of summary, it is generally agreed that the following
knowledge is necessary in order to know a word in a target language as well as
the native speaker knows it (Richards, 1985; Carter, 1987; Nation, 1990;
Laufer, 1997).

Knowing a word means knowing the form—spoken and written, that is

pronunciation and spelling of the word.

Saying words right, and spelling them correct is the first step in
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mastering a word and half the battle in feeling comfortable and assured with all
the new words one is going to learn and use. Pay special attention to how the
phonetic symbols work, notice the variation in stress between syllables, and

work with mnemonics and practices to improve the spelling of words.

5 2 2 4 2 2 ¥ » «

Knowing a word means knowing the word structure—the basic morpheme *
and the common derivations * of the word and its inflections * .

Words, like living trees, have roots, branches (stems) and leaves
(derivations and inflections). They may help to unlock the meanings or

functions of words in which they appear, and they are the basic fundamentals

Practical English Lexicolo
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one should know about vocabulary.

-

The types of morphemes:

free={free root

morpheme bound root
i
bound derivational{ p‘re .1x
affix{ suffix
inflectional

Knowing a word means knowing the grammatical or syntactic behaviors o f
the word in a phrase or in a sentence. ]

The verb suggest, for example, should be used in appropriate grammatical
patterns as illustrated in the following sentences:

He suggested the theater. (+Object)

He suggested a visit to the theater. (+ Object + Preposition + Prepositional
object)

He suggested going to the theater. (4 Gerund)

He suggested that we should go to the theater. (4 That-clause)

Knowing a word means knowing the meaning of the word : referential,
associative, extended and metaphorical.
A very large number of words in a dictionary have multiple meanings. For

example, mushroom can be used to mean:
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a. any of several types of plant (fungus) which grow and develop very
quickly.

b. anything which grows and develops fast.

c¢. the shape of the cloud above and after a nuclear explosion.

a is the referential or cognitive meaning of the word, b and ¢ may have

snBug eoriveid &L

arisen from metaphoric usage of the term. Word meaning depends on context,

and different contexts give a word different meanings.

Knowing a word means knowing the lexical relations of the word with

«
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other words, or the network associations it has with other words, such as

synonymy , antonymy, hyponymy, etc.

O

Words do not exist in isolation. Their meanings are defined through their
relations to other words, and it is through understanding these connections
that we arrive at our understanding of words (Richards, 1985). There are a
number of ways in which associative links between words are organized;

by contrast or antonym: easy—difficult

by similarity or synonym: blossom—flower

by subordinate classification: animal—dog

by coordinate classification: apple—peach

by superordinate classification: celery—vegetable

Knowing a word means knowing the common collocations of the word.

Collocation refers to the restrictions on how words can be used together.
For example, the verb perform is used with operation, but not with
discussion; do collocates with damage, duty, and wrong, but not with
trouble, noise, and excuse. The adjective warm can be used together with the

nouns such as food, day, heart, clothes, etc. and decision with adjectives like

final, right, wrong, free, reasonable, acceptable, and with verbs as make,
take, come to, reach, agree with, cancel, carry out, etc. Knowledge of
collocation means that on encountering the word fruit we can expect the
words ripe, green (=not ripe) , sweet, and bitter; and that for meat we might

expect tender and tough.




