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Preface

One of the chief objectives of the Applied L’ingfﬁstics and Language
Study series is to offer books across the range of topics in language
pedagogy, focusing research on issues which arise from educational
practice. When one looks at the array of books presently available
in the series it strikes one as surprising that we have not until now
identified vocabulary as one such key topic. It is as if its subject-matter
has been subsumed, as it were, within other fields, for example within
the study of reading in a foreign language, or within writing, or as
part of second-language acquisition more generally conceived. It has
not had a separate identity. Why should this be so?

Partly perhaps because of the overwhelming concentration in
linguistic theory, at least in United States research, on issues of
syntactic structure. Partly because interlanguage research, following
this focus, has very largely not treated lexical acquisition as a priority.
Partly, too, because the emphasis within semantics on the study of
paradigmatic structures and denotational meaning has seemed less
central to current concerns with pragmatics and the analysis of
discourse. Yet, as this book points out very clearly, the study of
vocabulary is at the heart of language teaching and learning, in terms
of the organization of syllabuses, the evaluation of learner perfor-
mance, the provision of learning resources, and, most obviously,
because it is how most learners see language and its learning diffi-
culty. It is an apposite moment, then, to place vocabulary in a peda-
gogic spotlight, not to argue its relevance, but to indicate how its
study offers insights into the process of acquisition, the organization
of teaching and the social and linguistic structure of language.

Appropriately enough, the authors begin their account with a
historical survey into vocabulary studies in a pedagogical context,
showing not-only that despite recent emphases on syntax, the ground-
work of lexical description has a lengthy history, but also how
research into vocabulary control was intimately connected to concerns
with acquisition. This introductory chapter establishes the connection
between language teaching, the organization and provision . of vocabu-
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lary resources, and the structuré of language which informs the
whole volume.

Any discussion of acquisition necessarily raises questions of how
learners come to master and exploit relationships and structure, in
lexis no less than in syntax. In Chapter 2, therefore, the authors
address the issue of the interdependence of the linguistic organiz-
ation of vocabulary, its acquisition by learners, and its appropriate
pedagogic structuring by teachers. They do so by focusing on the
need to integrate paradigmatic and syntagmatic dimensions in lexical
study as a way of providing organizational principles for pedagogy.
The exploration of these dimensions is at the heart of the book,
raising as it does the problems of not only the relationship of lexis
to grammar but also of the independence of semantics from pragmatics.
Problems of dictionary-making, of denotative and connotative mean-
ings, of stable and dynamic interpretations reveal issues of theoretical
model as well as those of the boundaries of linguistic analysis. It is
here and in the more centrally pedagogic discussions of Chapter 3
that we see applied linguistics most characteristically at work: prac-
tical problems raising theoretical and descriptive questions for joint
action by researchers and practitioners.

It is at this point in the book that its innovative structure is most
valuable. The issues, both pedagogic and theoretical, have been
displayed. What is now needed is that they should be taken up in
detail. Ron Carter and Mike McCarthy have commissioned and
edited six original contributions from researchers and practitioners
directly involved in lexicology and lexicography, to which they have
added two personal studies of their own. The range of topics matches
the scope of the book: trends in vocabulary teaching; the nature of
the learner’s mental lexicon and the link between learning and
teaching; the relationship between lexical study and reading research;
the place of users’ ‘stable’ locutions in lexicographic description; the
relationship between user needs and styles of dictionary presentation;
the use of large-scale computer corpora in lexicology and syllabus
design; the implications for cloze testing of current research in
lexicology; vocabulary patterns in discourse. Each of these papers by
- distinguished authors is followed by a set of points for further
development, contributed by the editors. These are not to be seen
as discussion topics only. They represent questions for action
research, eminently appropriate for teachers to undertake as part of
their practice with learners. ,

To this point, then, the book has set vocabulary in its pedagogic
and research context and, incidentally, has placed it very necessarily
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in its historical perspective. Links have been made between the prac-
tices of teaching, lexicography and syllabus design and the study of
linguistic structure, and connections between acquisition and organ-
ization emphasized. The importance of the final chapter, Lexis and
discourse, is not only to reaffirm the connection between research and
practice. Much more importantly it is to show how present studies
in lexical description, aided by quite massive advances in technical
capacity, can provide the data to underpin the integration of the
syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes in vocabulary study. Such readily

accessible data, however, would be impotent without an appropriate -

theory of language, one which emphasizes lexical structure but which
does so in the context of the language user. It is this emphasis which
underlines the centrality of vocabulary study both to current issues
in linguistic theory and to present concerns of communicative prac-
tice.

Christopher N. Candlin Lancaster
General Editor Fanuary 1987

"



Introduction

This book is divided into five main chapters which are sequenced to
provide an overall historical perspective on developments in votabu-
lary teaching in the past sixty years. Chapter 1 examines the
important contribution of the vocabulary control movement and
reviews some key issues in the learning of vocabulary. Research into
vocabulary learning is both vital and in many respects necessarily
antecedent to the teaching of vocabulary. A separate book would be
required to present a proper psycholinguistic perspective on vocabu-
lary learning, and we do not pretend to do more than acknowledge
some highly relevant topics here. Also relevant to vocabulary teaching
is a knowledge of the linguistic organization of vocabulary, and
Chapter 2 attempts to provide a descriptive account of current
research into the structure of the lexicon. Key topics in structural
semantics and word meanings as well as studies of collocations and
fixed expressions are examined here. Chapter 3 reviews advances in
vocabulary teaching since 1945, and explores some interrelations
between linguistic description of the lexicon, and discussion and
design of vocabulary teaching materials during that period. A final
section of this chapter reviews recent progress in pedagogical lexi-
cography and computer-assisted lexicographic description. Chapter
4 brings us up to the present day and presents a selection of papers
which we specially commissioned for this book, and in which the
authors explore current issues in the teaching of vocabulary. Several
of these papers draw on recent research into lexicology and lexicogra-
phy. Topics covered include: vocabulary and reading, lexical sylla-
buses, pedagogical lexicography, lexis in spoken discourse, vocabulary
discourse and cloze procedure, the mental lexicon and language
teaching. The fifth and final chapter is possibly a little more program-
matic and polemical. It is concerned with vocabulary in discourse.
One of the main arguments which we advance here is that vocabulary
teaching should pay greater attention to the role of vocabulary in
naturally-occurring text, and in particular to the ways in which
vocabulary is used to negotiate meanings across. speaking turns and
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sentenge boundaries. The chapter explores aspects of discourse
analysis and communicative approaches to language pedagogy where
they meet in the teaching of vocabulary.

This book does not claim to say all there is to say about vocabulary
teaching, even though it may look as if we have tried to do so.
Vocabulary teaching has a long history, and applied linguists and
language teachers are only just beginning to turn their attention to
it again after a couple of decades or so of relative neglect. There is
much work still to be done and many approaches from many different
perspectives to be considered. We hope that this book will contribute
to developing discussion and debate.

Ronald Carter *  Nottingham and Birmingham
Michael McCarthy  ° 1987
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1 Word lists and learning words:
some foundations

Throughout this book we claim that vocabulary study has been
neglected by linguists, applied linguists and language teachers. We
believe that we are justified in claiming this. Although interest has
grown quite rapidly during the 1980s, there is certainly not much
evidence of interest in vocabulary in the last twenty-five years taken
as a whi'e, and relative to investigation at other linguistic levels. This
opening chapter gives us an opportunity for qualifying this claim, or,
at least, placing it in some kind of historical perspective. For taken
over the last sixty years, the picture is rather different, because the
1930s witnessed the beginnings of what has come to be called the
‘vocabulary control movement’. There are a number of strands and
offshoots to this movement both in Great Britain and in the United
States, but wé shall focus here on two particular developments: the
work on Basic English of C. K. Ogden and 1. A. Richards; and the
work on definition vocabulary which led to the production by
Michael West of A General Service List. A number of issues raised
in this book, and a number of articles in Chapter 4, can be examined
in relation tc the aims and goals of these earlier pedagogically-'
inspired efforts at vocabulary control.

Tt may be useful, however, to begin this chapter by listing some
questigns which teachers and students have asked, usually quite
pe:s?endy, about vocabulary and language study. The list is not
exhaflstive and answers will, in any case, not be forthcoming to all
the questions, either in this chapter or after reading this book. But,
we hope to try and lay some foundations from which answers might:
be found:

1. How many words provide a working vocabulary in a foreign
language?

2. What are the best words to learn first?

3. In the early stages of learning a second or foreign language, are
some words more useful to the learner than others?
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4. Are some words more difficult to learn than others? Can words
be graded for ease of learning?

5. What are the best means of retaining new words?

6. Is it most practical to learn words as single items in a list, in pairs
(for example, as translation equivalents) or in context?

7. What about words which have different meanings? Should they
be avoided? If not, should some meanings be isolated for learning
first?

8. Are some words more likely to be encountered in spoken rather
than written discourse? If so, do we know what they are?

1 Basic English: how basic is Basic?

The proposal for Basic English was first put forward in the early
1930s. Essentially, it was a project designed to provide a basic
minimum vocabulary for the learning of English. The originators of
the proposal were C.K. Ogden and 1. A. Richards (Ogden 1930,
1968), though the latter author was responsible for numerous re-
visions, refinements and extensions to the scheme. Throughout the
project had two main aims: ‘the provision of a minimum secondary
world language and the designing of an improved introductory course
for foreign learners, leading into general English® (Richards 1943,
p. 62). Its design has been outlined succinctly as follows by Richards
(who, in fact, uses Basic English for the outline):

Basic English is English made simple by limiting the number of words to
850 and by cutting down the rules for using them to the smallest
number necessary for the clear statement of ideas. And this is done
without change in the normal order and behaviour of these words in
everyday English. It is limited in its words and its rules but it keeps to
the regular forms of English. And though it is designed to give the '
learner as little trouble as possible, it is no more strange to the eyes of
my readers than these lines which are, in fact, in Basic English
(Richards 1943, p. 20)

In other words, for Ogden and Richards it is a basic principle that,
although their scheme will not embrace full English, it will at least
not be un-English. In Figure 1 (pp. 4-5) is the list of words selected
by Ogden and Richards as their basis. And the fact that they can be
conveniently listed on a single side of paper is seen as one of the
advantages of the proposal.

At the basis of Ogden and Richards’s Basic English is the notion
of a communicative adequacy whereby, even if periphrastically, an
adult’s fundamental linguistic needs can be communicated. Even
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though more complex ideas may have to be paraphrased, it is claimed
that ghe words supplied will both serve to express complex ideas and
be in themselves easy and fast to learn. The learning burden on these
words is likewise kept to a minimum because, instead of introducing
a wide range of verbs which, in English, necessitates the additional
learning of numerous and often irregular inflections, Ogden and
Richards confine their list to no more than eighteen niain verbs, or
‘operations’ as they prefer to term them. The verbs are send, say, do,
come, gety give, go, keep, let, make, put, seem, take, see, plus the modal
verbs may and will and the auxiliary words be and have. The only
inflections to be learned (on verbs and nouns) are -er, -ing and -ed,
and Basic English does not even permit the bound morpheme inflec-
tion s for verbs, so that he make(s) becomes ‘ungrammatical’. An
example of the kind of periphrasis made possible or, depending on
your point of view, unnaturally enforced by the system, is the omission
of the verbs ask and want from the list of operators for the simple
reason that they can be paraphrased. That is:

ask put a question;

want —— have a desire for.

The idea that many notions can be re-expressed using more basic
language is central to the Basic English project. Other examples might
be:

smoke —— have a smoke;

walk —— have a walk.

Closer scrutiny of the word list reveals further difficulties in the
way of answers to some of the questions posed at the beginning of
this chapter. Firstly, learning 850 word forms is not the same thing
as learning 850 single senses. One calculation is that the 850 words
of Basic English have 12,425 meanings (Nation 1983, p. 11). Which
meanings should be learned first? Are there core meanings which are
more easily retained or which are more important? Ogden and Rich-
ards seem to suggest that there are. For example, they have a category
of 200 ‘pictured’ words which, presumably, have defined physical or
concrete properties. But even these items can be polysemous. Which
‘picture’ of the following items is the right one, and should it be
learned first: pipe, head, stamp, line? Secondly, it is interesting to note
just how many of the 850 words have more than one sense. This
applies to both lexical and grammatical words as well as to words such
as round or right or past, which can have either primarily lexical or
grammatical functions. This raises an interesting psycholinguistic
question of whether the senses of single word forms (however poly-
semous) are easier to retain than the same number of monosemous




NIHL ONOY uvs 310812 140ddNS HSI10d I0H w02
3ONVHILS ONIAIY 100U HONNHI HIWWNNS NOSIOd AHOLSIH H101D
W34S N 4004 NIHD NOILSIDONS 1NIOd 413K IONVHI
anos . AN aod 1S3HD ¥vons 3uNSv3Ild LVIH IDNVHI
1408 LNV 1HOdWI ONIY 3533HD 3ONV1S8NS AV ONMYIH NIVHI
TIVINS MOTIOH 1413034 NIVHD 3¥NLONYLS 1INV 3LVH Isnvd
MOIS HOIH LV LY HOL3uLS Vv ANOWHVYH 38VD
WIS AHLIVIH Ve 3OVIHYYD AHOLS NOSY3d BOAEVH SYANYD
10HS QYVH dnind 14Vd dO.S 30vad 30IN9 LEISY, ]
LHOHS AddVH NOSItd auvd INOLS INIWAVY HLMONO SSINISNe
139238 DNISNVH 0LV10d vuINYd HILUS a1svd 4nous 15un8
33vS AHO 10d INVI d31S 1uvd . diid Nung
avs 1v349 13%20d NOLLNG 13318 u3dvd SSVH9 oNIg1Ng
HONOY Q009 HDNOd ang WYilS LNIvd NIVHO H3HLOHB
J18Nnd WH3INID UV 133008 LNIW3LVLS NIVd  INIWNWIAOD Hivide
3141S0dd0 TN NV HSNYE 14ViS 39vd a109 av3ue
10 ANIND3IYI 3dd 39018 39viS HINMO S5V19 ssvya
MOYHVN 33u4 Nid PRI 30vds INIWVNHO LinY3 AQ08
QXN 1v14 oud HONVUE 4nas NOILYZINYOHO ANOH3 MO8
MOT aaxid 3uN10Kd 3Nvue aNnos ¥30HO aN3s ]
anoy 18413 WIN3d NIV 1408 NOINIdO WUO3 8
5001 EATTE?] N3d A08 DNOS NOILYY340 39404 18
1431 1vd 130uvd X0% NOS 10 9003 HiYI8
i1 W03 N3AD 311108 AL3120S 43340 Q103 43138
15v1 2139713 JONVHO 1008 4vos NOILYAHISEO ¥3IMON HNOIAYHIE
hd T 4] 321340 %008 MONS HIBNON LHON3 Isve
N3IIWO ATV 1NN anoe 3233NS 310N IRV DNYIVE
3WNLND INION3430 ISON 1v08 2HOWS 3ISION E] Xove
HSIT004 4330 1IN auvoe NS 1HOIN LHOI ALIHOHLNY
Ivwiad N9 JAHIN 3ave 113IWS SMIN 01313 NOLLIVHILY
319334 SNOIDSNOD 31033N quig HSYWS Q33N NOHJ NOINILLY
35Tvy X314WO0I ¥JIN Aun3g 3401 NOILYN ONN233 1dW311¥
AuQ NOWWOD YN 39 dans INYN uv3i NOVILY
ALUIG yvan 3195NW 338 43318 2isnw H3IHLYY 1uv
ANHIIHO NVIT1D HINOW E] ANS IAON AWy AN3WNOHY
31vIiN3a 33IHD NOOW HiVE 3zis NIVINNOW V4 IVACHddV
¥vag IVOINIHD AINNONW 13%SV8 H3lsIs NOILOW 10v3 SNLVHVIIV
avig dVIHD HOLYN NISYS Y3ANS YIHIOW 1u3dX3 HIMSNY
YO NMOBE dYW anve ¥US ONINHOW IININIEN3 TPNINY
3NY N2NOUE %007 Tiva NOIS HINOW NOISNVdX3 ANIWISONY
31314W0D LHOWS an ove 3015 A3INOW 3ONILSIXT LNNOWY
3102 ONIOR aNn Aeve XD0HS 1SIN IONVHIXI v
NIV1H3D ¥V Auvuen AngY INVHS 10NN Wyl - INIW3IUOY
e MNALNVIE LEa WHY IAVHS ININ INJAT  INIW3SLLEIAQY
u3LLe JLvwouny 4v3) HOWY 30VHS aNI PTTH 1NINLSNFaY
iN30 AHONV LONX Tddv X3S XUN anN3 NOILIGQY
ave any 34NN ANV INVAUIS iaqn 133443 19¢
INVMY NeY 33INX 319NV 3ISNIS viIan NOLLYONQ3 INNO2DV

\_ssusoddo 05 1esausg 001 y | Navom4 00Z 1030085 OOY 3

v b A
snnvno SONIHL

1S17 QHOM HSITON3I JIsvE

SNOILYH340



(sasm s puv ysyBug 1svg ‘S61 SPIEUORY)

‘WHO4

HSIONI Nt
SWY3L
TVNOILYNUILNI
QNY
‘YYONITVD
‘AINIHEND
‘SIVHINON
"ANIWINNSVIW

1103 NI
LYONFNOD
SNNONOYd
anNvy
SHOLVHIIO

.'00. ONVY
NOISHIAN! AR
SNOILS3IND

.'ASOW. NV 340N,
HilM
33¥93Q

SHINYND
WOH4
LATNI
s8yiAav

SNNON 00E WOdd
.33, 'ONI. .'H3. NI
S3AILVAIRIQ

.S, NI

s3n TYHNd

40
AHYWWAS

PRl aadstteE S

ONOHM
ALIHM

LHOIVHLS
33115
ANOULS

aNoo3s

FIAISNOJSIH
HYINO3Y

AN3S34d
3181SS0d
40O0d
IVILLNOd
TYINSAHd
1Svd
13NvHvd

AYVSS2I3N
IvHNLYN
AdYLIUWN

IVII0IN
IVIHILYN
a3V
3YN

WHOM
JUIM
ONIM
MOGNIM
FUUSIHM
HHM
T3IHM
HOLYM
TIYM
VI13HENN
SY3ISNOYL
FELTS
AVHL

HOVNOLS

SYOSSIOS
IO0H3S

AJNION3L
ONIHOV3L

3SIYdUNS

4138
NOILDINIS

1S3N034
JAILVLINIS3UCIY
NOIDIT3Y
NOLLYIIY

NONOV3H
AVY

3ivy

JONVY

Nivy
NOILSIND
ALVAO
HSNd
3S0duNnd
ANIWHSINNG

157 pom ystduy dseq

AYOWIA

LNIWNHLSNI
1J3SNI

NI
AHLSNONI
ISVIHONI

3ISNdNt
vagt

D

HOWNH
¥NoH
34OH

3903
HiYv3

NOILONY1S3a
YIS0
NOIS3C

TOYLINOD
NOILDINNOD
NOILIONOD
NOILIL34NO0D
NOSIHYJIWOD
ANVIWOD
33LLINNOD
1604W0J
¥0102

[ F¥NO1d

AVQY3LSIA
MOUHONWOL
AW3IA

oS

34N0

3JW3HL




6 Ronald Carter and Michael McCarthy

words with different word forms. Ogden and Richards offer no guid-
ance here (and do not seem particularly aware of the question),
although, to be fair to them, this is still a problem today which
requires more extensive exploration. Thirdly, there is little guidance
given as to how Basic English might be extended, and thus how this
list and any additions to it might be graded for relative difficulty or
usefulness, or, indeed, how much further, if at all, a learner would
need to go to have a ‘working vocabulary’. Fourthly, the system is
not designed to enhance social interaction through language. The
object is one which bears not only on more specific features such
as the fact that items such as goodbye or thank you or Mr and Mrs do
not appear in Basic English, or that communication would be inev-
itably rather neutral or slightly formal stylistically (for example, have
a desire for, take a walk), but also on the fact that the extent of
periphrasis required can make communication a relatively clumsy
affair. Additionally, there is the problem already noted that in the
process of transfer to Standard English, a relatively large number of
constructions which will have been created in the course of learning
Basic English will have to be unlearned.

This is not to say that Basic- English is not eminently ‘usable’. as
an auxiliary language for general purposes of simplified international
communication, and as a practical introduction to a more standardized
form of English than can be found in many intranational contexts of
English usage. It is also, as Ogden and Richards themselves have
amply demonstrated, a useful system for producing clear and compre-
hensible written texts, particularly where high degrees of communi-
cative expressivity are not required, such as in expository texts or
material with high levels of information content. Although Basic
English is not widely used or referred to today, the underlying impulse
to provide systematically graded introductions to language, to specify
lexical syllabuses and to construct core or nuclear Englishes for
language learning purposes,. is still an active one. (See, for example,
Stein 1979; Quirk 1982; Stubbs 1986b; Carter 1982b, 1985, 1987a
and b.) .

2 Michael West and ‘A General Service List’

Published in 1953, A General Service List (hereafter GSL) is the
outcome of almost three decades of major work in English lexicom-
etrics. The main figures associated with this work are Michael West
himself, whose work in English as a foreign language was concen--
trated in Bengal in India, and Harold Palmer — one of the founding



Word lists and learning words: some foundations 7

fathers of English language teaching — who was Director of the

Institute of English Language Teaching in Tokyo from 1923-1936.

The ‘history’ of their association and academic collaboration on the

development of vocabulary and other teaching materials has been

lucidly charted by Howatt (1983, Chapter 17). West is also known V
for his New Method Readers and his New Method Dictionary, which

make use of controlled vocabulary for, respectively, graded reading

in a second language and for a lexicographic definition vocabulary

(see Nolte 1937). :

West’s General Service List grew organically from major studies
in the 1930s on vocabulary selection for teaching purposes. These
studies culminated in the Interim Report on Vocabulary Selection
(1935) (known as the ‘Carnegie Report’) which in turn issued the
first General Service List which was published in 1936. The revised
GSL (1953) made particular use of word counts such as that of
Thorndike and Lorge (1944) developed in the USA.. It should also
be noted that the GSL developed at the same time as and along not
dissimilar lines to C.K. Ogden’s Basic English, and that the two
schemes ran in parallel and in competition for many years. West’s

. GSL has had by far the most lasting influence, and the 1953 word
list is widely used today forming the basis of the principles underlying
the Longman Structural Readers. West’s notion of a limited defining
vocabulary is one of the main informing design principles of the
Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (1978). (See Chapter 3,
pp. 52-4.)

The main criteria of West, Palmer and others for the selection of
vocabulary for learning in the early stages of acquisition, are that:
a) the frequency of each word in written English should be indi-

" cated;

b) information should be provided about the relative prominences of

the various meanings and uses of a word form.

Both these criteria, which were more extensively developed in the
1953 edition than in previous versions, provide particularly useful

guiddnce for teachers deciding which words and which meanings
should be taught first. The list consists of 2,000 words with semantic
and frequency information drawn from a corpus of two to five million
words. It is claimed that knowing these words gives access to about

80 per cent of the words in any written text, and thus stimulates

motivation, since the words acquired can be seen by learners to have

a demonstrably quick return. Other criteria adopted in the selection

of words include their universality (words useful in all countries),
their utility (enabling discussion on as wide a subject range as poss-
ible), and their usefulness in terms of definition value. The list can



