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Abstract
The popularity of using textbooks in second language programs in univer-
sities around the world continues to grow. Textbooks support teachers in 
their teaching by providing accessible materials and clear instruction. In 
addition, learners are guided by familiar lesson frameworks (e.g., begin-
ning, middle, end) to guide their independent study (Swales, 1980). How-
ever, textbooks present many challenges. Learners’ difficulties include 
the range in lexical knowledge they must possess (Nation, 2006) and the 
different lexical and grammatical features that are found in written text-
book registers (Biber et al., 1998). This study investigates and outlines the 
vocabulary load of two English for Academic Purpose textbooks, using 
the British National Corpus and Corpus of Contemporary American 
English (BNC/COCA) 25,000 (Nation, 2012) and JACET8000 (JACET, 
2016) word lists. The results show that for each textbook, more lexical de-
mands are needed for second language learners in the JACET8000 com-
pared with the BNC/COCA 25,000 lists. Understanding the content in 
textbooks will inform of the vocabulary-level requirements needed when 
taught in tertiary-level programs. Using a general and a Japanese-specific 
word list to identify possible pedagogical priorities can help to determine 
textbook priorities for teachers that can be applied to teaching in the Jap-
anese classroom.

1 Background
For many tertiary-level institutions, the textbook is an integral component 

of any English for Academic Purposes (EAP) program. Richards (2001) observed 
how textbooks provide integral structure and syllabus guidance for teachers and 
learners in a language program. Specifically, textbooks offer instruction, guid-
ance, and activities for learners to practise language through using communicative 
(e.g.,  role play, discussion activities) and linguistic (e.g., vocabulary definitions, 
gap fill) components (O’Loughlin, 2012).

Commercially, textbooks range from beginner to advanced levels that aim to 
become more difficult with each subsequent unit to accommodate learners in their 
language learning (Mares, 2003). Therefore, one important consideration for both 
teachers and learners is vocabulary. Coxhead et al. (2010) observed how “the recip-
rocal relationship between vocabulary knowledge and textbooks is critical” (p. 4). 
Sun and Dang (2020) concurred, suggesting that learners pay attention to both the 
textbook content and vocabulary to optimise learning.
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Despite these observations, textbooks may lack the vocabulary knowl-
edge necessary for learners and could present several problems for practitioners. 
As Macalister and Nation (2019) suggested, a language course needs to include 
high-frequency language items to help learners achieve the best possible vocabu-
lary coverage. As a result, research focusing on textbooks has now turned to in-
vestigating the vocabulary loads in textbook content. Researchers have used two 
forms of vocabulary load analysis: the number of high frequency words included 
in textbooks and the number of word families needed to reach 95% and 98% cov-
erage (Sun & Dang, 2020).

2 Previous Research
Two main studies have shown the first 2,000 word families cover 80% of a 

written text and 95% of spoken language. Eldridge and Neufeld’s (2009) study 
found 1,400 of the first 2,000 words in the first four levels of the Success series. 
Similarly, O’Loughlin’s (2012) study found 1,435 of the first 2,000 words in the first 
three levels of the English File series. These findings suggest that learners’ vocab-
ulary knowledge of the first 2,000 high-frequency words would account for 75% of 
the written discourse used in textbooks (Sun & Dang, 2020).

Table 1 shows studies that analyzed the number of word family knowledge 
needed to reach 95% and 98% coverage, respectively. Four of the five studies 
(Coxhead et al., 2017; Hajiyeva, 2015; Sun & Dang, 2020; Yang & Coxhead, 2020) 
found the vocabulary load of different commercial textbooks (CTs) reached 95% 
coverage by the first 3,000 words (including supplementary lists). Matsuoka and 
Hirsh (2010) found the New Headway series reached 95% coverage by the first 
2,000 words while Yang and Coxhead (2020) found a higher level 4 of the Yilin 
textbook needed 4,000 words. Therefore, most textbooks achieve 95% coverage if 
learners have vocabulary knowledge of the first 3,000 word families. However, the 
same studies concluded different vocabulary knowledge needed by learners when 
considering the reach for 98%  coverage. The studies reported varying vocabulary 
loads between the first 5,000 words (for the New Concept English series [Yang & 
Coxhead, 2020]) to the first 9,000 words (for the various University Textbook titles 
[Hajiyeva, 2015] and Yilin [Sun & Dang, 2020]).

Table 1. Studies Investigating the Vocabulary Load of Textbooks

Study Textbook Running words 95% coverage 98% coverage
Matsuoka and 
Hirsh (2010)

New Headway
(Upper Intermediate)

44,877 95.5%–2,000 -

Harjiyeva (2015) University Textbook
(11 titles)

508,802 95%–3,500 98%–9,000

Coxhead et al. 
(2017)

English for Specific 
Purposes (ESP) Textbooks
(15 titles)

380,078 95%–3,000 98%–7,000

Sun and Dang 
(2020)

Yilin
(Four levels)

273,094 95.54%–3,000 98.02%–9,000

Yang and 
Coxhead (2020)

New Concept English L3 -22,786 95.59%–3,000 98.08%–5,000
(Two levels) L4–18,109 96.51%–4,000 98.3%–6,000
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These studies show that irrespective of the textbook title, the knowledge 
needed to reach 98% vocabulary coverage differs between textbooks. This sug-
gests that further research is needed to analyze the vocabulary load in textbooks 
as the content may be too lexically demanding for the intended users.

3 Research Approach
We decided to investigate the vocabulary load of two EAP textbooks. 

The aim was to identify the vocabulary load of each textbook to determine its 
appropriateness to the student population it was being used for.

3.1 Materials
Two EAP textbooks were investigated for this study. The first textbook was 

an in-house textbook (IT), which was created by the teachers in an English de-
partment at a Japanese university. The book consists of eight units used over one 
academic year. The second was a commercial textbook (CT), which was developed 
by Cengage Learning, a reputable English language resources developer. The text-
book consists of 12 units used over one academic year.

3.2 Context
Both books are considered appropriate to teach first year tertiary-level 

students based on their vocabulary and academic content. However, it is un-
clear about how appropriate these textbooks intended pre-intermediate levels 
correspond with the student populations’ current proficiency scores. This led to 
formulating the following research questions:

(1) What is the vocabulary load of the in-house textbook (IT)?
(2)  What is the vocabulary load of the commercially published textbook (CT)?
(3)  How does the vocabulary load of each textbook compare when analyzed 

using a general word list and context-specific word list?

3.3 Method
The two chosen textbooks were scanned using Optical Character Recog-

nition (OCR) Software. The scans were then cleaned by page and categorized by 
unit to prepare for the analysis. The data were run through the Range Program 
(Heatley et al., 2002) and the New Word Level Checker (Mizumoto, 2021). This 
study presents the preliminary results of the vocabulary load analysis of each text-
book. The analysis used two word lists: a general word list and a context-specific 
word list. Nation’s (2012) BNC/COCA base words lists were utilized as the general 
word list. The BNC/COCA divides the most frequent 25,000 word families into 25, 
1,000 word base lists, according to their frequency. In addition, Nation’s (2012) 
supplementary word lists (i.e., proper nouns, marginal words, transparent com-
pounds, abbreviations) were also used. The New JACET8000 word list (JACET, 
2016) was utilized as the context-specific word list. The New JACET8000 word list 
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is an 8,000 lemma educational word list, created for Japanese learners of English, 
specifically tertiary-level learners. The New Word Level Checker (Mizumoto, 
2021) divides the New JACET8000 word list (JACET, 2016) into eight, 1,000 word 
base lists, according to their frequency. Nation’s (2012) BNC/COCA base word list 
was used due to its size, and with the Range program, the ability to analyze vocab-
ulary at various frequency levels. The New JACET8000 word list (JACET, 2016) 
was used as it contains the most frequent vocabulary within the Japanese tertiary 
level, which is the context where each textbook is utilized.

4 Results
Table 2 presents the vocabulary load of the IT analyzed using Nation’s (2012) 

BNC/COCA word lists. Nation’s (2012) supplementary lists were included in the 
vocabulary load analysis when considering the 95% and 98% thresholds because 
Nation (2013) pointed out that once known, these words are not a burden to learn-
ers. In addition, due to their high coverage, the words in the supplementary lists 
were important to achieve 95% or 98% coverage.

As illustrated in Table 2, with the supplementary lists, the IT reached 95% 
coverage between the 2,000 and 4,000 base word families and reached 98% cover-
age between 4,000 and 7,000 base word families. Therefore, if learners know the 
first 7,000 word families plus the four supplementary lists, they could theoretically 
comprehend the IT. However, upon further analysis of Table 3, Unit 1 and 2 had 
varying levels of coverage that would affect comprehension of those units. 

Table 3 shows the CT reached 95% coverage between the 2,000 and 3,000 
base word families and reached 98% between 3,000 and 6,000 base word fami-
lies. As with Table 2, Table 3 also shows some indiscretions in coverage within 
the textbook. For example, the vocabulary coverage in Unit 4 will be difficult for 
learners, compared with that of the other 11 units in the textbook. Compared with 
the results of the IT however, the ranges for each unit are similar, with few outliers.

Table 2. Cumulative Coverage of the IT by Nation’s (2012) 25,000 BNC/COCA Word Lists and 
Supplementary Lists

Nation (2012) 
BNC/COCA + 
supplementary 
lists Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 Unit 4 Unit 5 Unit 6 Unit 7 Unit 8 Total

Supplementary 
lists (31–34)

2.28 1.46 1.8 1.45 8.31 2.83 1.96 0.99 2.36

1 87.55 81.61 83.41 87.96 84.38 79.12 81.85 83.54 83.78
2 95.16 91.86 90.15 93.83 93.74 92.65 90.96 93.05 92.72
3 98.44 94.76 95.16 98.39 96.36 97.40 96.85 96.76 96.71
4 98.86 95.51 96.54 98.71 97.13 98.40 97.91 98.13 97.54
5 99.39 96.23 98.12 99.95 98.39 99.06 98.62 98.98 98.39
6 99.69 97.41 98.68 99.70 98.67 99.42 99.26 99.39 98.93
7 99.76 98.66 98.94 99.88 98.98 99.52 99.42 99.45 99.31
8 99.81 99.22 99.14 99.90 99.22 99.55 99.56 99.51 99.50

Note: Bolded items are coverage thresholds.
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Table 4 shows the vocabulary load analysis results of the IT using the 
New JACET8000 (JACET, 2016). The IT reached 95% coverage between 3,000 and 
6,000 and reached 98% coverage between 4,000 and 8,000. Table 4 highlights Unit 
2 and Unit 5 not reaching 98% coverage. Comparing these units alongside Units 
4, 6, 7, and 8 indicates that a wide range of coverage will affect comprehension for 
Japanese tertiary-level learners.

Table 5 shows that the CT reached 95% coverage between the 2,000 and 5,000 
base word lists and reached 98% coverage between 5,000 and 8,000 base word 
families. As with the IT, CT Units 5, 6, 8, 11, and 12 did not reach 98% coverage.

5 Discussion
When comparing the results of Tables 2 and 3 with Tables 4 and 5, it is clear 

that both textbooks are lexically demanding for Japanese tertiary-level learners. 
If the books were solely analyzed using a general word list, such as Nation’s (2012) 
BNC/COCA, the results would not illustrate this problem. Therefore, the prelimi-
nary results further highlight the need for using context-specific word lists.

Ideally, the lexical coverage in each unit of a textbook should be identi-
cal or show incremental increases. This is not the case for both; with the results 
highlighting indiscretions within each textbook that could affect the comprehen-
sion of certain units. This, however, is somewhat unsurprising in the IT, as it was 
created by several people and presumably, the vocabulary profile was not ana-
lyzed. This issue can be easily fixed as the materials can be redesigned following 
the results of this study. However, a university using the CT will need supplemen-
tary material, such as word lists, to assist learners when studying certain units.

6 Implications for Future Research
These preliminary results point toward further analyses in several areas. 

Firstly, the analysis could focus on other word types (e.g., academic vocabulary) 
to understand the different types of words that are included in the vocabulary 
load of each textbook. Secondly, an analysis of the incremental vocabulary in-
crease per unit could indicate the changes in the level of difficulty between the 

Table 4. Cumulative Coverage of the IT by the New JACET8,000 (JACET, 2016)

Base word lists Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 Unit 4 Unit 5 Unit 6 Unit 7 Unit 8 TOTAL

Proper nouns 2.59 3.02 2.33 1.89 4.05 3.90 6.22 2.33 3.46
1 85.55 79.96 83.97 82.98 78.87 78.24 82.56 83.97 81.88
2 94.45 88.91 93.51 92.92 90.27 90.56 92.60 93.51 91.68
3 97.12 93.22 96.96 95.38 93.20 96.00 95.19 96.96 95.36
4 98.26 94.55 98.08 96.77 94.85 97.25 96.67 98.08 96.67
5 98.60 94.97 98.39 97.97 95.64 97.88 97.66 98.39 97.24
6 99.05 96.21 98.54 98.13 96.36 98.13 98.03 98.54 97.76
7 99.15 96.46 98.59 98.25 96.67 98.45 98.27 98.59 97.97
8 99.28 97.35 98.74 98.29 96.98 98.78 98.55 98.74 98.30

Note: Bolded items are coverage thresholds.
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textbooks. These results could show if each unit increase is appropriate for learn-
ers using the textbook. Finally, using these results, supplementary materials could 
be designed to scaffold vocabulary learning for learners. In turn, these materials 
can help bridge any potential learning gaps between the textbook vocabulary and 
learners’ vocabulary knowledge.

7 Conclusion
This article presented the main vocabulary load findings from an IT and 

CT using a general and Japanese-specific word list. The initial results show that 
learners have higher lexical demands when considering vocabulary knowledge 
in JACET8000 compared with the BNC/COCA 25,000 general word list. These 
preliminary results will be analyzed further to determine the type of words, word 
families and lemmas used by skill and by unit in each textbook. Although text-
books are useful guidance in helping learners in second language classrooms, 
there is some evidence that there may be a discrepancy between the textbook con-
text and learners’ vocabulary knowledge. Therefore, further analysis is needed 
to identify the textbook’s vocabulary load so that teachers can assist learners in 
reaching the vocabulary coverage.
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