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ABSTRACT. This paper reports the results obtained after analysing the
vocabulary input contained in a corpus of EFL textbooks from the last year of Spanish
Primary and Secondary Education. We consider the fifty most frequent words in each
textbook under study as a sample of analysis and deal with their word type, word
frequency, frequency rank, and the percentage they represent in the whole textbook. A
comparison between the textbooks belonging to the same and different educational
level is carried out, and we also attempt to assess the influence of the increase in the
number of types and tokens between the end of each educational stage and regard the
implications of their repetition in EFL textbooks for the acquisition of vocabulary.
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RESUMEN. En este artículo presentamos los resultados de un análisis del input de
vocabulario que contienen un corpus de libros de texto de inglés como lengua extran-
jera, utilizados en el último curso de educación primaria y en el último curso de edu-
cación secundaria. En nuestro análisis nos basamos en las cincuenta palabras más
frecuentes en cada libro de texto e identificamos el tipo de palabra, su frecuencia, su
orden y su representación en el libro de texto. Llevamos a cabo comparaciones entre
los libros de texto del mismo nivel y entre los libros de texto de las dos etapas educati-
vas. Asimismo, evaluamos el incremento del número de tipos y recurrencias en los
libros de texto de cada etapa educativa y reflexionamos sobre las implicaciones de la
repetición de los tipos y recurrencias para la adquisición del vocabulario.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Input de vocabulario, libros de texto de inglés lengua extranjera, tipos, recurrencias, hábeas.

1. INTRODUCTION

A textbook can be regarded as a metaphor that means or describes something else.
The idea of a textbook as a container of information is present in most definitions found
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in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) literature. Also present is the idea of the
textbook as an object that can be used for some purpose such as to study the subject
(Cobuild Students’s Dictionary and Grammar 1994; Harmer 1991), as a resource or
guide to language learning and teaching (Asher 1994; Harmer 1991), or for instruction
or information (Asher 1994). The idea of the textbook as a container of vocabulary input
is not as frequent but still it is possible to find that concept in the EFL field. Among the
few scholars that have related textbooks and vocabulary, we find Thornbury (2002), who
sees textbooks as sources for words. He claims that vocabulary input is realized in the
actual content of books by means of segregated vocabulary activities, integrated text-
based activities, grammar explanations and task instructions. We believe that the
analysis of language teaching textbooks is a necessary step for the improvement of EFL
education. We understand the textbook as a container of vocabulary input as well as an
important resource for language learning and teaching. For this reason, in the present
study1 we look at a sample of EFL textbooks in order to ascertain whether there is either
a systematic or a haphazard approach in the vocabulary input contained in textbooks of
the same educational level.

2. PREVIOUS RESEARCH

The assessment of language textbooks has attracted the attention of language
teachers and researchers, as can be observed in the EFL literature from the eighties to
the present. However, its systematisation is not easy, let alone the drawing of
implications for either teaching or research. The reason has to do with the existence of
differences as regards purpose, scope, and languages involved. Even when the language
investigated is the same, the comparison is not always possible as studies may focus
either on a different language component or adopt a different perspective of analysis.
Within this section we will review the main studies that have focused on the analysis of
vocabulary in language teaching materials and textbooks. For convenience, we will draw
a distinction between non-corpus studies and corpus-based studies. In the first group we
classify studies that adopt a qualitative stance in the analysis of vocabulary, while in the
second group we include studies grounded in a large collection of lexical data, usually
handled by means of electronic vocabulary tools. The purpose of the latter is to verify
hypotheses about patterns of lexical behaviour by means of quantitative analyses, which
may be complemented by further qualitative analyses.

To our knowledge, within a non-corpus based perspective only a few studies
(Scholfield 1991; Martínez 1999; Ojeda 2004; Mancebo 2005) have dealt exclusively with
the analysis of this component; however, in spite of the scarcity, they are different in aim
and scope. Scholfield (1991) looks at the rate at which new vocabulary is introduced and
old words are recycled in EFL coursebooks, finding lack of agreement among textbook
writers; in this respect. Martínez (1999) explores the influence of language learning
theories on the design of vocabulary activities and shows that textbook designers do not
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seem to take into account results from research on language learning. Mancebo (2005)
investigates whether a sample of EFL textbooks used in Spanish schools meet the criteria
proposed by the European Framework of Reference. She concludes that they follow the
guidelines except in relation to vocabulary: in spite of the fact that the European
Framework of Reference explicitly speaks of word frequency, word selection and word
grading, no information is provided in this respect in her sample of textbooks. From a
different perspective of analysis, Ojeda (2004) observes common tendencies in textbooks
concerning vocabulary related to social success. In her comparative analysis of the
vocabulary input of textbooks from two different levels –University and Primary
Education– she finds that English language teaching textbooks overuse the vocabulary
related to material things and highlight social success linked to money.

With regard to analyses of vocabulary from a corpus-based approach in textbooks
and teaching materials, three lines of research can be distinguished: i) studies on the
application of corpora to the design of main course EFL syllabuses (Sinclair & Renouf
1988; Willis & Willis 1988; Flowerdew 1996), ii) concordancing programs applied to
the learning and teaching of English language (Johns 1989; Tribble 1990; Stevens 1991;
and Gavioli 1997;) iii) analysis of already existing language teaching materials and
textbooks. Without doubt, the studies on the application of corpora to the design of
teaching materials as well as the studies on the application of concordancing programs
are the most numerous. In comparison, we hardly find research on the analysis of already
existing language teaching materials and textbooks. This dearth is not surprising if one
has in mind –as Leech (1998) notes– the great difficulty of carrying out this kind of
research, the few resources available in schools, and the lack of funding research
projects applied to language teaching. Among the few corpus studies that have paid
attention to the analysis of existing language teaching materials, we find a great diversity
in the types of issues as well as texts investigated as shown by: research on the lexical
profile of EFL textbooks (Takala 1984; Kaszubski 1998; Miranda 1990; Benitez Pérez
& Zebrowski 1993;), an investigation of graded readers (Nation & Wang 1999), a study
of the vocabulary load of academic texts (Sutarsyah, Nation & Kennedy 1994) and a
comparison of authentic data in textbooks (Ljung 1991).

Most analyses on vocabulary input in language teaching materials and textbooks
undertaken in a corpus-based approach have aimed to ascertain the number of words
contained in EFL textbooks. However, differences are observed concerning scope, target
language, and type of textbook researched. Takala (1984) and Miranda (1990)
investigate the vocabulary input in textbooks aimed at secondary students; Kaszubsky
(1998) sets out to prove that EFL writing textbooks do not respond to learners’ needs;
the study of Nation and Wang (1999) attempts to ascertain whether their sample of
readers provides good conditions for vocabulary learning; Sutarsyah, Nation and
Kennedy (1994) analyse the vocabulary input of a collection of textbooks from different
disciplines aimed at English native speakers; Ljung (1991) gives evidence of the overuse
of concrete words to the detriment of abstract ones, as well as a poor representation of
words which are useful in the establishment of communicative interaction and social
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relationships. For their part, Benitez Pérez & Zebrowski (1993) study the distribution of
vocabulary in Spanish as L2 textbooks. However, in spite of the variety of perspectives,
the conclusions arrived at by these studies are quite similar since they point to the lack
of systematic criteria on three grounds: i) the number of words to be included in
textbooks; ii) the selection of vocabulary; and, iii) the number of times a word should be
repeated. However, none of these studies have addressed the comparative analysis of
vocabulary input in textbooks corresponding to two different educational stages.

The present study investigates the vocabulary input contained in a selection of
textbooks for EFL teaching in two Spanish educational stages: 6th year of Primary
Education and 4th year of Secondary Education. It pursues the following specific
objectives: 1) to find out the number of words contained in textbooks both at the same
educational level and across different educational levels; 2) to identify the top fifty
words contained in textbooks; 3) to draw a profile of the distribution of word categories
within the fifty most frequent content words; 4) to ascertain whether textbooks share the
vocabulary input provided to learners of same educational level; 5) to find out whether
there is an increase in vocabulary input throughout 6th grade of Primary Education and
4th grade of Secondary education textbooks.

3. METHOD

Four textbooks comprise the sample used in the present study. As Figure 1 shows
they are equally distributed into two stages of education: two for Primary and two for
Secondary Education.

Figure 1. Sample of textbooks.

The countless number of EFL textbooks for Primary and Secondary Education that
can be found in the market prevents a detailed analysis of a wider sample of textbooks.
Selection is necessary even in an exploratory study such as ours, for several reasons: i)
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they are the textbooks followed by more than 300 students belonging to four primary
schools and four secondary schools in our region; ii) the receptive and lexical
competence of those students is being investigated within the framework of a
longitudinal research project, in which in the long run, we plan to investigate to what
extent students’ receptive and productive lexical competence is related to the vocabulary
input contained in their textbooks; iii) these textbooks have been approved not only by
the Spanish Ministry of Education but also by our regional Education Council; iv) they
have been published by well-known publishing houses that cater for learners studying
EFL in secondary schools in different countries of Europe; v) the analysis of these
textbooks can be useful for other teachers and researchers, particularly if we bear in
mind that two of the textbooks are used in 6th grade of Primary Education and the other
two in 4th grade of Secondary Education, both grades standing for the end of compulsory
educational stages in our country.

The texts contained in textbooks were encoded as separate computer readable files,
one for each textbook. Then each file was subjected to frequency analyses by means of
the textual analysis program WordSmith Tools (Scott 1998). The application of this
program to a given text enables us to count words, calculate vocabulary size, order the
words in alphabetical lists, and to find out the frequencies of words and their range of
occurrence. In addition, WordSmith Tools gives us the option of a concordance program,
which is very useful to conduct further analyses of patterns of word collocations, and to
make comparisons between different texts. Several scholars have pointed out the
convenience of using WordSmith Tools in data analysis. The application of WordSmith
Tools to the analysis of the vocabulary input contained in our sample of textbooks
provides us with a quantitative analysis of the vocabulary input contained in textbooks.
We believe this is the appropriate starting point in any study of this kind as it helps us
handle a huge amount of data and identify patterns of systematicity as well as
inconsistencies, otherwise difficult to detect. However, the quantitative analysis does not
exclude further qualitative analysis.

In the present study the unit of analysis will be the word, which following Carter
(1998: 4) is defined as “any sequence of letters (and a limited number of other
characteristics such as hyphen and apostrophe) bounded on either side by a space or
punctuation mark”. As far as lemmatisation is concerned –defined by Read (2000: 18)
as the grouping under the same heading of the base and inflected forms of a word–
although we are aware of the fact that in most corpus studies words are lemmatised, we
decided not to do this for the present study after considering that our analysis focuses
on educational textbooks. We believe that from a pedagogical point of view it is
important to know which word forms are included in textbooks and which are not.
Many vocabulary researchers (Beheydt 1987; Blum-Kulka 1981; Jiménez Catalán
2002; Laufer 1991; Nation 1990; Richards 1976; Wallace 1982) have claimed that to
know a word means, among other things, to know its different word forms. In our EFL
teaching experience in secondary schools as well as at university, we have found that
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for language learners to know the base word does not necessary imply that they know
every different form of it.

As regards homographs and polysemous words, we decided not to consider
them, not because we do not believe them to be important and frequent, but because
of the purpose and scope of our research and the electronic tools used in the counting
and ordering of the data. The present study is quantitative in nature and as such, it
attempts to count the number of words comprising the vocabulary input in a sample of
textbooks. It attempts to establish ratios and percentages and to make comparisons of
the vocabulary load of different textbooks. Wordsmith Tools is regarded as one of the
best instruments for this purpose. On the contrary, this vocabulary analyser is not
thought to be an appropriate tool for the analysis of homographs or polysemous words.
In order to analyse them, either a manual analysis of other electronic analysers would
be necessary, something that we contemplate as further studies but not as part of the
scope of the present study.

Concerning the issue of grammatical and content words we made a difference
depending on the textbook and the specific words under survey. In Primary Education
textbooks, verb forms such as is, are, has, like, have, was and were were considered as
content words and got and do as grammatical words. We took this decision because after
using the Wordsmith tool for concordancing we observed that these verbs were not used
as auxiliaries in any instance but as full verbs in the case of the first group and as
auxiliaries in the case of got and do. In Changes for ESO (Secondary Education
textbook) we considered is, have, are, was, do, were, can and don’t as grammatical
words because they appear with more frequency as auxiliary verbs than as full verbs or
nouns. In New Burlington (a Secondary Education textbook, too) is, are, be, have, do,
had, can, will and were are also considered as grammatical words because they appear
with more frequency as auxiliary verbs than as full verbs or nouns.

4. RESULTS

For the sake of clarity, we will report together the results concerning the number
of words contained in the textbooks corresponding to each educational level. However,
for the remaining issues put forward in our objectives, the analysis of the textbooks of
each educational level will be addressed separately. For each educational level we will
pay attention to: i) the number of words contained in each textbook; ii) the top fifty
words (both grammatical and content word types); iii) the top fifty content words; iv) the
shared and non- shared vocabulary found in textbooks at the same educational stage.

4.1. Number of words contained in Primary and Secondary Education textbooks

Regarding Primary Education textbooks, the results indicate almost the same
number of types (different words) in the textbooks analysed: 1,291 in Join In
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compared to 1,268 in Super Bus. In contrast, a considerable difference (1,127)
concerning the number of tokens (total number of running words) in each textbook:
7,481 in Join In versus 6,253 in Super Bus. However, the standardised TTRs point that
lexical variation between the two textbooks is very similar: 34.97 for Join In, 34.92
for Super Bus, 39.24.

As far as Secondary Education textbooks, the figures reveal bigger differences than
the ones appearing in Primary textbooks: 3,238 types and 32,251 tokens in Changes for
ESO compared to 3,764 types and 40,449 tokens in New Burlington. We note a
difference of 526 types and 8,198 tokens in favour of the latter. Nevertheless, the
standardised TTRs shows that the lexical variation between the two textbooks is not as
high as it might appear by looking at the raw figures: 39.24 for Changes for ESO and
40.32 for New Burlington Top Class for ESO.

4.2. The fifty most frequent words contained in Primary Education textbooks

The top fifty words for each textbook of Primary Education alongside their
occurrences and percentages with respect to the total number of tokens in the text are
shown in decreasing order in Table 1.

Table 1. Primary Education textbooks’ 50 most frequent words
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As can be observed, in the two textbooks there is a predominance of grammatical
words over content ones. For Join In the number of grammatical words is 30 against 21
content words, for Super Bus there are 29 grammatical words and 21 content words.

Out of the above figures, 21 grammatical words are shared by the two textbooks
and they are: the, a, and, in, is, to, of, with, for, from, at, on, I, you, it, he, they, your, his,
can, this. As to the non-shared words, there is almost equal number of exclusive words
in the two textbooks. In the case of Join in we note: about, an, her, my, or, then, she, me,
and most. As to Super Bus, the list of exclusive words is: an, but, got, that, do (as
auxiliary), some, them, and what.

In addition, differences are observed concerning the frequency rank of certain
word types in the two lists. Even though up to position 11 the types are the same with
some minor position changes, below that position telling variations appear. This is the
case of your, placed in the 17th position in Join In, compared to the 47th in Super Bus; in
the same vein, this occupies the 15th position in Join In but the 39th in Super Bus. If we
take the words common to the two texts, we can calculate the Pearson correlation
coefficient for the frequencies of the individual words in the two texts. The value of the
coefficient, r, is 0.983, which is significant at the p < 0.001 level. So even if we take into
account the differences lower down the list, the correlation is still highly significant.

4.3. The top fifty content words in Primary Education textbooks

Table 2 shows two frequency lists in descending order, the list of the top fifty
content words for Join in and the corresponding top fifty list for Super Bus.

Table 2. Primary Education textbooks’ 50 most frequent content words
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If we group the list of the fifty most frequent words into nouns, verbs, adjectives,
and adverbs, we note a similar distribution in each textbook, particularly as far as
adjectives and adverbs are concerned since Join In contains 23 verbs, 18 nouns, 6
adjectives, and 4 adverbs, whereas Superbus comprises 22 nouns, 16 verbs, 7 adjectives,
and 5 adverbs. Regarding the category of verbs, only got and do were used as auxiliaries
in both textbooks, the remaining verbs are used as lexical verbs.

A chi-square test on these figures gives a value of 0.31 for chi-square, which has a
probability of 0.857 of occurring by sampling error. In other words, the difference in
distribution is non-significant. In order for no expected frequency to fall below 5 (a
requirement for the validity of the test), we have combined frequencies for adjectives
and adverbs when doing this test.

When we look at the list from the perspective of shared and non-shared vocabulary,
notable differences between the two textbooks become apparent as only 18 word types
are shared among the fifty most frequent content words list. Out of this, 6 are nouns, 9
verbs, 2 adjectives, and 1 adverb. Figure 2 contains the list of the shared content words
(among the top 50 content words) in Primary Education textbooks distributed according
to word classes:

Nouns people, children, Robin, day, hood, story

Verbs is, are, listen, go, play, say, see, was, read

Adjectives big, new

Adverbs Very

Figure 2. Shared vocabulary in Primary Education textbooks

Quite a number of words are not shared in the top fifty content words of the two
textbooks, or put it in another way, the Primary Education textbooks under analysis
each contain a high number of exclusive words; specifically, 60 words make up the list
of exclusive words, out of which, 31 are exclusive to Join In and 29 exclusive to
Superbus. Figure 3 shows the non-shared content words for each textbook classified
into word classes:

Figure 3. Non-shared content words in Primary Education Textbooks
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4.4. The fifty most frequent words contained in Secondary Education textbooks

The frequencies of the top 50 for Secondary Education textbooks are displayed in
decreasing order in Table 3. The same pattern observed in Primary Education books
appears, as most of the top 50 words are grammatical words. The distribution for each
educational level is as follows: 37 grammatical words and 13 content words in Changes
for ESO and 39 grammatical words and 11 content words in New Burlington. In the two
textbooks, and unlike what occurred in Primary Education textbooks, is, are, be, have,
do, had, can, will and were appear with higher frequency as auxiliary verbs than as
lexical verbs or nouns. In New Burlington, this also occurs with will and can, which are
more frequent as a future form and as a modal verb respectively than as nouns.

Table 3. Secondary Education textbooks’ 50 most frequent words

A closer look at Table 3 reveals that there are 34 shared words in both textbooks.
Out of this figure, 33 are grammatical words and 1 content word. The common
vocabulary comprises: the, a, an, and, or, if, in, to, of, with, for, at, on, about, I, you, it,
he, she, we, they, your, can, will, is, are, was, do, this, that, what, when, be, use, and not.
A Pearson correlation test was applied to the frequencies of all 34 common words
finding a coefficient of 0.969, which is significant at the p < 0.001 level.

As happened in Primary Education textbooks, differences appear in the frequency
ranks of the two lists. The most remarkable is not, appearing in the 14th position in
Changes for ESO compared to the 35th in New Burlington.
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Regarding non-shared words, exclusive types in Changes for ESO are: but, my,
don’t, one, go, going, Dave, grammar, Laura, people, skills, whereas the exclusive types
for New Burlington are: as, out, her, his, which, who, had, write, listen, time, past, them.

4.5. The top fifty content words contained in Secondary Education textbooks

The corresponding lists of the top fifty content words for each textbook are shown
in Table 4. As we did for Primary Education textbooks, for each word we report the rank,
occurrences, and percentages for each word.

Table 4. Secondary Education textbooks’ 50 most frequent content words

Again, a similar word distribution to the one found in Primary textbooks is
observed as the top fifty content word for Changes for ESO contains 20 nouns, 20 verbs,
4 adjectives, and 6 adverbs, and the list for New Burlington comprises 22 nouns, 18
verbs, 3 adjectives, and 6 adverbs. A chi-square test, with frequencies for adjectives and
adverbs combined, gives a value of 0.24, with a probability of 0.886 of getting this result
merely by sampling variation, so the difference in distribution is non-significant.

Regarding shared and non-shared vocabulary, Table 4 illustrates that 25 of the top
fifty are shared by the two textbooks. Out of this figure 6 are nouns, 12 are verbs, 3
adjectives, and 4 adverbs. The distribution of shared vocabulary according to word
classes is displayed in Figure 4. We note that many of the common words are ones that
refer to activities which the students are required to do in the classroom such as read,
write, listen or complete, others have to do with metalanguage such past and present:
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Nouns people, sentences, time, words, partner, things

Verbs go, use, said, read, complete, listen, make, see, talk, think, look, write

Adjectives past, correct, present,

Adverbs there, below, very, then 

Figure 4. Shared vocabulary in Secondary Education textbooks

As occurred in Primary Education textbooks, there is a considerable number of
words exclusive to each textbook. Figure 5 displays them classified into nouns, verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs:

Figure 5. Non-shared content words in Secondary Education Textbooks

5. DISCUSSION

The study of the number of words contained in EFL textbooks and their frequency
of occurrence can shed light on the vocabulary input learners are exposed to at different
educational levels. Above all, it provides teachers and researchers with valuable
information regarding the degree of agreement or disagreement on the number and kind
of words contained in textbooks. As the present study has revealed, the textbooks
analysed show important discrepancies concerning the number of words, their
occurrence, and the word types that make up the specific vocabulary load of each
textbook. Regarding the number of words, the results clearly point to the existence of
differences among textbooks within the same educational level: in Primary Education
the differences are of 38 types and 1,127 tokens, whereas in Secondary Education the
differences increase sharply to 526 types and 8,198 tokens.

Such differences may have consequences for students since depending on the
textbook they follow, they will be provided with different amount of vocabulary input.
In practice, this involves more or fewer opportunities for vocabulary exposure. Several
scholars have claimed that the number of words known by learners is one of the most
important factors in predicting lexical competence in a foreign language, particularly in
the first stages of L2 learning (Nation 1990; Meara 1996; Laufer 1998; Read 1988). We
may doubt whether 38 types more in a textbook will cause students to emerge with richer
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vocabularies at the end of Primary Education; however, we believe that 526 types and
8,998 tokens more is not a trivial thing. In the light of the findings of previous research
we may venture that this difference of types and tokens may cause great disparities in
students’ vocabulary sizes at the end of secondary education. In a textbook, 526 types
more involve a wider exposure to the language. If as, it is the case, the greater amount
of types is accompanied by an increase of 8,998 tokens, there may be higher possibilities
for some learners to become fully familiarized with the vocabulary presented. Clearly,
they would be provided with a greater number of exposures to the same word.

The issue of how many encounters are needed to learn a word has been addressed
by different scholars, although so far there is no agreement in this respect. Brown (1993)
maintains that there is no correlation between the number of occurrences and word
learning and that the type of text where the word is encountered may have a greater
influence than the number of exposures. However, in both L1 and L2 vocabulary
research, scholars have acknowledged the importance of encounters for word learning
although they have disagreed on the exact number. As far as L1 is concerned, Nagy and
Herman (1987) maintain that one encounter may be enough, but Jenkins and Dixon
(1983) postulate between six and twelve encounters in order to learn an unfamiliar word.
The same disparity of criteria is found concerning L2 vocabulary, since researchers
advocate different numbers of encounters to learn the unfamiliar word: five (Bunker
1988), seven (Krachroo 1962), and nine encounters (Reyes 1999). Although there is no
total agreement on the number of occurrences needed to learn a word, it seems as the
greater number, the higher the possibilities of learning the word. Rott (1999) found that
only two encounters with unfamiliar words had a significant effect on learners’
vocabulary growth, but six exposures produced significantly more vocabulary growth.
There is also evidence of the effect of word repetition and difficulty in text
comprehension. In this respect, Bunker (1988) found a strong correlation between the
percentage of words repeated and reading difficulty in L2, showing that those texts that
repeated about 33 percent of their words more than five times were easier than those that
repeated 20, 19, or 14 percent of their words at least five times. He also found that as the
number of percent of words repeated at least five times in a text increased, the difficulty
of learning words decreased.

As regards the top fifty words contained in the textbooks of each educational level,
our data shows a high similarity concerning the distribution of grammatical and content
words, the former being much more frequent than the latter in all textbooks. In Primary
Education textbooks grammatical words comprise 60% of the total number of word
tokens. In the case of the Secondary Education textbooks the percentage increases to
86% in Changes for ESO and to 88% in New Burlington. At first sight this percentage
might be interpreted as a tendency on the part of textbook designers to focus on grammar
relations rather than on communicative meaning; nevertheless, care should be taken with
this interpretation as, in fact, such distribution echoes what occurs in English language
and other languages where grammatical words are more frequent than content words. A
quick look at the list of the ten most frequent words in English provided by the
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COBUILD corpus word frequency list (the, of, and, to, a, in, that, I, it, was) and the
comparison of this list to the word frequency lists shown above (Tables 1-4) will enable
us to interpret the data more accurately: textbook designers agree in the selection of the
top fifty words included in textbooks of both Primary and Secondary Education.

Concerning the characteristics of the fifty most frequent content words provided in
textbooks we can claim several things. In the first place, they belong basically to two
word classes: verbs and nouns, verbs being the most frequent and adjectives and adverbs
the least frequent. This may explain some findings reported in the literature on nouns
being acquired earlier than other word classes (Rodgers 1969; Ellis and Beaton 1993;
Reyes 1999). It can also explain Spanish primary school students’ propensity to produce
a considerable higher number of nouns and verbs than adjectives and adverbs in English
compositions (Jiménez Catalán and Ojeda Alba (forthcoming)). However, the present
study cannot explain why nouns are overused by EFL learners in composition tasks,
bearing in mind that in their textbooks, verbs are more frequent than nouns. It seems as
if other factors different from frequency of word occurrence may be playing a role.
Secondly, the top fifty content words in the textbooks analysed are short rather than long
words. Research on memory provides evidence on the effect of repetition in learning as
well as on the greater easiness of acquisition of short words compared to longer words
(see Jiménez Catalán 1998 for a review). The findings in memory research are not
corroborated by L2 vocabulary research. Singleton (1999) cites the studies conducted by
Laufer (1991, 1993-94, 1997) who did not find conclusive results concerning word
length and language learning.

As to whether textbooks of the same educational stage contain similar vocabulary
input, our results do not corroborate similarity but indicate the existence of great
differences. In Primary Education textbooks, 62% of the words are shared by both
textbooks. To this should be added the existence of disparities concerning the frequency
ranking of certain types in the two lists. Secondary Education textbooks present a
different panorama, probably derived from the fact of belonging to the same publishing
house. The common types represent 68% and there are small but significant differences
as regards the difference in the position of the frequency rank. In the light of the findings
obtained we can claim that at least as far as the top fifty content words is concerned,
Primary Education textbooks differ more than Secondary textbooks. The fact that
textbooks of the same educational level do not share the same vocabulary input may
have educational consequences for language learners, as depending on the textbook
adopted, students will be exposed to different vocabulary, and as a result, their lexicons
may vary and their potential for communicating in the language may vary too. This
situation is by no means satisfactory when dealing with textbooks officially approved by
educational authorities. Our findings corroborate the lack of systematic criteria in
vocabulary selection pointed out by previous research, in particular by the studies
conducted by Takala (1984), Scholfield (1991), Kaszubsky (1998), and Benitez Pérez
and Zebrowski (1993). This lack of systematic criteria is observed in the four textbooks
analysed: whereas in Primary Education textbooks we find a slightly higher percentage
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of non-shared vocabulary than in Secondary Education textbooks, in the latter there is a
great difference concerning the number of types and tokens contained in each textbook
at this educational level.

Finally, we observe that, at least from a quantitative point of view, textbooks from
different educational stages contain different vocabulary input. Word types and word
tokens in textbooks of Secondary Education outnumber considerably the word types and
word tokens contained in Primary Education textbooks. There is an increase of
approximately 2,000 types from 6th year of Primary Education to 4th year of Secondary
Education, depending on the combination of textbooks chosen. This means a rate of 500
unfamiliar word types throughout each grade of secondary education which would
increase to 2,000 word types at the end of secondary education. Although at first sight
this figure might be seem as reasonable, consideration of the fact that words were not
lemmatised in the present study makes us think that that figure may indeed fall short of
the true situation. The top lists for each textbook contain different word-forms of the
same lexeme, which reduces considerably the number of totally unfamiliar words.
Nation (1990) and Laufer (1992) place 3,000 word families as the lexical threshold of
reading comprehension. If we consider that the total number of word types in Primary
Education textbooks (between 1,291 and 1,268) and the total number of word types in
Secondary Education textbooks (between 3,238 and 3,764 types) include word-forms of
the same word type, we realize that an increase of 2,000 types is not much after four
years of extensive study of English at Secondary Education. With such an increase 4th

secondary school students would be far from a full understanding of general texts.

6. CONCLUSION

In the present study we have carried out a quantitative analysis on the vocabulary
input in four textbooks from two educational levels. Although our sample is small,
results are relevant as they point to lack of a common systematic approach to the
selection of vocabulary contained in EFL textbooks. As far as the sample analysed is
concerned, and in relation to the number of words learners are exposed to by means of
textbooks and to the frequency of word occurrence, publishing houses do not show total
agreement. Depending on the textbook assigned, students may be exposed to different
numbers of words and to different types of vocabulary input. Even if these factors were
constant, the different positions of words in the word frequency lists of the textbooks
may lead to language learning differences. High positions of a word in the frequency
rank imply a greater number of repetitions in the textbook, which in turn implies a
greater number of exposures to the word.

Pedagogical and practical implications of our study can be drawn considering four
different audiences: educational authorities, language textbook designers, teachers, and
researchers. As far as educational authorities are concerned, our study has demonstrated
the lack of systematic criteria in English L2 textbooks regarding the number of words
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and the type of vocabulary contained in them. To some extent this may be due to the
absence of explicit criteria with regard to the number and the type of words to be taught
in each grade as well as the total number and the kind of word types to be acquired by
the end of educational stage. According to the Spanish Ministry of Education, every
pupil in Spain should be provided with a common training in foreign languages.
However, in the documents put forward by Spanish educational authorities such as
Diseño Curricular Base (DCB), or Ley de Educación 2003, Ley de Educación 2007
there is no explicit mention of the specific words that a learner should know at the end
or Primary Education or at the end of Secondary Education. It is not surprising, then, that
language textbooks of same educational stages contain neither the same number of
words nor a high proportion of shared words. Ideally, this should make authorities reflect
on the need to establish more concrete parameters as regards the vocabulary input
available to students throughout textbooks. These parameters should be aimed, on the
one hand, at specifying the kind of vocabulary that students should assimilate by the end
of each school year, or, at least, by the end of each educational stage (i.e. Primary
Education, Secondary Education. and Bachillerato), and on the other hand, at specifying
the size of receptive and productive vocabulary that students should get at the end of
each educational level.

Concerning language textbook designers, our study has provided an analysis of
four textbooks, which, hopefully, should make teaching material designers reflect on the
need to follow common objectives. Textbooks for the same educational grade should
contain the same number of words, the same type of vocabulary input and similar criteria
in vocabulary selection.

Regarding English L2 teachers, the results of this study have shed some light on
the nature of the input that textbooks present. It is important to be aware of the fact that,
at least regarding vocabulary, textbooks provide students with different kinds of input,
and that this difference may have an effect on language learning. It seems necessary for
teachers to find out what criteria was used in vocabulary selection, and what type of
vocabulary input is included in their textbooks as well as the number of occurrences of
the words contained in the textbook.

From a research perspective, we hope to have contributed to the field of second
language acquisition and teaching with a description of the type of vocabulary contained
in some current English language textbooks as representative of an important
educational genre. Our study has provided evidence of the vocabulary input contained in
a small sample of books and has given empirical evidence of the lack of common criteria
regarding the number of words and the top fifty words contained in the textbooks
analysed. However, further analyses of other EFL textbooks are needed in order to arrive
at definite conclusions.

Finally, word frequency is an important dimension in EFL textbooks but by no means
the only one. There are other aspects related to vocabulary input and lexical competence
that require investigation such as the influence of the number of word encounters in word
learning, or the effect of word length and word class in the acquisition of vocabulary. Other
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aspects that need further investigation are the relationship between the vocabulary input
provided by textbooks and learners’ vocabulary output in each grade. In this regard, it is
essential to control certain variables that may be having an effect on this relationship, such
as teachers’ treatment of the vocabulary contained in the textbook, or learners’ strategies
to retain and learn the unfamiliar words.
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