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This study is a frequency-based lexical analysis of four English textbooks which are currently being taught at high school level in the public educational system of Iran. The purpose of the study is determining whether the lexical content of these textbooks is appropriate for the students of this level of study or not based on the criterion of word frequency (which is one of the new outcomes of corpus-based analyses of language). In this study, it has been assumed that a large number of low frequency words are indicative of lexically rich environments whereas that of high frequency words are representative of lexically poor environments and also that the continuum of word frequency is of a reverse relationship with the continuum of learner proficiency. To do the analysis, the Lexical Frequency Profiles (LFPs) of all the reading texts of these four textbooks were obtained by means of a computer program called VocabProfile (VP) as the LFP measure indicates the proportion of high and low frequency words in texts. The results suggest that these textbooks are, in fact, compatible with word frequency information and what it suggests for pedagogy, though a few minor weak points have been detected in the textbooks which are suggested to be revised by our materials developers. 
I. Background:
Corpus linguistics is normally conceived of as the study of linguistic phenomena through corpora (singular: corpus) which have been defined as “large principled collections of natural texts” (Reppen & Simpson, p. 93) stored on computer in a machine-readable form. The impact of corpus linguistics studies on classroom language teaching practices is already taking shape: No longer are pedagogical decisions based on intuitions and/or sequences that have appeared in textbooks over the years but they can be grounded on the actually-recurring patterns in a language. There are many levels of information that can be gathered from analyses of corpora and one of the major ones (in relation to the present study) is the information regarding ‘frequency of occurrence’ of words in English. By ‘word frequency’ it is meant “how often a given word occurs in normal use of the language”. Based on this information several ‘word frequency lists’ have been developed till now such as: a) The list of the most common words in General English (GE) settings developed by West in 1953. It has been called General Service List (GSL) and it is the list of the first 1,000 plus the second 1,000 most frequent words in General English (GE), and b) the List of the most important words in academic settings developed by Coxhead and was called Academic Word List (AWL). In fact, the words included in this list are the words of high frequency in academic settings which are of low frequency in GE settings. 

A research tool widely used for performing such a lexical text analysis is VocabProfile (VP) computer program which in its latest version is also known as Range program (available on Paul Nation's website). This program has been introduced and validated in a study made by Laufer and Nation (1995). The VP program “deconstructs any text or corpus into its lexical components” by their frequency zones (Cobb, 2003) through the following procedure: It takes a given text as the raw input (the text may be typed, pasted or scanned into the program), it checks the lexis of that given text against its accompanying frequency-based word lists, and finally, as output, it generates a lexical frequency profile (LFP) of that text on the basis of word types, word tokens, and word families contained in that text in just a few seconds. The LFP generated as such, therefore, describes the lexical content of a text in terms of four frequency zones which are actually representative of the four word lists ordinarily available in the program:

 •     The first 1,000 most frequent words in General English (GE), 

•     The second 1,000 most frequent words in GE (i.e. from 1,001 to 2,000), 

•     The Academic Word List (AWL), 

              •     The words not included in any of the above lists (NIL or ‘not in the lists’),                                                                                                      

                     so they are normally addressed as the ‘difficult’ words.

This study is aimed at answering these research questions: 

1. Is there any significant difference between the textbooks regarding the extent to which                                                           they have made use of the first 1,000 most frequent words of English?

2. Is there any significant difference between the textbooks regarding the extent to which they have made use of the second 1,000 most frequent words of English? 

3. Is there any significant difference between the textbooks regarding the extent to which they have made use of the academic vocabulary (AWL)? 

4. Is there any significant difference between the textbooks regarding the extent to which they have made use of the words not included in the three previous lists (NIL)?

5. Is there any significant difference between the lessons in each of the textbooks regarding the extent to which they have made use of the words of high frequency (the first 2,000) and those of low frequency (beyond 2,000)? 

II. The study: 
For data collection, all the ‘reading passages’ together with the ‘new words’ sections of the lessons in each textbooks were scanned into the VP computer program lesson by lesson using a scanner device. The next procedure was some modifications to be made on the scanned texts (i.e. omission of all ‘proper nouns’ plus the ‘numbers’ inherent in the texts). After collecting the data related to the lessons, the lessons related to each textbook (nine lessons in textbook 1, seven lessons in textbook 2, six lessons in textbook 3, eight lessons in textbook 4) were collected and saved as separate files to be representative of the data of each textbook which was required for making a comparison of the four textbooks themselves. In this way, there were 30 different lexical frequency profiles (LFPs) for the lessons and 4 LFPs for the textbooks themselves. All these 34 LFPs constituted our collected data in this study and for data analysis chi-square method in SPSS program was applied on the data so that the textbooks as well as the lessons were compared and contrasted in an attempt to find answers to the research questions posed.  

II. A. The results:

Table 1 comprises two parts: The first part reports the results of Vocabulary Profile (VP) analysis for the four textbooks and the second part demonstrates the results of chi-square tests for comparison of those four textbooks against each other from the perspective of any of the word lists in the study (i.e. the first 1,000, the second 1,000, the AWL, and the NIL).  

Table 1: Vocabulary Profile (VP) Analysis and Chi-Square Test Results for Textbooks

	Chi-square         test
	VP analysis


	P

	X 2
	Textbook 4
	Textbook 3
	Textbook 2
	Textbook 1
	Word list



	.72
	1.30
	62.4
	68.2
	70.5
	74.5
	1st 1,000

	.90
	.55
	13.7
	15.4
	18.2
	16.3
	2nd 1,000

	.02
	9.50
	8.2
	6.4
	1.2
	0.8
	AWL

	.35
	3.27
	15.7
	10.0
	10.1
	8.4
	NIL


Note. The values in 'VP analysis' section represent percentages (rather than absolute  

Values). AWL = Academic Word List; NIL = Not In the Lists. The results in 'Chi-square test' section have been estimated at p < .05 with df = 3.
According to this Table, there is no significant difference between these four textbooks in terms of the first 1000, the second 1,000 and the NIL word list; however, there is significant difference between them in terms of AWL. It can be argued that the lack of significant difference between the textbooks in terms of the first 1,000 most frequent words is an expected phenomenon as this word list comprises ‘function’ words in English which are abundantly used in almost any text. Also, the lack of significant difference between them in terms of the second word list is indicative of well-development of these textbooks since it shows that these textbook, regardless of their proficiency levels, expose students with a somehow equal number of the most common lexical words of English in GE settings. Moreover, the existence of significant difference in terms of AWL can be considered another strong point indicative of well-development of the textbooks as we had already assumed that low frequency words are representative of lexically rich environments and that is quite acceptable and expected that these four textbooks vary each other from one aspect (i.e. AWL) in order to best represent the textbooks of various proficiency levels. Till now, all findings are desirable; however, the answer found to the fourth research question in against our expectations: These textbooks are expected to differ in terms of incorporation of difficult words (which are in included in the NIL word list) simply because these textbooks are expected to be variant from that aspect as they are the textbooks of various proficiency levels and, as one of the tenets of materials development, learners should start with easy materials and end up with difficult ones. Based on this argument, the fourth finding of the Table 1 can be considered a weak point found in the development of these textbooks.  
The information demonstrated in the Table 1 has been clearly showed in the figure below: 
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Figure: Distribution of percentage of word types per frequency level in textbooks  

Table 2 below demonstrates comparison of the lessons of each textbook both in terms of the first 2000 (high frequency words) and the beyond 2000 most frequent words (low frequency words). In fact it provides us with answer to the fifth research question posed: 
Table 2: VP Analysis and Chi-Square Test Results for the Lessons of each Textbook  
	Textbook 4

(N = 8)
	Textbook 3

(N = 6)
	Textbook 2

(N = 7)
	Textbook 1
(N = 9)
	Lesson
	VP

analysis

	beyond

2,000
	basic

2,000
	beyond

2,000
	basic

2,000
	beyond

2,000
	basic
2,000
	beyond

2,000
	basic 2,000
	
	

	17.1
	82.9
	17.1
	91.0
	11.5
	88.5
	4.8
	95.2
	Ls 1
	

	18.1
	81.9
	9.2
	90.8
	2.9
	97.1
	11.5
	88.5
	Ls 2
	

	18.6
	81.4
	10.9
	89.1
	10.0
	90.0
	1.5
	98.5
	Ls 3
	

	15.2
	84.8
	14.3
	85.7
	9.5
	90.5
	3.5
	96.5
	Ls 4
	

	18.5
	81.5
	13.2
	86.8
	9.2
	90.8
	5.5
	94.5
	Ls 5
	

	21.1
	78.9
	16.5
	83.5
	10.8
	89.2
	3.8
	96.2
	Ls 6
	

	24.6
	75.4
	
	
	11.3
	88.7
	3.7
	96.3
	Ls 7
	

	24.6
	75.4
	
	
	
	
	4.6
	95.4
	Ls 8
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	7.4
	92.6
	Ls 9
	

	4.57

.71

7
	1.16

.99

7
	4.1

.54

5
	.45

.99
5
	5.69

.45

6
	.53

.99

6
	11.79

.16

8
	.65

1.00

8
	X2

P

df
	Chi-square

tests


Note. All the values in the 'VP analysis' section represent the percentages of the lexis of each lesson as belonging to the word lists cited. N = Number of lessons. The results in 'Chi-square test' section have been estimated at *p < .05.    
According to Table 2, there is no significant difference between the lessons in each of the textbooks either in terms of high frequency words or in terms of low frequency ones. This is again a desirable finding since we expect for the lessons contained in any given textbook to be congruent to each other as they are the lessons of one given textbook assigned for a given proficiency level. According to Table 2, there is an overall pattern in the lessons, that is, the more we proceed towards the final lessons of each textbook, the more we encounter with the words of low frequency and the less we do with the words of high frequency. In this way, the answer found to the fifth research question is a desirable finding too. It should be noted that based on Table 2, a minor weak point can be observed in the development of lesson 3 in textbook 1 and lesson 2 in textbook 2 if we want to scrutinize more into the numbers indicated in that Table. As you see, the numbers related to those very lessons violates, to some extent, the overall pattern of distribution of words of low frequency in those textbooks. However, because of lack of significant difference between the lessons this weak point may either be overlooked or eradicated by the materials developers if they want to end up with more ideally designed textbooks. 
II. B. Pedagogical Implications: 
The results of this study may assist our materials developers in reaching consensus regarding suitability of high school English textbooks so that so that they may refine or these textbooks, accordingly. There have been many evaluations of these textbooks made previously but the major characteristic of the present evaluation is that it has been made on a quite objective ground (i.e. word frequency information) which is one of the satisfactions of a research work. However, it should be reminded here that this study is solely based on the criterion of word frequency and, needless to say, materials evaluation is a quite broad enterprise in which so many factors (other than word frequency) should be taken into consideration. In this way, I suggest the other colleagues and those engaged in TEFL to implement the obtained results of this study quite tentatively as it is common in implementation of the results of any other research study.   
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Websites: 

Paul Nation’s Website: http://www.vuw.ac.nz/lals/staff/Paul_Nation 

Software: 

VocabProfile or Range program available from Paul Nation’s Website (see above)

Web documents: 

The GSL, Available online, http://jbauman.com/gsl.html
The AWL, Available online, http://www.vuw.ac.nz/lals/div1/awl/
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