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The effectiveness of frequency lists for vocabulary
acquisition in formal and informal learning
settings

1. Introduction

The importance of vocabulary acquisition when learning a foreign language or
a second language is indisputable. There is, however, discussion about the
number of words that should be mastered, what exactly this mastery means,
the method of presenting new words and the extent to which students can self-
regulate their vocabulary acquisition and language learning process. This article
will focus on the latter two issues: a method of presenting vocabulary, and
facilitating and supporting autonomous language learning.

Teachers of Dutch as a second language (Nt2) at the University of Gronin-
gen Language Centre make use of vocabulary frequency lists which contain the
most frequently used words in written sources and can be applied in both
formal and informal educational settings. The lists are highly efficient and
applicable to use both by teachers and students if they are presented in an
appropriate and effective way.

We will first give a short introduction to frequency lists for language learn-
ing, followed by the teaching approach at our institution. We will then present
various examples of possible activities with frequency lists. Although this article
concentrates on Dutch as a second language, the pedagogical and training
opportunities can be useful for many more languages.

2. Frequency lists
How many words does a language learner need in order to understand a read-

ing or listening text? The answer to that question depends on the kind of text.
A learner has to understand a minimum of 90% of all entries in order to



268 Jeroen van Engen, Birgit Lijmbach

roughly understand a text (Bossers 2010: 171). If an average newspaper article
contains approximately 5000 words, it means a learner has to know those 5000
words so as to understand an article from a newspaper.

The relationship between the receptive word knowledge of a learner and the
CEFR levels for Dutch is A2 — 2000 words, B1 — 5000 and B2 — 12000 (Boss-
ers 2010: 172). This corresponds approximately to what is said about the lexi-
cal requirements for English, according to Tseng and Schmitt (2008: 366):

— 2000-3000 word families for basic everyday conversation (chat),
— 3000 word families to begin reading authentic texts,
— 5000-9000 word families to independently read authentic texts,

— 10000 word families, a wide vocabulary, to allow most language use.

The question remains which words can be selected to become part of the list of
0-2000 or 2000-5000. This can be a matter of choice in itself because most
course books have been written for a certain target group: every course book
that applies the reference levels of the CEFR is basically a Reference Level
Description (RLD), which means that a vocabulary list provided in the book
relates to a certain level. However, there are major differences between size and
content of vocabulary in the same CEFR levels in different languages (Decoo
2012).

The construct of vocabulary knowledge is said to be quite complex, but it
can be conceptualized in terms of vocabulary size (knowing enough words and
knowing the right words), vocabulary depth (having the knowledge about the
words) and accessibility (recognizing and applying the words) (Bossers 2010).
Vocabulary learning relates to these three aspects. “It is clear from a wide range
of research that certain vocabulary sizes are necessary to do certain things in
language” (e.g., Adolphs/Schmitt 2003; Hazenberg/Hulstijn 1996; Laufer
1988; Nation/Waring 1997, in Tseng/Schmitt 2008: 366), but the question
remains which words are selected. There are several criteria, such as target
words (which words ought to be important to the learner), words for specific
contexts/purposes (such as academic word list or ‘schooltaalwoorden’, termi-
nology) and frequency (which words are the most common words in a given
language). The most frequently used words then belong to the lowest language
level whereas the degree of more or less frequently used words defines the level
of difficulty. The range of frequency also depends on the sources on which the
lists have been drawn up and other linguistically standards (Decoo 2012).

The Dutch Section of the University of Groningen Language Centre uses
vocabulary lists grouped by frequency: the Hazenberg-Hulstijn lists (H&H).
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5. Discussion

The use of frequency lists for language learning is very effective. By providing
the lists in a variety of ways, such as in print or digitally, through the univer-
sity’s LMS or through Quizlet, teachers of the University of Groningen Lan-
guage Centre facilitate and encourage autonomous language learning. The
learners appreciate the fact that the teachers play an active role in this process.

Possible hands-on approaches for fostering vocabulary learning in formal
and informal settings have been presented and naturally, the practices of the
examples shown above are not inexhaustible. The frequency lists, however,
form the backbone of these approaches and support both the teacher and the
student to teach and learn more efficiently and effectively.

References

De Boer, B.L.A. / Lijmbach, B.V.J.M. / Loeffen, W. (2004): Trefwoord
Woordenschatoefeningen — voor — anderstaligen,  Groningen/Houten: ~ Wolters-
Noordhoff bv.

De Boer, B.LAA. / Lijmbach, B.V.JM. (2002): De spijker op de kop.
Nederlandse uitdrukkingen voor anderstaligen, Bussum: Coutinho.

Bossers, B. / Kuiken, F. / Vermeer, A. (eds)(2010): Handboek Nederlands als
tweede taal in het volwassenenonderwijs. Bussum: Coutinho.

Decoo, W. (2012): De Europese pogingen om tot lexicale normen te komen,
in: Levende Talen, 2012, 7, 21-24.

Depoorter, G. / Stokman, L. / Van Veenendaal, R.: 7ST-Centrale, voor data en
software van het Nederlands. http://tst-centrale.org/ (24.2.2014).

Van Eunen, K. (2012): Leve het gemak. Online woordjes leren en overhoren,
in: Levende Talen, 2012: 7, 38-39.

Feinberg, J. (2013): Wordle. http://www.wordle.net/ (13.2.2013).

The official Google translate blog. Never Forget a Useful Phrase again - Intro-
ducing Phrasebook for Google Translate. http://googletranslate.blogspot.ca/
2013/03/never-forget-useful-phrase-again.html (25.2.2014).

Google Apps for Education - Discover a better way of learning.
https://www.google.com/enterprise/apps/education/ (25.2.2014).

Google Translate - Find out how translations are created.
http://translate.google.com/about/intl/en_ALL/ (25.2.2014).



The effectiveness of frequency lists for vocabulary acquisition 277

Giezenaar, G. / Schouten, E. (2002): Wijze woorden. Woordenlijst Academisch
Nederlands met idioomoefeningen, Amsterdam/Antwerpen: Intertaal.

Hazenberg, S. (1994): Een keur aan woorden. De wenselijke en feitelijke
woordenschat van anderstalige studenten, Ridderkerk: Ridderprint.

Hazenberg, S. / Hulstijn, J.H. (1996): Defining a minimal receptive second-
language vocabulary for non-native university students: An empirical inves-
tigation, in: Applied Linguistics, 17, 145-163.

Hulstijn, J. (2012): Woorden leren, in: Levende Talen, 2012: 7, 26-29.

MyMemory Translated Net. Ger a better translation with 642.124.473 human
contributions. http://mymemory.translated.net/ (25.2.2014).

Language Centre University of Groningen (2013): Our Views on Language
Teaching, http:/[www.rug.nl/science-and-society/language-centre/about-the-
language-centre/views-and-quality/ (4.1.2013).

Laufer, B. / Hulstijn, J. (2001): Incidental Vocabulary Acquisition in a Second
Language: The Construct of Task-Induced Involvement, in: Applied Lin-
guistics, 2211, 1-26.

Verlinde, S. / Peeters, G./Wielandts, J. (2012). Katholieke Universiteit Leuven
- Leuven Language Institute. [nteractive Language Toolbox.
https://ilt.kuleuven.be/inlato/ (27.1.2014).

Van Palenstein Helderman-Susan, LH.M. / Mans, EM. (2000): Van
aambeeld tor zwijgplicht. Woordenlijst medisch Nederlands NE/EN, Houten/
Diegem: Bohn Stafleu Van Loghum.

Tseng, W. / Dornyel, Z. / Schmitt, N. (2006): A New Approach to Assessing
Strategic Learning: The Case of Self-Regulation in Vocabulary Acquisition,
in: Applied Linguistics 27/1: 78-102.

Tseng, W. / Schmitt, N. (2008): Toward a Model of Motivated Vocabulary
Learning: A Structural Equation Modeling Approach, in: Language Learning
58/2, 357-400.

Jeroen van Engen MA, Language Centre, University of Groningen, Oude Kijk in 't
Jatstraat 26, PO Box 716, 9700 AS Groningen, j.van.engen@rug.nl.

Birgit Lijmbach MA, Language Centre, University of Groningen, Oude Kijk in 't
Jatstraat 26, PO Box 716, 9700 AS Groningen, b.v.j.m.lijmbach@rug.nl.





