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Why vocabulary?...



not enough/wrong vocabulary reading materials far above student’s level



Oxford English Dictionary, 2015



30,000

Nagy, Anderson, 1984, Goulden, Nation, Read, 1990
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Problem 1:  learners 

just don’t know 
enough words…

Shillaw 1995, Barrow 1999



Problem 2:  English 
reading materials 

are too hard!



With 2000 words, Japanese students can read…

81%



87%

With 2000 words, Japanese students can read…



With 2000 words, Japanese students can read…

90%
Actually it’s more than 94% with the NGSL…



With 2000 words, Japanese students 
can ONLY read…

75%
Browne 1996, 1998



But maybe 
75% coverage 
is enough?...



Forestry

If     * __ planting rates are *     with 
planting *__  __*__  in each _ *_    
and the forests _  *    at the earliest 
opportunity, the *    wood supplies 
could further increase to about 36 
million __* _  meters __*__ in the 
__* __ 2001-2015. The additional   
__*__ wood supply should greatly __*     
__*___ ___*_   , even if much is 
used for *     production.

75% coverage
• First 1000 most frequent words 
• Total of 15 missing words

Can you read the passage and 
guess the missing words easily?



Forestry

If *     planting rates are 
with planting in each 
*      and the forests  at the 
earliest opportunity, the *     wood 
supplies could further increase to about 
36 million *     meters  *    in the 

 2001-2015. The additional _ * _  
wood supply should greatly  
__*_    __*__ , even if much is used 
for ___* _     production.

85% coverage
• First 2000 most frequent words 
• Total of 9 missing words

Is it easier to read and guess the 
meaning of the unknown words?



95% coverage
• First 5000 most frequent words 
• Only 1 missing word

At this level, can you guess the 
meaning of the unknown word? 
Can you read more easily?

Forestry

If current planting rates are 
with planting in each 

 and the forests at the 
earliest opportunity, the  wood 
supplies could further increase to about 
36 million __ * ___ meters in 
the 2001-2015. The additional 

wood supply should greatly 
, even if 

much is used for production.



•  Below 80%, reading comprehension is 
almost impossible (Hu & Nation, 2001)

•  In studies of student performance in 
ESL settings, knowledge of about 90% 
was the point at which there were more 
readers than non-readers (Laufer, 1992)

•  95% coverage is the point at which 
most learners can read without the help 
of dictionaries (Laufer, 1989)

Very important targets for 2nd 
language learners and teachers

VOCABULARY THRESHOLD RESEARCH



Text Coverage from 2000 High 
Frequency Words

Spectrum 71%

Milestone 78%

Unicorn 79%

Unsimplified 
Native Texts 80-85%

Are Japanese students reading the right 
vocabulary? (Browne, 1996, 1998)

Analysis of Top 3 best-selling Ministry of 
Education-approved English textbooks for 

Japanese high school students

81% 85% 90%
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82%

Nagoya
University

Keio University Waseda
University

Sophia
University

Kyoto University Tokyo University

2000 words gives about 80-85% Coverage for native-
speaker reading materials but…

Backwash Effect 
From Japanese 

University 
Entrance Exams…

Kikuchi, 2006, Browne & Kikuchi, 2008
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3,000 chaos

permission

and
of
the

exasperate

digress

chaos

permission

and
of
the

abstain

emigrate

torment

ü PROBLEM: Students NEED to learn the first 
3000 high frequency words (HFW) of English to 
use English in the real word…

  

ü But entrance exams and school textbooks 
force students to memorize hundreds of low-
frequency words…

 

ü RESULT? Students can’t deal with real world 
English because they don’t know hundreds of 
the most important high frequency words…

sum

bid

ace

HFW
2,289

2,566

4,441

14,641

23,371

25,537

42,024

84,168

600,000

The backwash effect of 
“Test English”…

(Culligan & Browne 2008)



THE NGSL PROJECT IS ALL ABOUT SHORT CUTS: MAKING TIGHT 
LISTS OF CORPUS-DERIVED WORDS TO HELP STUDENTS QUICKLY 

REACH THE LEVEL OF INDEPENDENT LEARNING



2,800

600,000

90% is minimum threshold 
for comprehension…

The 2800 New General 
Service List Words gets 
students 92% coverage for 
most general English texts

Native 
speaker

All English

30,000

The NGSL represents 
less than 10% of NS 
vocabulary



CEC corpora included in final analysis for NGSL :

Corpus   Tokens            
Learner  38,219,480 
Fiction   37,792,168 
Journals  37,478,577 
Magazines  37,329,846 
Non-Fiction  35,443,408 
Radio   28,882,717 
Spoken  27,934,806 
Documents  19,017,236 
TV   11,515,296     
Total   273,613,534*

*273 million word subsection used is 100x larger than 
original GSL corpus…(Browne, Culligan & Phillips, 2013)

NGSL WORD LIST: a Balanced Corpus
273 million words from the CEC 2-billion-word corpus



George K. Zipf (1902 – 1950) established 
a mathematical model for describing 
frequency data:

Frequency decreases with rank. More 
precisely, frequency is inversely 

proportional to rank



3,001-4,000: academic, consist, exploit, rapid, vocabulary
4,001-5,000: agricultural, contemporary, dense, insight, particle
5,001-6,000: cumulative, default, penguin, rigorous, schoolchildren
6,001-7,000: axis, comprehension, peripheral, sinister, taper
7,001-8,000: conversely, latitude, mediation, undergraduate
8,001-9,000: anthropology, fruitful, hypothesis, semester, virulent 

NGSL

Next step after 
learning the NGSL: 

Mid-Frequency 
Vocabulary? * Studying mid-frequency vocabulary seems a logical next 

step but it takes most learners 10 years to learn 3000 
words, so taking another 20 years to learn the 6000 mid-
frequency words is not practical for most learners….



CREATING EFFICIENT 
PATHES TO EFL SUCCESS:

STEP 1: Learn high frequency General 
English words

STEP 2: Learn high frequency Specific 
Purpose words

1-2000

600,000

2,800

30,000 Native Speaker Vocabulary 
Size

Specific-Purpose Vocabulary
Core Daily Vocabulary

2800 (NGSL) Words
 Core General English

700
(NGSL-S)
Spoken

875
(NDL)
Kids

90%

99%

960
Academic 

Words 
(NAWL)

1200
TOEIC 
Words 
(TSL)

1700
Business 
Words 
(BSL)

600
Fitness
Words
(FEL)
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u These words occur EVERYWHERE in student’s daily 
life

u Books, newspapers, magazines, internet

u TV, radio, movies

u Conversational English

u Knowing these words gets you 92% of the way there 
for written texts in daily life, even more for many 
spoken genres (95% of the TV show FRIENDS for 
example)

u The 2800 NGSL words represent less than 0.5% of the 
English language and only 9% of a college-educated 
native speaker’s vocabulary

u BONUS: The NGSL also happens to be a VERY good 
starting point for high stakes exams used in Japan…

Why do we believe 
that the NGSL 
should always be 
step 1?



SOME NGSL RESEARCH

Iwamoto, M., Kramer, B. (2020) The Language Teacher 44:4

Abstract:

While the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and 
Technology (MEXT) currently expects students to learn 1,200 English words in 
junior high school and 1,800 English words in high school (MEXT, 2017), there is 
little to no guidance on the specific words required. Looking at the reading 
sections on Japanese public high school entrance examinations and the 
university National Center Test, this study reports the lexical coverage provided 
by a well-known and publicly available word list, the New General Service List 
(NGSL) (Browne, Culligan, & Phillips, 2013). The NGSL provided a high 98.11% 
coverage of the vocabulary on senior high school entrance examinations 
using only 1,000 words but was only able to cover 95.26% of the vocabulary 
on the National Center Test with all 2,801 words. The results will be discussed 
in detail, along with the utility of the NGSL in Japanese junior and senior high 
school classrooms.

Coverage of NGSL for SHS Entrance 
Exam and National Center Test



Zipf’s law revisited…

As you can see, these high frequency words are 
extremely useful and important for success as a 2nd 
language learner

The problem is that if students have any significant 
gaps in their knowledge of the highest frequency 
words (most especially the blue words!), it is almost 
mathematically impossible to reach the crucial 90%, 
95% and 98% thresholds.

This means it is crucial to help your students to master 
ALL of the NGSL words as quickly as possible…. 



CREATING EFFICIENT 
PATHES TO EFL SUCCESS:

STEP 1: Learn high frequency General 
English words
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Note that NGSL 
drops to 86% for 
academic English

2800
Core General English Words

(NGSL)

960 
Academic

Words
(NAWL)

288 Million Word 
Academic Corpus

Browne, 2016

92%

86%

The New Academic Word 
List (NAWL) 

(Browne, Culligan & Phillips, 2013)



SOME NGSL RESEARCH

Hendry, C., & Sheepy, E. (2018). How much vocabulary is needed for 
comprehension of research publicaaons in educaaon? In P. Taalas, J. 
Jalkanen, L. Bradley & S. Thouësny (Eds), Future-proof 
CALL: language learning as exploraaon and encounters – short papers from 
EUROCALL 2018 (pp. 94-99).

Abstract. 

The American Educaaon Research Associaaon (AERA) is one of the largest 
educaaon conferences in the world. Using the AERA Open Access Repository, 
we created a 5,000,000 word corpus of over 18,000 abstracts. We explored 
the coverages of the New General Service List (NGSL), the New Academic 
Word List (NAWL), and the Social Science Word List (SSWL). We found that the 
NGSL and NAWL provide approximately 90% coverage for abstracts from all 
12 of the AERA’s subject majer divisions. The SSWL showed lijle addiaonal 
coverage. Our discussion highlights the research and pedagogical implicaaons 
of our findings and the AERA abstract corpus.

Coverage of NGSL & NAWL for 
Research Publications in Education



CREATING EFFICIENT 
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Note that NGSL 
increases to 94% 
for TOEIC tests

2800
Core General English Words

(NGSL)

1200 
TOEIC
Words
(TSL)

1.5 Million Word 
TOEIC Corpus

Browne, 2016

99%

94%

The TOEIC Service List (TSL) 

(Browne & Culligan, 2015)

• All official TOEIC practice tests from ETS
• 600 Essential Words for the TOEIC - 3rd Edition
• Achieve TOEIC Bridge
• Barron’s TOEIC Practice Exams
• Collins’ Practice Test for the TOEIC Test
• Oxford practice tests for the TOEIC test
• Oxford Preparation Course for the TOEIC test
• Pass the TOEIC Test Advanced
• Pass the TOEIC Test Intermediate
• Practice Examinations for the TOEIC Test
• Tactics for TOEIC Listening and Reading Tests



SOME NGSL RESEARCH

Coverage of TSL for the new 
version of the TOEIC exam
Since the TOEIC Service List (Browne & Culligan, 2016) is 
based on a 1.5m words of TOEIC prep materials from the 
previous format of the TOEIC test, we thought it was time to 
see what kind of coverage the TSL and NGSL word lists offer 
for the new test. 

To this end, we created a small corpus from the 8 official 
practice tests published by ETS in 2019 and ran the analysis. 
Results were quite good…



Overview of NGSL Word Lists and 
Coverage Provided

Word List Focus Words Coverage

New General Service List (2013) General English 2801 92%

New Academic Word List (2013) Academic English 960 92%

TOEIC Service List (2015) TOEIC Test 1200 99%

Business Service List (2015) Business English 1700 97%

New General Service List-Spoken (2014) Spoken English 718 90%

New Dolch List (2021) Children’s English 875 90%

Fitness English List (2020) Fitness English 600 98%



The NGSL Project Resource Center
www.newgeneralservicelist.org

FREE NGSL RESOURCES INCLUDE:
• All Wordlists downloadable
• Original English definitions
• Wordlist-related research articles 
• Online learning applications
• Authentic video concordance tool
• Online assessment tools
• Online research tools
• Online text analysis tools



All wordlists are available for 
download in multiple formats:

- Alphabetized
- Lemmatized for teaching purposes
- Lemmatized for research purposes
- With frequency and basic statistical data
- With definitions in easy English



www.newgeneralservicelist.com
- List of NGSL research
- NGSL blog posts
- NGSL TED Talk



Most NGSL wordlists available on key 
Corpus Text Analysis and Text Editing Tools…

Tom Cobb’s VocabProfile: https://www.lextutor.ca/vp/comp/

Browne & Waring’s OGTE: https://www.er-central.com/ogte/

https://www.lextutor.ca/vp/comp/
https://www.er-central.com/ogte/


NGSL Profiler (Coming Soon!)

- analyze text difficulty using all 7 NGSL lists

- simplify texts to student’s ability level

- ChatGPT tool for generating texts

- Text rewriting tool to help simplification



NGSL Online Learning Tools

- flashcards
- dictionaries
- word games
- video databases

Pedagogic Principles Behind our Learning Tools

1) The need to learn from authentic contexts

2) The benefits of spaced-repetition learning

3) Increased motivation through gamification



Video Concordancing Resource

- Based on the idea of Data-Driven Learning
- Instantly provides thousands of short 

authentic video clips to teach key words
- Utilizes the free YouGlish.com website



Most of our lists are available for study on the 
free QUIZLET and MEMRISE flashcard sites 



You can find NGSL lists on Kahoot too!

Kahoot: A free Quiz Software 
for the classroom



Strengths & Weaknesses of 
Quizlet, Memrise & KAHOOT

Strengths?
• Works with any word stack
• Has very attractive interface
• Teaches multiple aspects of word knowledge

Weaknesses?
• Doesn’t allow for multiple repetitions or take into 

consideration the science of spaced-repetition and 
time-intervalled learning

• Not much contextualization for the words

100%

Short-term memory loss

50%

0%
Time



• If you study only once, you quickly forget
• If you review the words just as you are about 

to forget them, the memory becomes 
stronger and lasts longer

• Each additional review strengthens the 
memory until it moves to long-term memory

The Forgetting Curve
 Ebbinhaus (1885), Leitner (1972), Pimsleur (1967), Mondria, (1994)



Based on the research of 
Ebbinghaus, Pimsleur, Leitner, 
and Mondria, electronic 
flashcards automatically repeat 
each new word at spaced time 
intervals, and until the learner 
achieves long-term, instant-recall 
ability. 

Spaced Repetition is the science of 
long-term memory
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Free Spaced-Repetition amd gamified 
flashcard learning apps for NGSL word list

• NGSL Builder (flashcards for NGSL)
• Word-Learner (gamified for all NGSL lists)



NGSL Placement Test
- shows you where to start
- links to our learning tools



The NGSLT and NAWLT TESTS

- Placement and diagnostics tests
- Developed by Tim Stoeckel & Phil Bennet 
- Among highest reliability and validity of 

any current vocabulary test
- Many research articles published on these 

two tests
- Available for free download and use from 

our website



More Gamified Tools
(all tied to our interactive learning dictionary)



Goals of the NGSL Project…

1. To create a group of vocabulary lists that 
work together to teach English in an 
efficient and systematic way

2. To provide these lists in a variety of forms 
including with definitions in easy English 
so that they could more easily be used

3. To create (or utilize existing) online tools 
to help teachers, students, researchers 
and content creators to better utilize 
these lists

My 2015 TEDx Talk on the NGSL Project



Group Video Project

DIRECTIONS:
1) Take the NGSL Placement test:

 www.linguaeruditio.com/word-stock/
2) Try to learn some NGSL words using any of the tools you are 
interested in:

 www.newgeneralservicelist.com/tools
3) Study at least 10 min/day, every day for 1 week.

4) Keep a diary each day of what you noticed or felt

5) Meet again with your group to discuss your reactions – 
compare these tools to how you have studied vocabulary in 
the past

6) Make a short group video with your reaction and send it to 
me by February 22:                     
 browne@ltr.meijigakuin.ac.jp

7) I will send each group a video reply within 1 week after that

mailto:browne@ltr.meijigakuin.ac.jp
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