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Abstract 

The English language has established itself as the academic lingua franca of the world. For 

example, Swedish universities are mainly using English textbooks in their teaching. For 

students in tertiary education in Sweden, it is thus necessary to have an academic English 

vocabulary. 

This study examines the academic word knowledge of 148 students in different disciplines at 

a Swedish university. The method used was a vocabulary test. The test design was based on 

the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) and the words were chosen from the Academic Word List 

(AWL) due to their frequency in academic written texts. 

There was a rapid decline of the participants' word knowledge the less common the words 

were according to the AWL. The results indicate that Swedish students’ academic word 

knowledge in English is generally unsatisfactory, which could make the reading of academic 

texts troublesome for them. 
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1. Introduction and aim 

I started my academic career in 2001, with a course called, in English translation, Drama, 

Theatre and Film Studies. One thing I clearly remember, because it shocked me a bit, was the 

assigned reading for the course. A couple of books were in English. I particularly remember 

The History of Theatre by Oscar G. Brockett, a large book of almost 700 pages. I could not 

believe that I would be compelled to read such a large book in a foreign language, so I did 

what many other students do: I found an alternative book in Swedish to read instead. That 

said, I enjoyed being a university student and three years later I got my bachelor’s degree. 

Several years later, I decided to become a teacher in English and Drama and started to study 

at Mälardalen University. I was well aware that some of the literature would be in English 

and, in fact, most of it was written in academic English. I was not shocked this time, but some 

of my fellow students were.  

Through my experiences as a university student, I have realized that English is almost seen as, 

and functions as, a second language in Sweden and especially in the world of learning and 

education. Today, Swedish pupils start studying English in their first year of compulsory 

school (Skolverket, 2011). English is considered as a foundation subject at Swedish upper 

secondary school (Skolverket, 2012). In order to be admitted to higher education in Sweden, 

one needs to have a passing grade in English. However, in order to succeed with one’s 

academic studies, it is also necessary to have an academic English vocabulary (Corson, 1997). 

Still, the syllabus for the subject English in all three years of upper secondary school in 

Sweden puts little to no emphasis on English for Academic Purposes (EAP), even though it 

states that the school should prepare their students for higher education. The lack of academic 

English proficiency could be a problem for students when they attend the university, e.g. due 

to the widespread use of English literature (Pecorari, Shaw, Malmström & Irvine, 2011), 

which was the case already when I started my academic studies back in 2001. 
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1.1 Aim of the study and research questions 

The aim of the present study is to research a group of university students’ knowledge of 

academic English words at a Swedish university. The selected students were presented with a 

word knowledge test based on academic words that can be expected to be frequently used in 

academic English textbooks. The research questions were: 

• How well do the students comprehend the words in the test? 

• What factors, if any, can be identified that might provide possible explanations for the 

results regarding the individual words? 

Even though this study is limited in scope, the findings could be beneficial for teachers as 

well as students when it comes to planning courses at universities. They will also be 

potentially useful for English teachers in upper secondary school. The knowledge gained here 

might help them to prepare the students better for future studies at a higher level. 

2. Background 

2.1 Previous research 

English textbooks have traditionally been used when no alternative literature existed in the 

local language. Nowadays, the use of English textbooks and other assigned reading has 

become more and more common at Swedish universities even when the courses are otherwise 

taught in Swedish. One reason for this is probably the benefit of the higher production value 

of English textbooks. This means a more advanced technical quality with carefully edited 

content and often additional resources such as workbooks and dedicated web sites. This 

makes the English textbooks more attractive for teachers and course planners (Pecorari et al., 

2011). Another benefit is “incidental language learning” (Pecorari et al., 2011, p. 3), which 

refers to the acquisition that occurs naturally when learners try to comprehend texts that are 

new to them (Sima Paribakht & Wesche, 1999).  

According to a study by Pecorari et al. (2011), where Swedish university students described 

their attitudes towards English textbooks, the benefit of incidental language learning did not 
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exceed the disadvantages. The students claimed that an English textbook required far more 

effort and time than a Swedish one, and many students were choosing alternative sources for 

their studies.  

It is not only in Sweden that English textbooks are being used in tertiary education, but in 

many other countries as well, and the English language has established itself as the academic 

lingua franca of the world (Björkman, 2008; Nagy & Townsend, 2012; Pecorari et al., 2011). 

Therefore, many university students in non-English speaking countries are obliged to have a 

certain proficiency in academic English. 

Hellekjær (2009) argues that students’ proficiency when it comes to academic English is not 

high enough. He tested the reading proficiency among Norwegian university students and 

found that a third of the students had severe difficulties reading English. Their reading was 

slow and they were assessed to have big trouble with unfamiliar vocabulary (Hellekjær, 

2009). Hellekjær is concerned that institutions of higher education in Norway presuppose that 

the English taught in upper secondary schools is enough for preparing the students for higher 

levels of education, but, according to his study, it is not. 

Another example of the use of academic English textbooks and the possible problems this 

may entail is discussed in a study conducted by Ward (2001). His research shows that 

engineering students in Thailand try to cope with the difficulty of reading English textbooks 

by focusing their attention on the examples in the books. He presents evidence that the 

students’ “failure to address adequately the textual material in the textbooks” is a problem and 

that it is a risk that the students become “cut off from vast amount of information that they 

need” (Ward, 2001, p. 149). Presumably, these kinds of issues are not limited to a Thai 

context, but apply in Sweden as well, for example. 
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2.2 The acquisition of an L2 

Acquiring an L2 is different from learning an L2. Krashen (1982) argues, with his first 

acquisition-learning hypothesis, that there are two different ways for older learners to develop 

proficiency in an L2: 

The first way is language acquisition, a process similar, if not identical, to the way children develop 

ability in their first language. Language acquisition is a subconscious process; language acquirers are not 

usually aware of the fact that they are acquiring language, but are only aware of the fact that they are 

using the language for communication. […] The second way to develop competence in a second language 

is by language learning. We will use the term "learning" henceforth to refer to conscious knowledge of a 

second language, knowing the rules, being aware of them, and being able to talk about them. (Krashen, 

1982, p. 10) 

Vocabulary acquisition in connection with an L2 occurs primarily through written text 

(Grabe, 2004). The conditions of the L2 learners' vocabulary acquisition are different from L1 

acquisition in many respects. The learners are usually older and their cognitive skills are more 

developed (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). The older learners are, however, usually less 

frequently exposed to the target language and different discourse types. Here acquisition is 

often limited to the classroom environment which is a rather formal setting (Lightbown & 

Spada, 2006). 

Because vocabulary acquisition in an L2 mostly occurs through written text, the amount of 

text that the learner is exposed to should be substantial, and only extensive reading would lead 

to considerable growth of the learner’s vocabulary (Nagy, Herman & Anderson, 1985). There 

are several advantages with extensive reading, notably, in the present context, that (a) the 

learners acquire new words while they read, and that (b) “a richer sense of the word is learned 

through contextualized input” (Kweon & Kim, 2008, p. 192). According to Pecorari et al. 

(2011), teachers believe that the incidental vocabulary acquisition that occurs when L2 

learners read is beneficial for the learners' future education. In this context, it may be worth 

emphasizing that an L2 learner needs to understand at least 5,000 of the most frequent words 

to be able to cope with L2 course literature at a university level (Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996). 
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2.3 Learning a new word in an L2 

To fully understand a word, the learner must know the following aspects of it: 

a Form – spoken and written, that is pronunciation and spelling. 
b Word structure – the basic free morpheme (or bound root morpheme) and common derivations of the 

word and its inflections. 
c  The syntactic pattern of the word in a phrase and sentence. 
d  Meaning: referential (including multiplicity of meaning and metaphorical extensions of meaning), 

affective (the connotation of  the word), and pragmatic (the suitability of the word in a particular 
situation). 

e  Lexical relations of the word with other words, such as synonymy, antonymy, hyponymy. 
f  Common collocations. (Laufer, 1997, p. 141) 
 

This sort of word knowledge, including all the listed features, is often mastered only by 

educated native speakers. In contrast, the L2 learner may only master a couple of the features 

of a word (Laufer, 1997).  In the following section, some of these features will be discussed in 

some more detail due to their significance for this study. 

2.3.1 Word structure 

The assumption that longer words are harder to learn than shorter ones has been researched, 

but, according to Laufer (1997), no conclusive empirical evidence has yet been provided. 

However, longer words caused more errors in written recognition exercises than shorter ones. 

These findings suggest that long words are “less well learned than shorter ones” (p 144).  

Nevertheless, an argument against the stipulated negative effect of length is morphological 

transparency, which is apparent in the structure of some longer words. Long words may 

consist of different well-known morphemes (the smallest units of meaning in a language). For 

example, the word unsinkable contains the stem sink as well as the derivational affixes un- 

and -able. If the learner knows the different constituent morphemes of a long unknown word 

beforehand, he or she is more likely to figure out the meaning of the long word than that of a 

short unknown word (Laufer, 1997). 

Generally speaking, shorter, Anglo-Saxon words are more frequent in English than longer 

ones. However, a short form and high general frequency are not always the only explanation 

why learners acquire certain words more easily. According to Laufer (1997), it is the quantity 
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of input – in other words, the frequency of individual exposure to the words – which helps the 

learners in their learning of shorter words. 

2.3.2 Cognates 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the idea of language families was developed. 

Linguists had started to notice that different languages shared many features and that these 

languages therefore must have a common ancestor (Yule, 2010). One such common ancestor 

was the stipulated Proto-Indo-European. English and Swedish are within the Indo-European 

language family, in a sub group called the Germanic languages. “Within groups of related 

languages, we can often find close similarities in particular sets of words” or cognates (Yule, 

2010, p. 226). A cognate is, according to Yule’s definition, a word that has similar form and 

meaning in two languages. In the words of de Groot & Keijzer (2000), cognates share their 

“orthographic and/or phonological form” (p. 3). Research suggests that cognate words are 

easier to learn and remember for L2 learners than non-cognate words (Lotto & de Groot, 

1998). 

2.3.3 Deceptive transparency 

Some words are more difficult to learn and comprehend because of so-called “deceptive 

transparency” (Laufer, 1989, p. 11). “Deceptively transparent words are words that look as if 

they were combined of meaningful morphemes. For example, in outline, out does not mean 

out of” (Laufer, 1997, p. 146). Deceptively transparent words have a misleading form and do 

not offer any clues to their real meaning. In other words, “deceptively transparent words are 

words which learners think they know but they do not” (Laufer, 1989, p. 12).  

The largest category of deceptively transparent words is “synformy pairs” (Laufer, 1989, p. 

13), which are groups of words that are similar in sound, like price/prize, or morphologically 

similar, like economical/economic (Laufer, 1989). Words that sound and/or look the same 

often confuse second language learners because their previous knowledge of a similar word 

interferes with the acquisition of the new word (Laufer, 1997). The synformic confusion may 

originate from two different sources: 1) The learner might know one of two words in a 

synformic pair, but the word’s representation in the learner’s memory may be uncertain or 



7 

 

faulty, so that the words that share formal features look the same for the learner. 2) The 

learner might have studied both of the synformic words, but since his or her knowledge of 

both words is uncertain, the learner is unsure which word form is connected with the correct 

meaning and the learner mistakes “one synform as its counterpart” (Laufer, 1989, p. 13). 

2.3.4 Semantic features 

Semantic features of a word may also affect the learning of it. These features include 

abstractness, specificity, register restrictions, idiomaticity, and multiplicity of meaning. These 

features are especially important when learning a first language, where lexical and cognitive 

developments develop together (Laufer, 1997). However, L2 learners have already developed 

their cognitive skills. Thus, L2 learners are already familiar with the concept of abstract words 

(Laufer, 1997). On the other hand, another difficulty that an L2 learner faces is register 

restrictions. According to Laufer (1997), the foreign learner is often oblivious of the fact that 

words that are common in one type of discourse are not used in another. Therefore, words 

used in a larger range of different contexts or registers and in a more general sense “are less 

problematic for production than words restricted to a specific register, or area of use” (p. 151). 

Laufer (1997) claims that word forms with multiple meanings are difficult to distinguish for 

the L2 learner. Problems occur when a learner only knows one meaning of a polyseme or a 

homonym. The learner is unwilling to abandon his or her understanding of the word, even if 

the meaning of the word is completely different in another context. For example “'since' was 

interpreted as 'from the time when' though it meant 'because' […]. The mistaken assumption 

of the learner in this case was that the familiar meaning was the ONLY meaning” (Laufer, 

1989, p. 12). 

2.4 Academic language 

Academic language is a specialized language, used in both speech and writing. The language 

needs to be specialized since “it needs to be able to convey abstract, technical, and nuanced 

ideas and phenomena” (Nagy & Townsend, 2012, p. 92), and these types of requirements are 

normally not present in casual conversations (Nagy & Townsend, 2012). Casual conversation 

and academic language in English differ in many ways. To begin with, the latter includes 
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more Greek and Latin vocabulary. Part of the explanation lies in the Norman conquest of 

England in 1066, when William the Conqueror introduced French as the official language of 

the administration. The underprivileged people still used English, but the more sophisticated 

classes of English society used French and Latin. Today, many pairs of words in English go 

back to that time (Nagy & Townsend, 2012), for instance tooth/dental, where tooth is of 

Germanic origin and dental is of Latin origin (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 

2009). Currently, words of Latin origin are more frequent in written and formal registers. The 

second characteristic of words of an academic nature is that they are, generally speaking, 

morphologically more complex. This means that academic words are more likely to be longer, 

due to prefixes and suffixes (Nagy & Townsend, 2012). “Derivational suffixes, typical of 

academic language, are used to convert one part of speech into another (e.g., act>active, 

active>activate, activate>activation)” (p. 93). In addition, the share of nouns, adjectives and 

prepositions in written academic language far exceeds that of both ordinary spoken language 

as well as academic spoken language.  

Nominalization is a common characteristic of academic language. “Nominalization is the 

process of turning some other part of speech (a verb or adjective) into a noun, typically, but 

not always, by adding a suffix (e.g. enjoy > enjoyment)” (Nagy & Townsend, 2012, p. 94). 

Nominalization is one of the most complicated aspects to comprehend in academic language, 

and students do not begin using it in their own writing until rather late in their school years. 

Due to nominalization, academic language is rather concentrated compared to other written 

texts. However, it is not only harder to comprehend; academic texts also have more 

information per paragraph of text. In addition, academic language is normally more abstract 

than casual conversation. 

A basic distinction can be made between two types of academic words: general and technical. 

A general academic word would for example be the word assume and a technical word would 

be median. (Baumann & Graves, 2010). “A technical word is one that is recognisably specific 

to a particular topic, field or discipline. There are degrees of ʻtechnical-ness̓ depending on 

how restricted a word is to a particular area” (Coxhead & Nation, 2001, p. 261). General 
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academic words are more frequently used in academic language than non-academic language, 

but across disciplines. These words are often abstract with many different definitions in 

dictionaries. To be able to learn academic words, students need to have frequent exposure to 

these types of words in many different authentic contexts (Nagy & Townsend, 2012). 

3. Method 

3.1 Research strategy 

The aim of this study was to examine the knowledge of academic English words among 

students, for whom English is an L2, attending different courses at a Swedish university 

where textbooks are in English. Due to the restricted time frame and the fact that as large a 

number of respondents as possible was deemed desirable, a quantitative approach and the use 

of a written vocabulary test were decided on (see the Appendix and section 3.3 below for 

more information). Before the real test was administered to the university students, a couple 

of pilot studies were conducted with different individuals. On the basis of the response 

received, some definitions were reworked and the layout of the test changed. It was also 

determined that 15 minutes was a reasonable time to do the test. 

3.1.1 Selection of participants 

The participants in this study were students studying at a university in Sweden, at two 

separate campuses. The university offers a large variety of courses organized into four major 

areas of study: education, health care, engineering and technology. By analyzing the reading 

lists of each discipline, which were posted on the respective websites, courses could be 

identified that had one or more textbooks in English in their reading list along with Swedish 

textbooks. The lecturers on those courses were contacted by e-mail and asked if it would be 

possible to conduct a vocabulary test in their classes, and some of the lecturers agreed to that. 

The respondents mostly came from different bachelor’s degree programmes from one of the 

areas of study mentioned. Some of the respondents were not enrolled in a programme, but 

were taking one or more individual courses at the university. In total, 178 respondents from 

both campuses completed the test.  
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3.1.2 Data collection 

Tests with thirty or more blank answers were discarded, which led to a total of 30 discarded 

tests. The results from the remaining 148 tests were inserted into an Excel sheet. Each 

respondent’s individual answers were translated into either 1, for a correct answer, or 0, for an 

incorrect one. This made it possible to collect all the data from the tests into one document, 

which facilitated processing. Data about the informants’ first language was also collected and 

showed that 117 (79 %) had Swedish as their L1, 20 (13.5 %) had another L1 than Swedish, 

and 11 (7.5 %) did not provide the requested information. However, the 31 tests done by 

respondents that did not declare Swedish to be their L1 were not excluded in this study, due to 

the fact that the results, when excluding those tests,  did not deviate significantly from the 

results for all tests taken together. Besides, even those students with an L1 other than Swedish 

must have been quite proficient in Swedish, as the courses they attended were primarily in 

Swedish. 

3.2 The Academic Word List 

The words included in the test were taken from the Academic Word List (AWL), developed 

by Coxhead (2000) in response to challenges in learning and teaching English for academic 

purposes (EAP). According to Coxhead (2000), an academic word list could be beneficial and 

helpful for students, teachers and material designers. In particular, it could help learners to 

focus on the most important academic words in their studies, while material designers and 

teachers could use the information contained in the AWL when developing new learning 

activities and selecting texts for teaching purposes. 

The AWL was made with the help of the Academic Corpus, which “contained 414 academic 

texts by more than 400 authors, containing 3,513,330 tokens (running words) and 70,377 

types (individual words) in approximately 11,666 pages of text” (Coxhead, 2000, p. 219). 

Three different criteria were used when developing the AWL, namely specialised occurrence, 

range and frequency. Specialised occurrence meant that the word families in the AWL must 

not occur in the General Service List (GSL), which contains the 2,000 most frequent word 

families in written English. According to Gilner (2011), the 2,000 most frequent words stand 
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for 70% to 95% of all words used in a text, no matter the source. The second criterion for 

inclusion was range: a member of the word family had to occur in each of the four subcorpora 

of the corpus (arts, commerce, law and science) at least 10 times. The criterion of frequency 

meant that the members of the word family had to be present at least 100 times in the 

Academic Corpus as a whole (Coxhead, 2000). 

Based on these criteria, the AWL came to include 570 different word families from a large 

range of academic texts, independent of the subject area. Over 82% of all the words in the 

AWL have an either Greek or Latin origin (Coxhead, 2000). Coxhead divided the word 

families into 10 subdivisions “according to decreasing word family frequency” (p. 228). For 

example, the word partner and its word family members (partners, partnership and 

partnerships) are all from sublist 3. However, the most frequent family member in the list is 

partnership, not the main entry partner (Coxhead, n.d.). This indicates that the learner needs 

to comprehend not only the stem of a word but also possible affixes and suffixes.  

3.3 Test design 

The design of the test itself was based on Schmitt, Schmitt and Clapham’s (2001) Vocabulary 

Levels Test (VLT), which “was designed to give an approximation of second language 

learners’ vocabulary size of general academic English” (Schmitt et al., 2001, p. 55). The 

vocabulary test created for the present study was similar in design but, in contrast to the VLT, 

only used words from the AWL. Both of the tests are based on word frequency, however.  

3.3.1 Selection of words 

Twelve words from each of the ten sublists in the AWL were selected. To achieve a balanced 

distribution in the test, words from different word classes were chosen: 30 nouns, 30 verbs 

and 60 adjectives, i.e. a total of 120 words. The words were presented in the test in clusters of 

six. Each sublist was represented by two clusters with six words each. One of the two clusters 

always contained six adjectives and the other cluster contained either six nouns or six verbs. 
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In the test, the presentation of the words followed the order in the AWL, i.e. they represented 

increasingly less frequent word families in the Academic Corpus (cf. section 3.2 above). 

Definitions were chosen for three of the six academic words within in a cluster. The 

respondents were supposed to choose the three academic words that matched each definition 

by writing the correct numbers in the spaces provided (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

The definitions of the words were chosen from two different online dictionaries, Longman 

English Dictionary Online and Oxford Dictionaries. However, a couple of the definitions 

were simplified after feedback received during the pilot test. The instructions for the test were 

displayed on the front page, and the example provided was quite similar to the actual test 

questions (see the Appendix). 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

The Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2011) has established four basic ethical 

requirements to protect the integrity of individuals participating in a research study in the 

Table 1. Distribution of the words in the test according to AWL sublist and word class. 
Sublist Word class 1 (six words) Word class 2 (six words) 

1 Adjective Noun 

2 Noun Adjective 

3 Adjective Verb 

4 Verb Adjective 

5 Noun Adjective 

6 Noun Adjective 

7 Adjective Verb 

8 Verb Adjective 

9 Adjective Verb 

10 Verb Adjective 

1. Administrator               __ - Set of questions 

2. Consumer 

3. Credit                   __- Payment made at later time 

4. Chapter 

5. Participant                    __ - Someone who buys something 

6. Survey 

Figure 1. An example from the test. 
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humanities or the social sciences. These requirements regard information, cooperation, 

confidentiality and usage. The first requirement is that respondents are informed about taking 

part in the study, about the aim of the study, that their participation in the study is optional, 

and that they can stop participating at any time during the study. This demand was met by 

giving an oral presentation in Swedish before handing out the test. The respondents were told 

about the purpose of the test, and about their choices with regard to participation. Telling the 

participants about their rights corresponded to the second demand, cooperation, and they were 

obviously free not to participate if they did not want to. The third requirement, confidentiality, 

is fulfilled since strict anonymity is guaranteed and there is no link between any answers and 

identifiable respondents. However, on the final two pages of the test, there were questions 

about personal information regarding the respondents’ age, gender, first language, how long 

they had studied, and what kind of course or study programme they were attending. They 

were also given the opportunity to add their e-mail address if they wanted to know the result 

of the study. The e-mail addresses collected from the respondents were kept separate from the 

tests and could therefore not be traced to any test or person. The fourth requirement set down 

by Vetenskapsrådet (2011) regards usage. It will be met since the respondents’ tests and 

answers will not be used outside of the context of this study.  

3.5 Reliability, validity and limitations 

Reliability refers to the level of consistency in the measurement instrument, in this case a 

word test. It means that if the same test were administered for the same purposes and under 

the same conditions, the result should be the same. The test was made up of closed questions, 

with multiple-choice answers. The advantage of these kinds of questions is that the result is 

often easier to quantify and compile than the answers to open questions (Denscombe, 2009). 

For any research to be valid, it must be “based on tried and tested research strategies and data 

collection techniques” (Biggam, 2011, p. 143). Among other things, the research instrument 

needs to measure what it is supposed to measure (Stukát, 2005). The test itself was based on 

the new version of the vocabulary level test by Schmitt et al. (2001), which was carefully 

validated and therefore increased the validity of the test used in the present study. During the 
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creation of the latter, different pilot tests were conducted. Using the feedback thus obtained, 

some changes were made; e.g. some definitions were changed and simplified so that the test 

would only test the word knowledge and not how well the respondents understood the 

definitions. After these changes, the validity can be assumed to have increased. 

This quantitative study may have some weak points. Firstly, the aim was to see how much L2 

academic vocabulary knowledge a number of university students in Sweden possess. While 

this may have been accomplished, we have to be careful with generalizations, as the data was 

collected at one university only. The validity could of course have been improved by adding 

other universities and more respondents, had time permitted it. Secondly, even though the 

research instrument was pilot-tested, even more trial runs with the revised test might have 

been desirable. When analysing the test results, it became apparent that some respondents 

may have figured out the correct answers by using a process of elimination, which maybe 

could have been avoided by paying even more attention to the choice of words and 

definitions. It cannot be ruled out, either, that some of the word definitions were still 

confusing for the respondents and may have affected their scores. Thirdly, having the same 

type of questions throughout the whole test could have made the respondents less alert in 

connection with the later questions. In theory, the considerable length of the test could have 

made the respondents lose their patience and quit (cf. Denscombe, 2009). Fourthly, closed 

questions, without giving the respondents a chance to elaborate on their answers, could create 

frustration (cf. Denscombe, 2009) and thereby skew the results. Finally, the time limit for the 

test was perhaps too short after all: there were some uncompleted tests, and it is difficult to 

know if this is due to the respondents not knowing the answers to the last questions or simply 

not having enough time to finish the test. 
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4. Result 

4.1 Results in numbers 

In this section, the overall results achieved by the 148 participants in the vocabulary test are 

presented. They will be discussed in more detail later on. The mean percentages of correctly 

identified words from each sublist are shown in Figure 2. 

 

The percentages of the participants who gave a correct answer for each individual word are 

presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Percentages of participants identifying a word correctly (in decreasing order). 
Word Percent Sublist Word Percent Sublist Word Percent Sublist 
consumer 97% 2 schedule 76% 9 reluctant 51% 10 
illegal 97% 1 cooperative 76% 6 undeniable 48% 7 
credit 96% 2 investigate 75% 4 persist 45% 10 
conflict 95% 5 accessible 75% 4 ceaseless 45% 9 
creative 94% 1 convertible 74% 7 demonstrable 45% 3 
neutral 92% 6 theme 73% 9 adequate 44% 4 
challenging 89% 5 concept 72% 1 encounter 43% 10 
unaware 89% 5 rely 72% 3 adjacent 43% 10 
dissimilar 89% 1 survey 70% 2 advocate 41% 7 
style 88% 5 alternate 69% 3 comprehensive 39% 7 
insecure 88% 2 convinced 67% 10 inevitable 37% 8 
alteration 85% 5 shift 65% 3 compile 35% 10 
rational 84% 6 function 64% 1 commit 33% 4 
contract 82% 1 release 63% 7 imposing 30% 4 
primary 82% 2 devoted 63% 9 fluctuate 30% 8 
concentrate 80% 4 unstable 60% 5 ambiguous 28% 8 
injured 79% 2 lecture 59% 6 emphatic 28% 3 
abandon 79% 8 exploit 53% 8 motive 23% 6 
scheme 78% 3 practitioner 53% 9 integral 19% 9 
aid 76% 7 intense 52% 8 incentive 14% 6 

Figure 2. Mean percentage of words in each sublist that were correctly identified. 
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4.2. Result analysis 

In this section, the results will be addressed and analysed. To arrive at a reasonable 

explanation for which words were more or less readily identified correctly by the respondents, 

each of the sixty words was analysed in terms of its features. Some of the words could be 

linked to several different possible explanations. 

4.2.1 Variation between sublists 

The words and word families in the AWL are less frequent in academic texts, if they are from 

a higher sublist (Coxhead, 2000). A reasonable hypothesis in connection with this would be 

that the knowledge of the words declines among the respondents as the words become less 

frequent within academic texts. The findings presented in Figure 2 show that this was the case 

for most sublists, but not all. The highest scores are from sublist 1 (83%) and two (85%), and 

then the mean scores start to decline in sublist 3 (60%) and four (56%), as would be expected. 

However, in two cases (apart from sublists 1 and 2), the opposite occurs. The mean 

percentage does not decline, but increases in relation to the previous sublist. So, sublist 5 has 

a high score of 84%, and sublist 9 has 55%, even though sublist 8 only has 47%. To sum up, 

then, the word knowledge of the respondents did not steadily decline as the words became 

less frequent, though there was a general trend toward a decline, with a few exceptions. The 

details will be addressed below (see section 4.2.3 Other explanations). 

4.2.2 The relationship between frequency and knowledge 

While it might have been predicted that the score for individual words would decrease when 

moving up the sublists, this was not always the case, as the scores for sublists 5 and 9 show. 

Since the assumption is that more frequent words would be better known, an explanation is 

required for the exceptions. One explanation could be that the AWL is based on a corpus of 

academic English. However, it is possible that the respondents have knowledge of words from 

certain sublists simply because these words are commonly used in other types of texts as well. 

To be able to examine if the frequency of the word within the AWL had any relationship with 

the frequency of more general English vocabulary, the words were checked in the British 

National Corpus (BNC). The BNC is a corpus of 100 million words; 10% of these words are 
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from spoken sources and 90% from written sources of British English, from a range of 

registers and genres (Nation, 2004).  

In Table 3, all words from the test are listed in the order of their BNC frequency score. Some 

words from higher AWL sublists that have got a high score on the vocabulary tests also have 

a high score regarding the frequency within the BNC. This could plausibly be an explanation 

for why these words were comparatively well known by the participants. For instance, the 

word conflict from sublist 5 got a score of 95% in the test, and the frequency score in the 

BNC shows that the word is quite common in contemporary British English. The word style 

got an 88% score in the test even though it came from sublist 5, but as Table 3 shows, the 

frequency score in the BNC is the third highest of the words tested. This indicates that even 

though some words were in a sublist with supposedly less frequent academic words in the 

AWL, they may still be common in general English usage and therefore known by the 

respondents. 

Table 3. The test words according to frequency in the BNC 

Words Sublist BNC Words Sublist BNC Words Sublist BNC 

scheme 3 12062 rely 3 2680 imposing 4 1129 

contract 1 11882 schedule 9 2480 practitioner 9 1082 

style 5 10529 creative 1 2476 adjacent 10 1077 

primary 2 9356 devoted 9 2471 motive 6 991 

function 1 8597 illegal 1 2392 advocate 7 856 

aid 7 8552 investigate 4 2336 ambiguous 8 827 

survey 2 8104 intense 8 2296 unstable 5 697 

credit 2 7295 rational 6 2295 alteration 5 693 

release 7 6556 reluctant 10 1956 cooperative 6 604 

concept 1 6342 lecture 6 1856 persist 10 535 

conflict 5 5860 encounter 10 1669 alternate 3 502 

consumer 2 4354 accessible 4 1624 convertible 7 453 

shift 3 4001 neutral 6 1564 insecure 2 330 

theme 9 3813 commit 4 1341 emphatic 3 281 

comprehensive 7 3582 incentive 6 1300 dissimilar 1 277 

adequate 4 3535 abandon 8 1294 compile 10 243 

injured 2 3170 challenging 5 1227 undeniable 7 205 

convinced 10 3170 integral 9 1214 fluctuate 8 117 

concentrate 4 3020 exploit 8 1176 ceaseless 9 108 

inevitable 8 2705 unaware 5 1133 demonstrable 3 88 



18 

 

Words whose high scores in the test could be explained by general frequency are conflict 

(95%), style (88%), aid (76%), theme (73%), and survey (70%). There are also scores for 

words from lower AWL sublists (1 to 4) that could be explained in this way. These words 

include consumer (97%), credit (96%), contract (82%), primary (82%), scheme (78%), and 

concept (72%). 

4.2.3 Other explanations 

More interesting are the words whose scores cannot be explained by the frequency in the 

BNC or the AWL, but that are nevertheless words from either a high sublist with an unusually 

high score or a low sublist with an unusually low score. 

In Table 4, there are a number of apparently well-known words from comparatively high 

sublists that cannot be explained with their frequency in the BNC. There must be some other 

explanations for why these words got such high scores in the test. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2.3.1 Explanations for the high scores in sublist 5 

Some of the words that many of the participants identified correctly could be explained by 

their general frequency in English, as seen in Table 3. However, as seen in Table 5 below, the 

participants’ high scores for sublist 5 as a whole cannot be explained by the frequency in the 

BNC. 

 

Table 4. Well-known words with low BNC frequency scores 

Word Sublist Percent BNC 

neutral 6 92% 1564 

challenging 5 89% 1227 

unaware 5 89% 1133 

rational 6 84% 2295 

alteration 5 85% 693 

abandon 8 79% 1294 

cooperative 6 76% 604 

schedule 9 76% 2480 

convertible 7 74% 453 



19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An explanation may be found within the test itself, however, and an examination of each 

individual word in the two clusters, target words as well as non-target words reveal that this 

was the case (see the Appendix). The general frequency of the non-target words was checked 

in the BNC. The words used in cluster 1 were mostly frequent ones. The word academy was 

one of the less frequent ones, but it is an obvious cognate of the Swedish akademi. Cognates 

will be further discussed in the next section (see 4.2.3.2 Cognates). The words facilities and 

image are very commonly used words, and therefore, presumably, the respondents were able 

to distinguish the correct answers within cluster 1. Their knowledge of the non-target words 

could imply that the participants used the strategy of elimination to find the correct answers 

even though they did not actually know the target words. However, the target words in cluster 

2 are not as frequent in the BNC. Within this cluster, there might be explanations other than 

cognate features, which are explained in section 4.2.3.4 Word families. 

4.2.3.2 Cognates 

Some high scores in the vocabulary test could be explained by cognates. For example, 92%  

of the respondents correctly identified the word neutral from sublist 6, a perfect cognate of 

the Swedish word neutral, which is exactly the same orthographically and also pronounced in 

almost the same way. Another cognate word from sublist 6 is cooperative, and 76% of the 

respondents knew this word. Since the BNC frequency score is low with only 604, the reason 

why the respondents knew the word cooperative is probably the orthographic and/or 

phonological resemblance to the Swedish counterpart kooperativ. The word rational could 

also be considered a cognate of the Swedish rationell, which is quite similar in form and 

Table 5. Clusters 1 and 2 in sublist 5 (* = target word). 

Word BNC Word BNC 

academy 1367 challenging * 1227 

alteration * 693 discrete 488 

conflict * 5860 enforced 969 

facilities 7322 unaware * 1133 

image 7214 unstable * 697 

style * 10529 symbolic 1338 
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meaning. Schedule/schema as well as alteration/alteration are also pairs of English-Swedish 

cognates. The word convertible, from sublist 7, with a score of 74%, is not a very common 

word, with a BNC frequency of only 453, but maybe the cognate features of the word and 

previous knowledge of the respondents’ L1 could be of importance. The cognate of convert is 

konvertera, which means ‘to change something’, and even konvertibel, though relatively rare, 

exists in Swedish. The cognate status of these six words from Table 4 provides a plausible 

explanation for their high scores. 

4.2.3.3 Word structure 

The word unaware, from sublist 5, is relatively uncommon in academic texts. The frequency 

is also low within the BNC, at 1,133. Still 89% of the respondents answered correctly in 

connection with this word, presumably because unaware is a less frequent member of its 

otherwise frequent family. Its counterpart and stem aware is very frequent within the BNC, at 

10,478. The respondents’ previous knowledge of the common word aware and of the prefix 

un- thus helps to explain the high score for unaware. 

4.2.3.4 Word families 

An explanation for readily identified words within a higher sublist could be that the AWL is 

using word families, where “a word family was defined as a stem and all closely related 

affixed forms” (Coxhead, 2001, p. 218). A word in the test could thus be a less frequent 

family member in a fairly common word family and therefore have a low frequency within 

the BNC. In Table 4, there are some words whose scores can be explained by this. E.g. the 

word challenging from sublist 5 has a BNC score of 1,227, but the basic form of the word, 

which is challenge, has a BNC score of 6,729. In other words, both words come from the 

same word family, and since challenge is approximately five times more frequent in ordinary 

language, it will have helped the respondents to identify challenging in the test. 

4.2.3.5 Frequent academic words that were mostly unknown 

Even though the words are frequent in academic English, general usage of the words is 

limited and therefore, presumably, the respondents did not have much knowledge of them. 

Low scores for words from low sublists can mostly be explained by low frequency in the 
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BNC. The word emphatic is such a word; it is from sublist 3, but has a low BNC score of 281. 

This may explain why the result for emphatic was only 28%. Demonstrable from sublist 3 is 

very infrequent in the BNC, with a score of 88, and it shows a test score of just 45% of the 

participants being able to identify the word.  

However, there is a word that is frequent in the BNC but that many respondents had trouble 

identifying. This word was function from sublist 1, which has a BNC score of 8,597, the fifth 

highest of all tested words. This word got a test score of only 64%, which is quite low 

considering it is from sublist 1. The explanation cannot be found among those already 

suggested for other items, but is likely to be in the test itself, where the word function was 

given a definition that could have confused our respondents, namely “job or role”. The use of 

the word in this sense is probably not very common in either Swedish or English. A more 

common definition could have been “a purpose that something has”. If the definition had been 

something along those lines, the score would perhaps have been higher, especially since the 

word function also is a cognate of the Swedish funktion (cf. 4.2.3.2 Cognates). 

4.2.4 Unknown explanation 

The abstract word abandon, from sublist 8, got a very high score of 89%. The frequency score 

of 1,294 in the BNC indicates that it is not very frequent in common English usage. Its 

presence in sublist 8 indicates that, in fact, the word is not frequent in academic text either. 

According to de Grott and Keijzer (2000), an abstract word is harder to learn than a concrete 

word. The word abandon has no cognate features with the Swedish language, since the closest 

Swedish counterpart is överge, and abandon is also the stem of the word family. It is, 

furthermore, the most frequent word within that particular family. The other word family 

members are abandoned, abandoning, abandonment and abandons (Coxhead, n.d.). 

The target words as well as the non-target words within cluster 1 of sublist 8 were examined 

to determine whether the respondents could have used a process of elimination similar to what 

was suggested regarding sublist 5 (cf. 4.2.3.1 Explanations for the high scores in sublist 5). 

However, this appears not to have been the case, since none of the words were frequent within 
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the BNC (< 2559). Why abandon got such a high score in the test can thus not be explained at 

this point. 

5. Summary and discussion 

The aim of the present study was to research a group of university students’ knowledge of 

academic English words at a Swedish university and, more specifically, how well they were 

able to identify a number of such words in a test. Furthermore, it was asked which words were 

more difficult to identify correctly than others and why. As it turned out, this could be 

explained by several different factors. 

One factor was the frequency of a word within the AWL. As would be predicted, there was an 

overall pattern of declining correct scores when the words got less frequent in the AWL. 

However, words from some sublists got a higher score than some supposedly more frequent 

ones. Thus, the frequency of the words within academic discourse alone could not provide a 

full explanation. 

Therefore, the frequency of the words in general was examined by means of the BNC. A 

couple of high scores for some words in higher AWL sublists could thus be explained by their 

high general frequency in the English language, as represented by the BNC. 

Words with low frequencies in both the AWL and the BNC, but still identified correctly by a 

majority of the respondents, were analysed specifically. It was suggested that cognate 

similarities were one of the explanations for the general knowledge of those words. Another 

explanation was that the respondents may have figured out the word structure. For example, 

they might know the stem (base form) of a word, as well as the prefix or suffix that was part 

of the word in the test, and were thus able to arrive at the likely overall meaning. Furthermore, 

the test was based on Coxhead’s (2000) AWL, where words are categorized in word families, 

which means that some of the words used in the test were rather less frequent “family 

members” from otherwise quite common word families. Finally, some words from sublist 5 
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that were unpredictably identified correctly could be explained by the design of the test itself, 

which may have allowed the respondents to use a process of elimination. 

The fact that cognate similarities were one of the explanations for the general knowledge of 

certain words was not surprising. This was in line with the study by Lotto and de Groot 

(1998), where they claim that cognate words are easier to learn and remember than non-

cognate words. This could be beneficial knowledge for language teachers: making the 

students interested in and aware of the similarities between the languages of the Germanic 

subgroup of the Indo-European language family, which includes English and Swedish, could 

increase the students’ ability to understand or guess at the meaning of new words. This also 

means that a large Swedish vocabulary gives the learner an advantage in learning English; 

thus Swedish academic word knowledge is important not only for further studies in Swedish, 

but for studies in other languages, too, and should be considered in the classroom. 

This study also shows that the respondents may have been able to decode the meaning of 

some less common words by identifying the derivational affixes. Teaching and learning the 

meaning of recurring derivational affixes and morphemes in secondary school could thus also 

ease the identification of a new word (cf. Laufer, 1997). Being able to decode word structures 

can be crucial for understanding academic language, since it is morphologically more 

complex than other registers (Nagy & Townsend, 2012). 

To put emphasis on word structure and the structure of language in language classrooms 

could help the students. The quantity of textual input is also very important when it comes to 

learning both long and short words, and it is therefore recommended that the teachers give the 

students the opportunity to read many different types of texts to expand their vocabulary. As 

mentioned before, research by Nagy et al. (1985) has shown that vocabulary growth comes 

from substantial reading of different kinds of texts. The advantage of extensive reading is that 

learning of new words occurs in the process and that the knowledge of words and how they 

are used is more in-depth, according to Kweon and Kim’s (2008) research. 
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With the exception of sublist 5, there was a clear decline of the mean percentages of the 

participants’ correct answers after sublist 2. Only about half or fewer of the students answered 

correctly regarding the words from the later sublists. This indicates that their academic word 

knowledge is limited and could make reading academic texts troublesome for most of them. 

This is also confirmed in the study by Pecorari et al. (2011), where Swedish students 

described their attitudes toward L2 textbooks. They mostly described the disadvantages, e. g. 

that they would have to invest more effort and that it was more time-consuming to read an L2 

textbook compared to an L1 textbook. And while they acknowledged the advantage of 

incidental L2 learning that comes with reading L2 textbooks, that did not outweigh the 

disadvantages for them (Pecorari et al., 2011). Many students thus choose other resources 

instead of the L2 textbook (Pecorari et al., 2011; Ward, 2001), and according to the present 

study, the students’ lack of academic vocabulary could be an explanation for this. The highest 

risk of rejecting L2 textbooks, apart from the missed opportunity to improve one’s English 

proficiency, would probably be that the students’ subject knowledge will be not as in-depth as 

otherwise. Some students may depend only on notes from the lectures rather than their books. 

This study suggests the need for increased vocabulary training before attending university, 

and according to previous research, students need to know a least 5,000 of the most frequent 

words to cope with L2 studies in higher education (Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996). This is 

something lecturers at the universities need to be aware of when using English textbooks in 

their courses. Pecorari et al. (2011) suggest that lecturers may need to instruct the students 

more in the use of English textbooks. Another approach suggested by Pecorari et al. (2011) is 

to bring the admissions criteria closer to the real demands for English knowledge in a 

particular programme. A disadvantage of this could be that some programmes would be more 

difficult for the students to get admission to. To prevent the increased level of difficulty from 

becoming a major problem for very many students, the students need to be better equipped 

with regard to English language proficiency before entering university studies. It is not only 

contemporary English in general, but indeed academic English specifically, that needs to be 

addressed. 
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According to Nagy and Townsend (2012), repeated exposure to many different, authentic 

academic texts is of importance when it comes to learning academic words. However, the 

syllabus for the subject English in all three years of upper secondary school in Sweden (i.e. 

the courses English 5-7) puts little emphasis on English for Academic Purposes (EAP). It says 

nothing about it in the “Aim of the subject”, for example. The only place in the syllabus 

where words such as science/scientific are used, which one can assume refers to texts written 

in academic language, is under the heading “Reception”. Here it is stated that the students 

should be exposed to different kinds of scientific texts during their school years. In their first 

year, the students should experience different science texts and reports. In the second year, the 

students should read popular science texts. In the third and final year, the students should be 

exposed to “in-depth articles and scientific texts” (Skolverket, n.d., p. 11). As a teacher, one 

could interpret these instructions as aiming towards EAP, but it could be more explicitly 

stated in the overall aim of the subject. Giving EAP teaching in upper secondary classrooms a 

more prominent position in the syllabus would acknowledge the traditional gap between 

upper secondary school and university and show a way to overcome it. 

Another way to do so later on is to offer EAP courses at the universities. The institutions of 

higher education in Sweden need to get rid of the assumption that the students already have 

the knowledge required to cope with their English textbooks when they arrive. The 

importance of academic English thus needs to be considered on several levels in the Swedish 

education system. 

Future research could explore other aspects of the general area, for example the question 

whether there are any differences in academic word knowledge between different disciplines. 

It would also be interesting to know how teachers in upper secondary school interpret the 

English syllabus in terms of EAP. 
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Instructions 

This is a vocabulary test. You must choose the right word to go with each meaning. Write the 

number of that word next to its meaning. 

 

Here is an example. 

 

1. Bus   ___ - Public transportation 

2. Dog     

3. Policeman   ___ - A profession 

4. T-shirt 

5. Sun   ___ - An animal 

6. Table 

 

If you have no idea about the meaning of a word, do not guess. But if you think you might 

know the meaning, then you should try to find the answer. 

 

Good Luck! 

References 

All definitions are adapted from http://oxforddictionaries.com/ and 

http://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary. 

The format for this test was taken from Schmitt, Schmitt and Clapham (2001). 
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[SUBLIST 1] 

1. Approaching   ___- Not the same 

2. Creative 

3. Dissimilar    ___- Forbidden by law 

4. Illegal 

5. Unprincipled   ___- Having a good imagination 

6. Undefined 

 

1. Concept   ___- An abstract idea 

2. Contract    

3. Estimation   ___- Written or spoken agreement 

4. Evidence     

5. Formula   ___- Job or role 

6. Function    

 

[SUBLIST 2] 

1. Administrator   ___ - Set of questions 

2. Consumer 

3. Credit    ___ - Payment made at a later time 

4. Chapter 

5. Participant   ___ - Someone who buys something 

6. Survey 
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1. Constructive   ___ - Uncertain about oneself 

2. Injured 

3. Insecure   ___ - Most important 

4. Resourceful 

5. Primary   ___ - Having a wound 

6. Strategic 

 

[SUBLIST 3] 

1. Alternate    ___- Expressing something forcefully 

2. Compensatory  

3. Considerable   ___- Different or optional 

4. Demonstrable  

5. Emphatic   ___- Can be proven 

6. Exclusionist  

 

1. Contribute   ___- Depend 

2. Deduce 

3. Rely    ___- Plan 

4. Remove 

5. Scheme   ___- Move 

6. Shift 
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[SUBLIST 4] 

1. Concentrate   ___ - Carry out 

2. Commit 

3. Hypothesize   ___ - Think very carefully 

4. Investigate 

5. Predict   ___ - Try to find out 

6. Undertake 

 

1. Adequate   ___ - Easy to reach 

2. Accessible 

3. Domestic   ___ - Impressive and appearing important  

4. Ethnic 

5. Imposing   ___- Sufficient 

6. Stressed  

 

[SUBLIST 5] 

1. Academy   ___- Change 

2. Alteration 

3. Conflict   ___- Disagreement 

4. Facilities 

5. Image    ___- Design 

6. Style 
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1. Challenging   ___-Testing one's skill 

2. Discrete 

3. Enforced   ___-Likely to change 

4. Unaware 

5. Unstable   ___- Having no knowledge  

6. Symbolic 

 

[SUBLIST 6] 

1. Author   ___ - Reason 

2. Estate 

3. Gender   ___ - Speech 

4. Incentive 

5. Lecture   ___ - Motivation 

6. Motive 

 

1. Cooperative   ___ - Not taking sides 

2. Traceable 

3. Migratory   ___ - Helpful 

4. Neutral 

5. Revealing   ___ - Logical 

6. Rational 
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[SUBLIST 7] 

1. Classic   ___- Unable to be disputed 

2. Convertible 

3. Comprehensive  ___- Able to be changed 

4. Empirical 

5. Isolated   ___- Including (much) everything 

6. Undeniable 

 

1. Adapt    ___ -Allow something to move freely 

2. Advocate 

3. Aid    ___- Help 

4. Intervene 

5. Reverse   ___- Recommend 

6. Release 

 

[SUBLIST 8] 

1. Appreciate   ___ - Leave someone 

2. Abandon  

3. Deviate   ___ - Vary 

4. Exploit 

5. Fluctuate   ___ - Make unfair use of 

6. Revise 
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1. Ambiguous   ___ - Having a strong effect 

2. Comfortable 

3. Eventual   ___ - Unclear 

4. Inevitable 

5. Intense   ___ - Certain to happen 

6. Manipulative 

 

[SUBLIST 9] 

1. Attained     ___- Unending 

2. Ceaseless 

3. Coherent   ___- Dedicated 

4. Devoted 

5. Incompatible   ___- Necessary  

6. Integral 

 

1. Manipulation   ___- Topic 

2. Practitioner  

3. Violation   ___- Plan 

4. Schedule  

5. Theme   ___- A person engaged in a profession  

6. Uniform 
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[SUBLIST 10] 

1. Compile   ___ - Continue in spite of difficulty 

2. Conceive 

3. Encounter   ___ - Experience something 

4. Levy 

5. Persist   ___ - Make something using different pieces 

6. Invoke 

 

1. Adjacent   ___ - Sure 

2. Convinced 

3. Depressed   ___ - Next to 

4. Enormous 

5. Odd    ___ - Unwilling 

6. Reluctant 

 

 

 

 

 


