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Abstract 

University students are mainly advised to master the words in West’s General 

Service List (GSL) and Coxhead’s Academic Word List (AWL) in order to be able 

to read their academic texts easily and effectively. However, there are too many 

words in the two lists and a large number of them seem to be of less frequency in 

many academic disciplines; moreover, there are many important general and 

academic words which are missing in the two lists. The present study explored a 

corpus of psychology texts containing 3.4 million running words to work out the 

most frequent words used in psychology, a less investigated discipline. The corpus 

was analyzed by some text analysis software (TextStat and TextAnalys) and a list of 

1587 most frequent word families was developed for psychology. The list included 

general English and academic words and no technical words of psychology. The 

frequency of GSL and AWL word families was investigated in the corpus to find out 

the GSL and AWL words highly frequent in psychology texts and also other high 

frequency words of psychology which are absent in the two lists. The results 

revealed that 1077 GSL and 95 AWL word families were of low frequency in 

psychology texts and there were 189 high frequency general and academic words 

which are absent in the GSL and AWL. The coverage of the developed psychology 

word list over the corpus was shown to be 2.2% higher than that of GSL plus AWL, 

although it contained 983 fewer words.  
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1. Introduction 

Vocabulary is very important for language use and language learning; 

without vocabulary communication is almost impossible. Rivers (1968) 

asserted that “It would be impossible to learn a language without vocabulary-

without words” (p. 462). Learners need to learn a large number of words to 

acquire a foreign language at every level. Allen (1983) states that 

“Experienced teachers of English as a Second Language know very well how 

important vocabulary is. They know students must learn thousands of words 

that speakers and writers of English use” (p. 1). However, the number of 

words in every language is enormous and beyond learning capacity of 

anyone. No one can acquire all the words in a language, even the words in 

their mother tongue. According to research (Goulden, Nation & Read, 1990; 

D’Anna, Zechmeister & Hall, 1991), educated native speakers of English 

know only around one third of the 54000 word families in English (i.e., 17 to 

20 thousand words). Even this number of words is very large for teaching to 

second language learners (Richards, 2001). On the other hand, many 

researchers have commented that 2000 to 3000 word families are sufficient 

for second language learners to perform well in the second language and 

continue language learning on themselves. According to Howatt (1984) 

“3000 common words would probably suffice for all except specialist 

purposes” (p. 187).  Some scholars have referred to the first 2000 words as 

the point where words stop being frequent and become rare.  Nation and 

Waring (1997) showed that knowing about 2000 word families gives near to 

80% coverage of written texts. 

The main question regarding vocabulary instruction is “what words 

should we teach to language learners?” Words must be selected to be taught 

to language learners and this has been recognized by language teaching 

scholars for a long time. In the early 20
th

 century, vocabulary control 

movement proposed that the words to be taught to language learners should 

be limited and these words must be selected carefully. There were many 

studies to figure out the most important words and several lists were 

developed. The most important was West’s (1953) General Service List 

(GSL), which included 2000 English word families claimed to be the most 

frequent and, hence, the most important words in English. The word list has 

been widely used as a basis for language teaching and research since then.  

However, West’s GSL was criticized for its age (Engels, 1968), size 

(Richards, 1974) and coverage (Nelson, 2000). The study was done in 1930s 

and the corpus mainly consisted of very old texts. The second thousand GSL 

words were shown to cover a very low percentage (4.7%) of the running 

words in non-fiction texts (Engels, 1968). Therefore, there have been some 

recent attempts to develop newer general service lists of words (Brezina & 

Gablasova, 2013; Browne, 2104). Researchers used larger and modern 
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corpora to develop their lists but there are some criticisms against them too 

(Laufer, 2014). The new lists included too many words amounting to around 

2500 to over 2800 words, many of which are not commonly used in academic 

texts.  

With the emergence of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) in 1970s, 

there were further studies to develop lists of words for academic purposes 

(Campion & Elley, 1971; Ghadessy, 1979; Lynn, 1973; Parninskas, 1972; 

Xue & Nation, 1984). These studies culminated in Coxhead’s Academic 

Word List (AWL), which was based on the analysis of a 3.5-million-word 

academic corpus. These researchers took West’s (1953) GSL as the basis and 

developed their academic word lists on top of the GSL assuming that 

university students know GSL words and only need to master academic 

words. They only figured out non-GSL words which occurred most 

frequently across different academic disciplines, ignoring the fact that many 

GSL words are not commonly used in academic texts. Recently there have 

been some more specific studies which developed word lists for single 

academic disciples (e.g., Chung, 2009; Lei & Liu, 2016; Martinez, Beck & 

Panza, 2009; Moini & Islamizadeh, 2016; Mudraya, 2006; Munzo, 2015; 

Ward, 2009; Wang, Liang, & Ge, 2008). The researchers criticized a 

monolithic academic word list, claiming that many words have different 

meanings and functions in different disciplines and every academic discipline 

has its own vocabulary list which includes much fewer words than the 

combination of GSL and AWL.  

Research has shown that around half of the GSL words are not 

commonly used in academic texts (e.g., Moini & Islamizadeh, 2016) and it 

seems inefficient to ask university students to learn such a large number of 

words many of which students will rarely meet in their academic texts. Also, 

many AWL words are less frequent in many academic disciplines and seem 

to be technical words of the academic disciplines which were overrepresented 

in the AWL corpus (e.g., levy, subsidy). Moreover, there are many highly 

frequent general and academic words which are absent in the GSL and AWL 

due to the inadequacy of the employed corpora (e.g., Chen & Ge, 2007; 

Khani & Tazik, 2013; Vongpumivitch, Huang & Chang, 2008; Yang, 2015). 

West’s (1953) corpus was old and loaded with fiction texts and Coxhead’s 

(2000) corpus underrepresented some academic disciplines such as biology 

and medicine. Hirish and Nation (1992) indicated that the GSL list covered 

90-92% of a corpus of fiction texts while it has a much lower coverage in 

other areas of language use, for instance 76% in academic texts. Also, studies 

have shown that Coxheads’ AWL has varying coverage in different 

disciplines. It covered 11% of social sciences texts and only around 6 % of 

the agriculture, biology and medicine corpora (Cobb & Horst, 2004; Hyland 

& Tse, 2007; Munoz, 2015). 
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2. Literature Review 

Since early times vocabulary has been recognized as one of the main 

aspects of language instruction. The vocabulary control movement in early 

20th century attempted to find out the most important words to be taught in 

language courses. The movement “culminated in the appearance of Michel 

West’s A General Service List in 1936” (Seal, 1991, pp. 296-297). The list 

has been used as a basis for vocabulary instruction and research since its 

development. With the emergence of English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

in 1970s, there was a plethora of research to figure out the most important 

vocabulary for different scientific areas, such as engineering, medicine and 

business (Barber, 1962; Cowan, 1974; Farmer, 1976; Friel, 1978; Inman, 

1978; Kirkham, 1978; Wingard, 1981, all cited in Nelson, 2000). Vocabulary 

was mainly divided into three categories: technical, nontechnical, and sub-

technical words. Sub-technical vocabulary is the “words with high frequency 

and/or wide range of occurrence across scientific disciplines, not usually 

found in basic general English courses” (Farrel, 1990).  

There were some studies which tried to create a vocabulary list for 

general academic purposes as the sub-technical vocabulary of academic 

register. Assuming that university students know a general service 

vocabulary, the researchers tried to work out the most important words of 

academic English beyond West’s (1953) GSL.  Campion and Elly (1971) and 

Praninskas (1972) worked on academic corpora to work out the words that 

occurred frequently across a range of academic texts. Lynn (1973) and 

Ghadessy (1979) produced their lists of academic vocabulary by gathering 

the words above which university students had written annotations. Xue and 

Nation (1984) combined and edited these four lists to create the University 

Word List (UWL), which consisted of 840 word families and covered around 

8.5% of academic texts. However, Coxhead (2000) stated that the UWL 

“lacked consistent selection principles and had many of the weaknesses of 

the prior work” (p. 214).  Coxhead herself explored a 3.5-million-word 

corpus of academic texts to develop her Academic Word List (AWL).  The 

list consisted of 570 word families and covered around 10% of the corpus.  

Many language teachers and scholars have pointed to GSL and AWL 

lists, together containing 2570 word families, as a reference source for 

language teaching and learning in EAP. University students are 

recommended to learn these words to acquire vocabulary competence that is 

needed for reading their academic texts effectively. However, there have 

been some criticisms against the two lists.  

Some scholars criticized GSL for its age, size and not taking the 

concept of coverage into account (Engels, 1968; Nelson, 2000; Richards, 

1974). AWL was also criticized for being biased for some academic 

disciplines and against some others (Hyland & Tse, 2007). The coverage of 
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the AWL words over the four areas in Coxhead’s own corpus was not the 

same: Commerce (12%), Law (9.4%), Arts (9.3%), and Science (9.1 %). The 

AWL covered only around 6 % of the agriculture, biology and medicine 

corpora, but 11% of the social sciences texts (Cobb & Horst, 2004; Hyland & 

Tse, 2007; Munoz, 2015). Moreover, the AWL includes many words that are 

specific to some disciplines (levy, commodity, subsidy) and many high 

frequency academic words are missing in the list (absorb, library, urban). 

More than 270 AWL word families were less frequent in Chen and Ge’s 

(2007) corpus of medical texts. Moini and Islamizadeh’s (2016) indicated 

that 189 AWL word families were not frequently used in their linguistics 

corpus and 224 words were highly frequent in their corpus but absent in the 

AWL. Vongpumivitch, et al. (2008) indicated that 95 AWL word families 

were of low frequency in their corpus of applied linguistics and there were 

128 highly frequent words which were absent in the AWL. Over 25% of the 

AWL did not overlap with academic words found in Khani and Tazik’s 

(2013) academic corpus.  

 Moreover, recently there have been some criticisms against a single 

academic vocabulary list arguing that words may have different meanings 

and functions in different academic disciplines (Hyland & Tse, 2007). 

Therefore, some scholars have proposed that each academic discipline should 

have its own vocabulary list and there have been some studies which have 

developed word lists for specific academic disciplines (e.g., Chung, 2009; 

Esfandiari & Moein, 2015; Lei & Liu, 2016; Munzo, 2015; Ward, 2009). 

Esfandiari and Moein, analyzing a corpus of food science texts, developed a 

word list for food science and technology and Munzo identified the 

vocabulary of agriculture semi-popularization articles. Moreover, more 

recently there have been some studies trying to work out the most frequent 

technical words for some academic disciplines (e.g., Coxhead & 

Demecheleer, 2018; Hsu, 2018: Tongpoon-Patanasorn, 2018). Coxhead and 

Demecheleer explored written and spoken corpora of plumbing and 

developed a plumbing word list which covered 30% of the written academic 

corpus and 11% of the spoken academic corpus. Coxhead, Demecheleer and 

McLaughlin (2016) identified the technical vocabulary of carpentry. There 

also have been some studies working on spoken academic corpora and 

developing academic word lists for spoken academic English (e.g., Dang, 

Coxhead & Webb, 2017).  

Despite the vast number of studies investigating and developing 

vocabulary lists for various specific fields of study such as Medicine (Chen & 

Ge, 2007; Lei & Liu, 2016; Wang, et al., 2008), Engineering (Mudraya, 

2006; Ward, 1999; Ward, 2009), Applied Linguistics (Khani & Tazik, 2013; 

Vongpumivitich, et al., 2008), Finance and Economy (Li & Qian, 2010;  

Sutarsyah, 1993), Agriculture (Martinez, et al., 2009; Munoz, 2015), 
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Chemistry (Valipoori & Nassaji, 2013), Social Sciences (Kwary & Artha, 

2017)  and Nursing (Yang 2015), there have been almost no studies, to the 

best knowledge of the researcher, investigating academic words in 

psychology texts. As psychology is an important academic field of study, the 

researcher felt a need to prepare a word list for psychology. Furthermore, it 

was attempted to explore the status and coverage of GSL and AWL words in 

psychology texts. The present study tried to develop the psychology 

vocabulary list by investigating a corpus of 3.4 million running words, a 

representative corpus including texts from various psychology sub-

discipliners. It developed the psychology word list through figuring out the 

GSL and AWL word families which are highly frequent in psychology texts 

and those general and academic words which are of high frequency in 

psychology texts but absent in the GSL and AWL lists. To that end, the 

following research questions were proposed: 

 1. Which GSL and AWL word families are highly frequent in 

psychology texts? 

2. Which general and academic words are highly frequent in 

psychology texts but absent in the GSL and AWL? 

3.  How do the size and coverage of a psychology word list compare 

to those of a list containing GSL and AWL words? 

3. Method 

3.1. The Psychology Corpus 

The corpus employed in the present study consisted of psychology texts 

and included 3.4 million running words. The corpus was composed of journal 

articles published in scholarly journals available on the internet. As 

psychology is a very broad discipline and includes many sub-disciplines, the 

researcher identified the five major sub-disciplines of psychology by 

consulting some psychology PhD holders and university professors and 

investigating the websites of psychology faculties and departments in some 

major universities including Harvard University, Yale University, Michigan 

University, UCLA University, Iowa University and New York University. 

The psychology sub-disciplines included Clinical Psychology, Cognitive 

Psychology, Counseling Psychology, Developmental Psychology and Social 

Psychology. Then journal articles were collected for each sub-discipline from 

scholarly journals of psychology available on the internet. The journals 

included Journal of Cognition, Advances in Cognitive Psychology, 

Cognition, Journal of Clinical Psychology and Bioethics, Clinical Psychology 

Review, International Journal of Clinical and Health Psychology, 

Mediterranean Journal of Clinical Psychology, Clinical and Experimental 

Psychology, Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, European 

Journal of Developmental Psychology, Developmental Psychology, European 

Journal of Counselling Psychology, Journal of Counseling and Development, 
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Counselling and Psychotherapy Research, The Journal of Social Psychology, 

British Journal of Social Psychology, Journal of Experimental Social 

Psychology, and International Review of Social Psychology. 

 The journal articles were in different formats such as Microsoft Word, 

PDF, html and Text. As the employed text analysis software could process 

only TXT and html formats, all other text types (i.e., WORD, PDF) were 

converted to TXT format in order to be processed by the software. Moreover, 

references, appendices, tables and information about the authors were deleted 

from the journal articles in order to include only article manuscripts. The size 

of each sub-corpus was around 680000 running words. Table 1 displays the 

information about the size of and the number of research articles in each sub-

corpus. The journal articles were published since 2000 to the present time. 

The corpus included 561 articles and amounted to 3,432,222 running words.  

Table 1  

The Size and Number of Articles in each Sub-corpus 

Sub-corpus Size Number of articles 
Clinical Psychology 682,546 112 

Cognitive Psychology 692,158 106 

Counseling 

Psychology 

681,265 98 

Developmental 

Psychology 

683,594 119 

Social Psychology 692,659 126 

Total 3,432,222 561 

3.1.1. Text Analysis Software 

The researcher used some text analysis software to analyze the corpus. 

The first software was TextStat 1.5, which analyzes a corpus of any size and 

lists the words in the corpus together with information about their frequency. 

It lists the words in the first column and the frequency and ratio of each word 

are listed in the second and third columns. The software provides the analysis 

output in Microsoft Word and Excel files, which can be saved for further 

study by the researcher. The second employed text analysis software was 

TextAnalys. The software adds up the frequencies of the member words of a 

word family to calculate the aggregate frequency (i.e., the sum of the 

frequencies of all the member words) of a word family. It also adds up the 

frequencies of the word families in a word list to calculate the total frequency 

of a word list in a corpus. Moreover, the software lists all the words outside a 

specified list according to their frequency and the researcher can identify 

high frequency words which are absent in the list. It lists the word families in 

the order of their aggregate frequency and the more frequent and less 

frequent word families are easily distinguished. Table 2 displays an example 

output of the second software. 
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Table2 

An Example Output File of the TextAnalys Software 

the:156838  --> 156838 

this:12453 , these:8426  --> 20879 

study:3738 , studies:4241 , studying:339 , studied:429  --> 8747 

do:2855 , does:1328 , did:924 , doing, 341, done:358  --> 5806 

beak:0 , beaks:0  --> 0 

cottage:0 , cottages:0  --> 0 

Total : 192270 

cognitive:4239 

american:3124 

3.1.2. Word Selection Criteria 

In order to identify high frequency words of psychology and develop 

the psychology word list, the author employed three criteria: frequency, range 

and non-technicality. As the corpus was almost the same size as Coxhead’s 

Academic Corpus (i.e., 3.5 million running words), the criterion frequency 

was set at 100 times of occurrence, the criterion frequency which was used 

by Coxhead in developing her Academic Word List. The GSL and AWL 

word families were required to occur 100 times or more in the psychology 

corpus in order to be included in the psychology word list. However, for non-

GSL and non-AWL words, the criterion frequency was set at 200. The 

minimum frequency for these words was set twice as large as the minimum 

frequency of the GSL and AWL words in order to find words which are 

really more frequent than many GSL and AWL words. Setting the frequency 

of 100 as the selection criterion for these words might identify words which 

are marginally more frequent than many GSL and AWL words occurring just 

below 100 times. This marginal higher frequency might be corpus specific 

and the words occurring just above 100 times might have frequencies below 

100 in other corpora of psychology texts. The high frequency GSL and AWL 

words were frequently used in Coxhead’s academic corpus, West’s corpus 

and the present psychology corpus and are not corpus specific. The range 

criterion for the selection of words was occurring 20 times or more in at least 

three of the five subdisciplines. The criterion was slightly higher than 

Coxhead’s range criterion, which was occurring ten times or more in 15 out 

of 28 subject areas. Finally, the words were supposed to be non-technical 

words. The newly identified high frequency words were to be checked in a 

technical dictionary, Cambridge dictionary of psychology (Matsumoto, 

2009), in order to find and exclude technical words of psychology. 

 

  

3.2. Data Collection Procedure 
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To develop the psychology word list, the researcher collected journal 

articles from scholarly journals related to major psychology sub-disciplines 

and a psychology corpus was developed. The texts were in different formats 

such as PDF, Microsoft Word, html, but PDF and Word texts were converted 

to TXT format as the text analysis software can only process TXT and html 

formats. Moreover, references, appendices, tables and information about the 

authors was excluded from the texts in order to have main texts. Then the 

files were loaded into TextStat software to develop a list of all the words in 

the corpus alongside their frequency and TextAnalys worked out the 

aggregate frequency of each word family and the total frequency of the word 

list. 

The frequencies of word members of each word family were added to 

figure out the aggregate frequency of the word family and the frequencies of 

the word families of the word lists were added up to calculate the total 

frequency of each word list. The GSL and AWL word families whose 

aggregate frequency was more than 100 were identified and recorded. They 

were considered as high frequency words in psychology. Then the researcher 

reviewed the words outside the GSL and AWL word lists to find high 

frequency words which were absent in the GSL and AWL. Technical words 

of psychology were identified through consulting a technical dictionary of 

psychology, Cambridge dictionary of psychology (Matsumoto, 2009), and 

were excluded and only general English and academic words were included. 

Proper nouns were also left out. Words which occurred more than 200 times 

and had a minimum frequency of 20 at least in three sub-corpora were 

recorded and a list of high frequency word families outside the GSL and 

AWL was developed. Then the frequencies of the words in the newly 

developed word list were worked out and added up to calculate the list’s total 

frequency and coverage in the corpus. Subsequently, the frequencies of the 

GSL and AWL word families whose aggregate frequency was below 100 

were added up to calculate their total frequency and coverage in the corpus. 

The coverage of a word list over a corpus can be calculated by dividing the 

total frequency of the word list by the total number of the tokens in the 

corpus. 

4. Results and Discussion 

4.1. Results of Corpus Analysis  

To find out the high frequency words in psychology texts, the author 

investigated the GSL and AWL word families in the psychology corpus. The 

corpus was also investigated to find out the general and academic words 

which are highly frequent in psychology texts but are absent in the GSL and 

AWL lists. The following word lists were identified by analyzing the corpus: 

1. GSL and AWL word families which are highly frequent in 

psychology texts,  
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2. GSL and AWL word families which are of low frequency in 

psychology texts, 

3. Highly frequent general and academic word families absent in the 

GSL and AWL. 

The GSL and AWL word families which occurred 100 times or more in 

the psychology corpus were considered as high frequency words. There were 

923 GSL and 475 AWL word families which occurred more than 100 times 

in the corpus (See Appendices A and B for the lists of GSL and AWL base 

words whose word families had an aggregate frequency of 100 and above). 

Table 3 displays the number of GSL and AWL word families which were of 

high and low frequency in the psychology corpus. As Table 3 shows, there 

were 1077 GSL word families which occurred less than 100 times in the 

psychology corpus and they were considered as low frequency GSL words. 

Also, 95 AWL word families occurred less than 100 times in the corpus. 

Therefore, more than half of the GSL words were not frequently used in the 

psychology texts and over 15% of AWL word families were of less 

frequency.  

 
  Table 3 

  High/Low GSL and AWL Words in Corpus of Psychology Research Articles 

Word lists High frequency Low frequency 
GSL word families 923 1077 

AWL word families 475 95 

 

There was also some further analysis to identify the words which are 

highly frequent in psychology texts but absent in the GSL and AWL lists. 

The criteria for selecting these words were the frequency of 200 and above 

and the occurrence of the words in at least three sub-corpora with a frequency 

of 20 times or more. The minimum frequency for these words (i.e., 200) was 

set higher than that of the GSL and AWL word families (i.e., 100) in order to 

indicate that they were really more frequent than many GSL and AWL 

words. Also, the occurrence of words in three sub-corpora revealed that they 

were not specifically highly frequent in just one or two of the sub-corpora. 

Further analysis of the psychology corpus revealed that 189 word families 

outside GSL and AWL were highly frequent in the psychology corpus (See 

Appendix C). The combination of these 189 word families and high 

frequency GSL and AWL word families created a list of 1587 word families, 

which was much smaller than the combination of GSL and AWL word 

families. To evaluate the coverage of the new list in the psychology corpus 

and compare it to the coverage of the list of GSL plus AWL words, the 

researcher divided the total frequency (i.e., the sum of the frequencies of all 

the member words) of the lists by the total number of the tokens in the 

corpus. Table 4 displays information on the size, total frequency and 

coverage of the list of high frequency words which were absent in the GSL 
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and AWL and those of the list of GSL and AWL word families which were 

of low frequency in the psychology corpus. The coverage of the former was 

much larger than that of the latter. As Table 4 indicates, the 189 word 

families covered 3.7 % of the corpus while the list of low frequency GSL and 

AWL words covered only 1.5% of the corpus. This indicates that teaching 

these 189 word families will benefit psychology students more than teaching 

them the 1172 low frequency GSL and AWL words. The former is smaller 

and covers larger number of running words in psychology texts. 

 
Table 4 

Size, Total Frequency, and Coverage of the Word Lists 

Word lists Size Total frequency Coverage 

LF GSL-AWL 1172 49,734 1.5% 

NHFW 189 129,263 3.7% 

LF GSL-AWL = Low frequency GSL and AWL words;  

NHFW = New list of high frequency words  

Over 420 GSL words occurred less than 10 times in the corpus and 74 

GSL words did not occur at all. Thirteen AWL words occurred less than ten 

times in the corpus. Table 5 shows some of the GSL and AWL words which 

were of very low frequency in the psychology corpus. As Table 5 indicates, 

many GSL words are not expected to occur frequently in psychology texts 

and most other academic disciplines. They are general English words that 

occur rarely in scientific texts (e.g., sock, fence, chimney, bucket). They may 

even be of less frequency in general English and everyday conversation. 

Expecting university students to know or learn these words is not logical. It 

would be much more effective to present students with vocabulary lists 

which do not contain such words. Also, some AWL words are not expected 

to be frequently used in psychology texts (e.g., commodity, deduce, levy, 

regime, subsidy) and university students majoring in psychology do not need 

to learn them. One would easily recognize that the presence of these words in 

the AWL was due to the fact that some academic disciplines like economy 

and law were overrepresented in Coxhead’s corpus (i.e., these disciplines 

contributed more texts to the corpus), while some other disciplines like 

medicine and biology were underrepresented in the corpus.           

Moreover, the study revealed many high frequency words which 

university students in general and psychology students in particular need to 

know but the words are absent in the GSL and AWL lists. Some of the words 

which were highly frequent in the psychology corpus but absent in the two 

lists include: adolescent, characteristic, cognitive, diagnosis, emotional, et al, 

handbook, laboratory, urban. As one would easily recognize, these words are 

very common words and are expected to be known by university students for 

effective reading. The absence of these words in the AWL indicates that the 
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employed corpus was not a truly general academic corpus and biased against 

some academic disciplines such as psychology. 

Table 5 

Example Low Frequency GSL and AWL Words in Psychology Corpus 

GSL words AWL words 

Bucket Append 

Chimney Clause 

Fence Commodity 

Mud Deduce 

Oar Estate 

Plaster Levy 

Sock Regime 

Sting Revenue 

Towel Subsidy 

Weed Tape 

4.2. Discussion 

       Detailed analysis of GSL and AWL word families in the psychology 

corpus indicated that a great number of GSL words and many AWL words 

are of less frequency in psychology texts. Thus, the answer to the first 

research question (Which GSL and AWL word families are highly frequent 

in psychology texts?) is: 1398 GSL and AWL word families (923 GSL and 

475 AWL word families) are highly frequent in psychology texts. The 

remaining 1077 GSL and 95 AWL word families are not frequently used in 

psychology texts. Most of the low frequency GSL words are general English 

words that mainly occur in everyday conversations and less in academic 

texts and the less frequent AWL words are mainly specific to some academic 

disciplines such as economy and law (e.g., commodity, levy, subsidy). The 

results are in line with many previous research findings. In the present study, 

over half of the GSL words were shown to be of low frequency in 

psychology texts. In several previous studies the second 1000 GSL word 

families were shown to have very low coverage of nonfiction texts (Engles, 

1968; Hwang, 1989; Sutarsyah, 1993). Engels questioned the importance of 

the second 1000 word families as it covered about 4.7% of the running 

words in non-fiction texts. He stated “they cannot be called general service 

words” (p. 266). Also, the second 1000 GSL word families covered only 

4.27% of the running words in Moini and Islamizadeh’s (2016) academic 

corpus and they concluded that “it is not necessary to learn the 2nd 1000 GSL 

words before AWL words” (p. 79). Around 90 GSL words never occurred in 

Moini and Islamizadeh’s corpus and 1342 GSL words did not have the 

required frequency to be included in their Linguistics Word List. Nation and 

Hwang (1995) revealed that over 450 GSL words were not present in the 

lists of high frequency words derived from the analysis of the Brown Corpus 

and Lancaster-Oslo-Bergen corpus. Mudraya (2006) exploring a corpus of 
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engineering texts developed a list of 1200 words, which did not include 

many GSL word families.  

     Research has also shown that many AWL words are of low frequency in 

some academic disciplines. Over 270 AWL words were less frequent in Chen 

and Ge’s (2007) corpus of medical texts and they concluded that AWL “is far 

from complete in representing the academic words frequently used in medical 

RAs [research articles]” (p. 502). More than 170 AWL words were not 

among Yang’s (2015) nursing academic word list, which included 676 word 

families. In Moini and Islamizadeh’s (2016) study, 189 AWL word families 

occurred less frequently in their linguistics corpus and were excluded from 

their list. Valipoori and Nassaji (2013) developed a chemistry academic 

wordlist of 1400 word families, which included only 327 AWL word 

families. Over 25% of the AWL words did not overlap with academic words 

found in Khani and Tazik’s (2013) corpus of applied linguistics. 

      The answer to the second research question (Which general and 

academic words are highly frequent in psychology texts but absent in the 

GSL and AWL lists?) is: 189 word families are highly frequent in 

psychology texts but absent in the GSL and AWL. These new words are 

general and academic words which are expected to occur in academic texts 

but due to the inadequacy of the corpora used by West (1953) and Coxhead 

(2000), they were not included in the lists. The 189 high frequency words 

covered 3.7 % of the psychology texts, while the 1172 low frequency GSL 

and AWL word families covered only 1.5% of the corpus. The finding is in 

line with most previous study results. Vongpumivitch et al. (2008) indicated 

that 95 AWL word families were of low frequency in applied linguistics texts 

and there were 128 highly frequent words in their corpus which were absent 

in the AWL. In Moini and Islamizadeh’s (2016) study, 224 words were 

highly frequent in their academic corpus but absent in the AWL. In Yang’s 

(2015) nursing academic word list, there were 278 word families which were 

absent in the AWL. There have been some claims that the AWL is biased for 

and against some academic disciplines and it is not a truly general academic 

word list. The existence of such technical words as amendment, levy, estate, 

subsidy and the absence of such general academic words as characteristic, 

cognitive, laboratory, urban corroborates the fact that Coxhead’s academic 

corpus and her AWL were biased for some academic disciplines like 

economy and law and against some university fields such as psychology and 

medical sciences. The AWL covered 11% of the social sciences texts and 

only around 6% of the agriculture, biology and medicine corpora (Cobb & 

Horst, 2004; Hyland & Tse, 2007; Munoz, 2015). 

      As for the third research question (How do the size and coverage of a 

psychology word list compare to those of a list combining GSL and AWL 

words?), the results of the present study revealed that the size of the 
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psychology word list (1587 word families) is much smaller than the 

combination of the GSL and AWL words (2570 word families) and the 

coverage of the former is larger than that of the latter. The coverage of the 

psychology word list was 2.2% larger than that of the list of GSL and AWL 

words, although it included 983 fewer words. In Moini and Islamizadeh’s 

(2016) study, the 224 non-AWL/non GSL high frequency word families had 

a higher coverage of their academic corpus than the 1531 low frequency GSL 

and AWL words. Valipouri and Nassaji (2013) identified 390 word families 

which frequently occurred in their chemistry corpus and covered 7% of the 

running words. 

5. Conclusion and Implications 

The present research indicated that many GSL and AWL word families 

are not frequently used in psychology texts and psychology students do not 

need to master all the words in the two lists. Moreover, the study showed 

there are many general and academic words that frequently occur in 

psychology texts but are absent in the GSL and AWL and students in the 

field of psychology require to master them for effective reading of their 

academic texts. The results revealed that a list of most frequent words in 

psychology includes fewer words than the combination of the GSL and AWL 

words, while it covers a larger percentage of running words in psychology 

texts. Therefore, it is recommended that psychology students practice and 

master these words instead of all GSL and AWL word families. Investing on 

the words in the psychology word list will be more beneficial and at the same 

time less time-consuming for psychology students.  

According to Nation (2016), word lists can be used for many 

instructional purposes, ranging from material development for language 

teaching to designing graded reading books, analysis of text vocabulary load, 

and development of language vocabulary tests. The developed psychology 

word list can be used by EAP teachers, materials developers, psychology 

students and language testers.  

Materials developers can use the list in developing EAP materials. 

Most EAP materials are developed intuitively without considering the 

frequency of words in academic texts. If materials developers have access to 

most frequent linguistic features, such as vocabulary, and grammar, their 

materials will be more effective and beneficial for EAP learners. Materials 

for psychology students can be based on a list of most important words in the 

discipline and present the students with the words that they will meet most 

often in their academic texts. Moreover, materials developers can develop 

supplementary vocabulary materials to increase students’ knowledge of 

common words used in psychology texts and improve their reading ability. 

As most EAP courses are short and cannot cover all important academic 
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words in a discipline, students need to have access to supplementary 

materials in order to improve their academic reading or writing. 

 EAP teachers can use the list for developing their own materials if there 

are not appropriate materials available on the market. They can also develop 

classroom activities and tasks to improve their students’ competence in 

common words in psychology texts. Teachers can divide the psychology 

word list into several sub-lists and develop handouts to instruct the words or 

ask their students to study the words in each sub-list for a classroom quiz.  

      The list can also be beneficial for psychology students. They can design 

a plan to study and master the words in the list during a specific time period. 

They can look up the words in a dictionary and write down the words, their 

meaning and example sentences for them on flash cards or vocabulary 

notebooks. Also, they can check the words in psychology corpora through 

concordance programs in order to see the words in psychology contexts. 

       Finally, EAP test developers can use the psychology word list for 

developing English tests for academic purposes such as selecting and 

evaluating psychology students or for graduation purposes.   

       Almost all studies have limitations and need to be delimited to specific 

variables and areas and the present research was not an exception. The 

present study aimed at working out the most important words in psychology 

texts and developing a psychology word list. Interested researchers can work 

on variables and areas which were not included in this study. First of all, as 

there is a paucity of research working on psychology texts, further research is 

required to replicate the present study to check if the developed list is an 

appropriate word list for psychology or a revision of the list is required. Also, 

interested researchers can work out word lists for other academic disciplines 

such as law, sociology, physics etc.  

      Most general and academic word lists have worked out most frequent 

single words, ignoring the fact that many words in the texts are parts of some 

multiword units and students need to master the meanings and functions of 

these units. Interested researchers can focus on most important multiword 

units such as verb phrases and idioms and identify most important multiword 

units in psychology or other academic disciplines. University students have 

much trouble in reading their academic texts as they do not know the 

meaning of most common English phrases and expressions.  

     Also interested researchers can work on other linguistic features like 

grammar structures. They can find out the most frequent grammar structures 

in psychology or other academic disciplines. Most university students have 

problem with grammar structures and the list of most important grammar 

structures will help EAP learners enormously in increasing their linguistic 
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competence and comprehension of their academic texts. Finally, the present 

researcher worked on written psychology texts, further research can 

investigate most important words in spoken texts, like university lectures, in 

academic disciplines. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: The list of the base words of the 923 GSL word families highly 

frequent in the psychology corpus. The words are listed according to the 

aggregate frequency of their word families. 
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Appendix B: The list of the base words of the 475 AWL word families 

highly frequent in the psychology corpus. The words are listed according to 

the aggregate frequency of their word families. 

 
 

psychology 

research 
individual 

culture 

theory 
process 

assess 

journal 

intervene 

factor 

environment 
respond 

stress 

approach 
perceive 

function 

identify 
physical 

involve 
job 

vary 

found 
mental 

sex 

specific 
method 

role 

outcome 
focus 

goal 

issue 
task 

motive 

define 
evaluate 

affect 

strategy 
evident 

adult 

attitude 
depress 

analyze 

context 
achieve 

require 

positive 
professional 

structure 

participate 
occur 

concept 

area 
communicate 

proceed 

interact 
community 

significant 

similar 

major 

conflict 
consequent 

team 

perspective 
design 

impact 

intelligent 

consist 

aspect 

select 
contribute 

indicate 

benefit 
primary 

academy 

technique 
data 

create 
resource 

predict 

construct 
complex 

appropriate 

dimension 
gender 

valid 

adapt 
conclude 

maintain 

attribute 
potential 

range 

investigate 
establish 

available 

assume 
promote 

relevant 

whereas 
period 

enhance 

rely 
component 

volume 

consult 
injure 

react 

tradition 
adjust 

demonstrate 

status 
challenge 

source 

principle 
institute 

occupy 

seek 

link 

final 
normal 

target 

interpret 
conduct 

economy 

empirical 

publish 

ethnic 

minor 
legal 

orient 

aware 
previous 

colleague 

facilitate 
distinct 

style 
mechanism 

implicate 

expose 
category 

instruct 

alternative 
expert 

emerge 

intense 
partner 

accurate 

integrate 
regulate 

diverse 

norm 
feature 

survey 

internal 
domain 

bias 

criteria 
item 

framework 

policy 
contrast 

instance 

network 
technology 

incidence 

estimate 
consume 

acquire 

recover 
error 

assist 

external 
obtain 

innovate 

attach 

section 

phenomenon 
emphasis 

element 

survive 
discriminate 

initial 

evolve 

topic 

statistic 

aid 
capacity 

underlie 

commit 
detect 

compute 

image 
decade 

visual 
contact 

despite 

considerable 
reside 

stable 

initiate 
chapter 

approximate 

access 
subsequent 

objective 

author 
shift 

resolve 

adequate 
modify 

overall 

dominate 
reinforce 

transfer 

relax 
brief 

transit 

ethic 
prior 

philosophy 

practitioner 
dynamic 

decline 

guideline 
monitor 

globe 

secure 
generate 

furthermore 

reveal 
persist 

implement 

unique 

comprehensive 

alter 
consent 

sufficient 

document 
derive 

hypothesis 

project 

explicit 

cooperate 

concentrate 
series 

expand 

administrate 
prospect 

restrict 

confer 
intrinsic 

notion 
constitute 

enable 

edit 
publication 

circumstance 

phase 
incorporate 

option 

qualitative 
assign 

correspond 

ensure 
energy 

exclude 

input 
mediate 

trend 

contemporary  
fundamental 

foundation 

region 
finance 

pursue 

convene 
display 

classic 

couple 
distribute 

authority 

rational 
illustrate 

manual 

code 
sequence 

theme 

grade 
federal 

imply 

proportion 

compensate 

annual 
summary 

revise 

transport 
transmit 

version 

debate 

capable 

apparent 

voluntary 
infer 

technical 

hierarchy 
generation 

ideology 

accompany 
index 

differentiate 
obvious 

exhibit 

formula 
core 

highlight 

vision 
specify 

advocate 

mutual 
eliminate 

inhibit 

constrain 
acknowledge 

automate 

sustain 
utilize 

labor 

implicit 
isolate 

tense 

text 
duration 

clarify 

attain 
insight 

confirm 

conform 
cycle 

flexible 

symbol 
undergo 

anticipate 

fund 
contract 

media 

retain 
equivalent 

encounter 
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logic 
label 

ultimate 

coordinate 
ongoing 

somewhat 

ignorant 
visible 

eventual 

mode 
abstract 

hence 

reject 
precede 

induce 
trigger 

reverse 

manipulate 
nevertheless 

site 

thereby 
scope 

minimize 

paradigm 
percent 

deny 

civil 
presume 

diminish 

legislate 
comment 

mature 
priority 

controversy 

schedule 
remove 

cite 

crucial 
precise 

ambiguous 

terminate 
virtual 

constant 

vehicle 
violate 

locate 

transform 
output 

parallel 
comprise 

passive 

appreciate 
sum 

format 

via 
devote 

complement 

negate 
enforce 

equip 

discrete 
invest 

device 

dramatic 
inherent 

predominant 
incentive 

widespread 

grant 
military 

route 

impose 
trace 

immigrate 

undertake 
minimal 

interval 

overlap 
restore 

corporate 

distort 
accommodate 

income 
accumulate 

random 

revolution 
coherent 

bond 

subordinate 
simulate 

allocate 

release 
inevitable 

compatible 

ratio 
justify 

liberal 

supplement 
temporary 

pose 
identical 

so-called

 
preliminary 

converse 

sole 
welfare 

protocol 
convince 

exceed 

whereby 
conceive 

restrain 
nuclear 

integrity 

substitute 
refine 

license 
definite 

purchase 

contrary 
commission 

chemistry 
lecture 

abandon 

principal 
register 

likewise 
maximize 

 

 

Appendix C: The list of the base words of the 189 high frequency word 

families in psychology texts which are absent in GSL and AWL. The words 

are listed according to the frequency of their word families.  

 
et al  

cognition  
treatment  

emotion  

clinic  
personality  

disorder  

cope  
associate  

therapy  

characteris
tic  

cancer  

counsel  
athlete  

diagnosis  

interview  
chronic  

psychiatric  

stimulus  
spatial  

typical  

career  
impair  

drug  

neural  
distress  

physiology  

score  
interperson

al    

surgery  

trait  

handbook  

basis  

competenc
e  

multiple  

severe  
client  

correlate  

adolescenc
e  

abuse  

versus  
engage  

vocation  

biology  
medication  

rehabilitate  

alcohol  
syndrome  

laboratory  

gene  
healthcare  

collective  

stereotypes  
feedback  

verbal  

climate  
arouse  

appraise  

peer  
caregiver  

long-term  

prevalence  

mood  

overview  

deficit  

nerve  
infection  

representat

ion  
coach  

breast  

infant  
adhere  

inventory  

questionna
ire  

immune  

physician  
cell  

personnel  

societal  
executive  

efficacy  

optimal  
victim  

intellect  

encyclope
dia  

mortal  

activate  
feminist  

aggressive 

suicide  
dysfunctio

n  

cue  

autonomy  

origin  

jury  

coronary  
workplace  

substantial  

determinan
t 

acute  

span 
recall  

fatigue  

leisure  
socialize  

urban  

glossary  
harass  

hypnosis  

longitudin
al  

withdraw  

diet  
ecology  

diabetes  

adverse  
vulnerable  

onset  

etc.  
pregnancy  

obesity  

muscle  
lifestyle 

mentor  

bully  

eyewitness  

hostile  

follow-up  

likelihood  
graduate  

esteem  

stigma  
bore  

bulletin  

curriculum  
recipient  

indirect  

collaborate  
session  

math  

affirm  
rape  

intergroup  

testimony  
elicit  

traffic  

normative  
aviation  

retrieve  

internet  
asthma   

wellbeing  

privacy  
congress  

comply  

oral  
antecedent  

profile  

episode  

barrier  

archive  

salient  

facial  
strain  

pathway  

prescribe  
panic  

era  

marital  
superior  

crisis  

temporal  
literate  

extrinsic  

spouse  
addict  

turnover  

elevate  
continuum  

relapse  

periphery  
respire  

nucleus  

indigenous  
concrete  

array 

fluid 
species  

integrative  

averse  


