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The description of language and the teaching of languages are separate, but related activities.
Whereas the linguist is concerned chiefly with his subject matter, the language teacher is concerned with
the relationship between himself, the subject matter and the learner. Theories of language teaching
differ according to the emphasis they give to each of these variables.

Faced with the question of what should be taught, teachers of foreign languages have been advised
to make use of word frequency counts. For the linguist, the most frequently occurring words in a
language may be thought of as a structural statement representative of the language as a wholel. A
frequency list may be designed to act as a compressed body of evidence in which all the features of the
parent corpus are preserved. For the teacher, frequency counts offer a practical plan for language
instruction, since they enable the total lexical corpus of the language, perhaps 500,000 words, to be
reduced to a manageable size that can operate effectively in terms of some limited objective. This might
be a 4,000 word reading vocabulary, a 2,000 word speaking vocabulary, or a vocabulary for some other
specified task. The notion of word counting is at least as old as classical times. “..all the twentieth

century added to known principles were accurate mathematical procedures, the computer, and a
revised set of technical terms”2.

In recent years, additional criteria for vocabulary selection have been introduced or old notions
refined, as the acceleration of modern foreign language teaching created the demand (in theory at least)
for objective measures by which the selection of materials for language instruction could proceed. The
concept of range, quantified for a number of the world’s principal languages, indicates different degrees of
power for words, based on their distribution throughout a corpus rather than on their raw frequency
relative to the rest of the words in a list.

Frequency and range however, still emphasize the linguistic rather than the pedagogic structure of
vocabulary, if one thinks of the latter in terms of the words needed to teach a language and the former as
the words which are most often needed by the language in non-didactic circumstances. That the two
require a different analysis is evident when we examine a frequency count in detail.

To teach a language, it is usual to recreate the contexts in which words are used, choosing situations
which the learner is likely to encounter. Yet the vocabulary of many familiar situations does not rank
highly in frequency lists. Soap, bath, cushion, chalk, stomach are not within the first 2,000 words of
Thorndike and Lorge’s list3. In the general frequency list of frangais fondamental,® blouse, brique and
tablier have frequencies of 2, 1, and 3 respectively. Many concrete nouns of high teachability are given low
priority in frequency lists, and this does not change significantly according to the type of material counted.

The reasons for this are found within the nature of a frequency list itself. Michéa notes that the
effect of a frequency count is to reduce a corpus to 2 set of frequencies in which the value of a given

Juilland and Rodriguez, 1964: XXIII.
Kelly, 1969: 184.

Thorndike and Lorge, 1944.
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To measure the importance of concrete nouns, the concept of availability (disponibilit §) was deve

ed by the elaborators of fundamental French, in an attempt to rate nouns according to thej; degr:o
association within specific categories and situations. Using categories such as “food”, “the houge” : of
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second language teaching’.

Teachers have acknowledged the need for additional criteria for vocabulary selection however, ang
lists such as A General Service List of English Words8 utilize intuitively the notion of coverage (valence)
to justify the inclusion or exclusion of items from word lists. Coverage is an attempt not to find out
what words do, but to measure the work words can do. The usefulness of some members of the lexicon
in Basic English® for example, is determined not by frequency of occurrence or availability, but by the
degree of extension of meaning which some words have, and the degree to which words can replace others
through definition. Seat includes the meaning of chair, bench, stool and can be used instead of these
words. Make may help define scare (makes me frightened), retard (makes me slower) and so on, and so

can help replace words such as these.

The existence of these four criteria for vocabulary selection, frequency, range, availability and
coverage, prompted the study described here, which was an attempt to arrive at a basic French word lst
using objectively weighted multiple indices.’ 0 Qur aim was to compare the ratings given to a basic French
vocabulary by these four indices and to merge them into a single factor which we have called “utility”.
In the word list which emerges, utility means simply that a word is useful according to the degree to which

it rates highly on each of these factors.

Sources for the study

The indices for frequency and range utilized in the study are those established for f'fa”(’ais%

mental. The index of availability is a combined index, utilizing data from the C.R.E.D.LF. study ak:rs
produced frangais fondamental and from a study by Mackey and Savard conducted with French spe

Michéa, 1964: 19-33.
Richards, J, 1969 a,b.
Richards, J, 1969 c.

West, 1953.

Richards, 1.A. 1943.
Savard and Richards, 1970.
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in New Brunswm.k, Caflada, between 1963 and 196711, The index of coverage is taken from Savard'2, and
is 1tse1f a combined index based on (a) a measure of the degree of defining power of the vocabl,lla

according to the number of times each word was used in dictionary definition: (b) a measure of tl?;
degree. to which the vocabulary could replace other words through synonymi"cy based on thesaurus
analysis; (c) a measure of extension, or the power of a word to multiply its meanir’lgs arrived at through
a count of the number of meanings listed for each word in Robert13, and (d) a meas;lre of combination

power, that is, the power of words to form new lexical items by combining with other words again
based on counts of word combinations in dictionaries!4. ’

This gave a total of around 3,300 words, excluding structural words, for which comparative
ratings were available. We then normalized the four indices to make them mutually comparable. Normal-
ization was achieved by applying the formula

where X = the rating for a word, M = the mean, and o = the standard deviation. Transforming the four
ratings by this formula gave for each word, a scale varying between O and 800, with a theoretical mean of
400. The maximum scale on the combined rating so formed - the utility rating - is 3,200. Subsequently
the coefficient of correlation between each of the indices was determined, and the results factor analyzed
to determine the extent to which each constituent of utility measured something different. This showed
that fundamentally different properties of a word were measured under frequency, availability and
coverage, while range and frequency were more closely related for the corpus studied?5.

The results of the first 153 words of the utility list for basic French are shown in table 1.

TABLE I. TOP I53 WORDS AS MEASURED BY UTILITY

RANK WORD RANGE FREQUENCY AVAILABILITY COVERAGE UTILITY
1 FAIRE 628.7 628.7 628.7 601.3 2487.6
2 MA{SON 603.7 603.7 5T4.1 592.9 2374.3
3 PARLER 628.7 628.7 484 .6 588.7 2330.7
4 PASSER 628.7 628.7 462.1 610.8 2330.4
5 VOULOIR 628.7 628.7 477.8 $90.2 2325.6
6 ALLER 628.7 628.7 462.1 601.3 2321,0
7 PRENORE 628.7 628.7 443,17 619.4 2320.¢
8 METTRE 628.7 . 628.7 462.1 599.0 2318.7
9 PETIT 628.7 628.7 462.1 95,4 2315.0
10 TETE 559.7 559, 7 594.2 $98.9 2312.5
11 PIED 568.9 559.7 628.7 551.8 2309.1
12 MAIN 568.9 568.9 628.7 5641.5 2308.1
13 VENIR 628.7 628.7 443.7 587 .4 2288.6
14 POUVOIR 628.7 628.7 462.1 567.0 zzaa.z
15 JOUR 628.7 628.7 484.6 544.3 2286.3
16 TRAIN 548.1 5641 628.7 5645.4 2286.

11. Mackey and Savard, (in press).

12. Savard, (in press).

13. Robert, 1965.

14. Mackey and Savard, 1967.

15. See Savard and Richards, chapter 4-5.
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9 520.8
139 LMigUE 5167 22;’;’ 22‘1"; ;2;: gilz.g
140 PL 535.1 . * 506 . 11,4
143 GENERAL 2;’5_1 532.2 495.5 547.2 2113_%
143 LEVER 568.9 564.1 443. 32.4 21047,
144 SERVIR 574.1 568.9 443.7 521.5 2103,
147 VIVRE n 586.5 586.5 462.1 471.3 2106.(,
148 ECOUTER 564.2 5865 443,.7 481.9 2106.3
149 DERNIE 569,7 = S5T4.1 477.8 494.6 2106,3
150 VILLE 579.9 555.6 443,7 526.8 2106,0
s i“:;:gx.sa 574.1 5741 443.7 513.2 2105,
igg TABLEAU 46542 4812 628.7 529.3 2104,4
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