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Abstract

The awarding organizations that create and administer
high-stakes assessments for beginner-to-low-intermediate
16-year-old learners of French, German, and Spanish in
England provide optional topic-driven word lists as guides
for teachers and textbook writers. Given that these lists are
developed by the awarding organizations, they exert a pow-
erful washback effect on teaching and learning. However,
we do not know how much of these lists have actually been
used in exams. We therefore analyzed the extent to which
these lists have been used when developing the General
Certificate of Secondary Education listening and reading
exams, a corpus totaling 116,647 words. One key finding
showed that approximately half of the awarding organiza-
tions’ lists had never been used in any of the exams to date.
Given recent changes to curriculum policy, we also investi-
gated how word list type—frequency-informed versus the
awarding organizations’ topic-driven lists—affected lexi-
cal coverage of the exams. Overall, our findings suggested
that using the topic-driven lists was likely to be a subop-
timal use of lesson time, as they did not provide learners
with enough words to understand any given text with ease.
Frequency-informed word lists, however, seemed to better
prepare learners for the exams.
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Core decisions when designing a language curriculum relate to whether the approach is more synthetic,
whereby language content is predefined and sequenced, or more analytic, whereby the curriculum is
structured around different tasks or topics, for example, rather than the language itself (Ellis, 2019;
Wilkins, 1976). Where a curriculum sits on this analytic–synthetic continuum is, in part, determined
by the existence or otherwise of a word list, the strength of the association between the word list and
the assessments, and the principles underlying word selection. The analysis and discussion provided
in this article aim to inform this debate, by focusing on changes to foreign language (French, German,
and Spanish) education in England.

Since the 1980s, foreign language education in England has adopted a largely topic-driven curricu-
lum, in part influenced by (mis- or over-)interpretations of communicative approaches to language
teaching. Language educators, textbook publishers, and awarding organizations have thus selected
vocabulary based on topic-specific sets of words, such as the weather, food and drink, free-time activ-
ities, daily routine, and travel. This approach to lexical selection is most clearly evidenced in the
topic-driven word lists published by the three commercial awarding organizations—the Assessment
and Qualifications Alliance (AQA, 2016), the English branch of the Welsh Joint Education Committee
(Eduqas, 2019), and Pearson Edexcel (2018)—as part of their specifications for the General Certificate
in Secondary Education (GCSE) exams taken by approximately 250,000 16-year-olds every year in
England (Churchward, 2019).

Awarding organizations produce these lists as guides for teachers to plan schemes of work and for
publishers to write textbooks. As such, they have not been required to use their lists when developing
GCSE exams. These lists, however, exert powerful washback effects on what is taught, as can be seen,
for example, in the high-selling textbooks aimed at GCSE students (Hawkes & Lillington, 2016a,
2016b, 2016c, 2016d). These effects are perhaps magnified by the fact that curriculum time is limited,
with students only receiving between 400 and 450 hours of instruction before taking their GCSE
exams. Most of this instruction takes place during secondary school given the limited provision of
foreign language education in primary schools and, generally, a lack of continuity between primary
and secondary education (Graham et al., 2016). Thus, valuable curriculum time is spent teaching and
learning words from the lists. Yet, the strength of the association between these lists and the words
included in the exams is unknown. It may be that a strong dissociation between what is learned and
what is assessed is contributing to the perceived (Coffey, 2016) and actual (Curcin & Black, 2019)
difficulty of foreign languages at GCSE, given that students feel more motivated to learn when they
(feel like they) are achieving more (Garon–Carrier et al., 2016).

In November 2019, in an attempt to understand and potentially address the challenges posed by the
current curriculum and exams, the Department for Education in England requested a review of the
GCSE subject content (henceforth, curriculum). One aim of that review was to consider the benefits of
introducing a word list that would be informed by word frequency and used to develop future exams
(Department for Education, 2021). The review culminated in January 2022, with the Department for
Education (2022a) announcing a revised GCSE curriculum for French, German, and Spanish for first
examination in 2026. This new curriculum stipulates that at least 85% of the items on the awarding
organizations’ word lists must be high frequency at both foundation and higher tier. For some sub-
jects, such as foreign languages, teachers must enter their students for either foundation or higher tier:
Foundation tier allows students to achieve Levels (grade) 1−5, and higher tier Levels 4−9.

Research on the value of using frequency-informed word lists as preparation for high-stakes exams,
however, is limited (Dang et al., 2020). It is therefore of interest for both research and practice to
know whether using a new frequency-informed list might serve as a comparable, or perhaps better,
preparation for the current GCSE exams, relative to the awarding organizations’ topic-driven lists. To
define high frequency, views differ as to whether the first 2,000 (Nation, 1990, 2001; Read, 2000;
Schmitt, 2000; Thornbury, 2002) or 3,000 (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014) most frequent words should
be used as the cut-off point. The 3,000 view is based, in part, on findings estimating that between
2,000 and 3,000 words are needed to understand a spoken conversation (Adolphs & Schmitt, 2003;
van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013). For the current analyses and the new GCSE curriculum, however, we
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define high frequency as the first 2,000 most frequent words for several reasons, including our focus
on the initial stages of learning, the vocabulary size of GCSE learners (averaging some way below
1,000 words; David, 2008; Milton, 2006, 2015), and the limited classroom time available.

The present study fed into the later part of the review and consultation process and set out to
explore (a) the extent to which awarding organizations have used their lists when creating exams, and
(b) the extent to which a frequency-informed list might prepare students for texts that are deemed
to be broadly appropriate for their age and proficiency––that is, the GCSE French, German, and
Spanish listening and reading exams––relative to the current lists that the awarding organizations
provide.

BACKGROUND LITERATURE

We first outline recent developments in foreign language education in England, as this informed the
purpose and nature of our analyses. We then consider existing research in four areas relevant to our
analyses: the use of word lists for language curricula and assessment, the importance of word fre-
quency for coverage and comprehension, the implications of coverage for lexical inferencing, and the
role of semantic relatedness in the early stages of learning.

Modern foreign language education in England

The perceived and evidenced difficulty of the GCSE exams

In September 2004, studying a foreign language at GCSE became optional. Since then, there has been
a sharp decline of almost 50% in the number of students taking GCSE exams in French and German in
England, countered, to some extent, by a twofold increase in the number of students studying Spanish
(Churchward, 2019). One of the many reasons for these declines is thought to be the perception that
foreign languages are more challenging than other school subjects (Coffey, 2016; Graham et al., 2016;
Parrish & Lanvers, 2019; Taylor & Marsden, 2014). Indeed, He and Black (2019), on behalf of the
Office of Qualifications and Exams Regulation (Ofqual, the government’s regulatory body), found that
GCSE French and German—but not Spanish—were systematically more difficult, in statistical terms,
than many other GCSE subjects. In response, Ofqual (2019) adjusted grading standards in GCSE
French and German. Although such adjustments can address disparities in standards between lan-
guages and other subjects, they cannot tell us about the causes of the perceived and/or actual difficulty
of foreign languages.

One possible factor contributing to the difficulty of foreign languages could indeed be the lexical
content of the listening and reading exams. Webb and Paribakht (2015), for example, analyzed the
coverage (i.e., percentage of headwords and family members) that the Academic Word List (Coxhead,
2000) provided of English language listening and reading proficiency tests used for admission pur-
poses in Canadian universities. They reported that the lexical content of these tests did not reflect the
vocabulary that learners would encounter in their studies, given that the Academic Word List provided
much lower coverage of these high-stakes tests than of academic texts.

Similarly, Jin et al. (2016) explored the coverage that the official vocabulary list (of 1,507 entries)
for the English language curriculum in China provided of 859 reading texts from high school entrance
exams. Their study found that this list, on average, covered approximately 93% of the words in the
reading texts. Given that knowledge of at least 95% of the words is typically needed to understand
written texts (Schmitt et al., 2011), they concluded that there was a mismatch between what is taught
and what is assessed.

Very little research, however, has examined the specific lexical demands of the GCSE exams. In
our recent analysis (Dudley & Marsden, 2023), we observed extensive use of unpredictable, low(er)
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frequency, and likely unknown words in four sets of GCSE exams and suggested that this may be
contributing to the perceived and actual difficulty of foreign languages.

A similar study (Stratton & Zanini, 2018) found that the 2015 reforms to the GCSE curriculum (first
examined in 2018) resulted in an unexpected and, critically, undesirable increase in the difficulty of
the exams “due to an increase in the demand of the vocabulary used in the reading and listening texts”
(p. 5), as assessed by subject experts. Although included in the statistical models, lexical familiarity
(i.e., the proportion of words in the exams taken directly from the word lists) did not moderate this
increase in difficulty. One limitation of this study, however, was that it only focused on two sets of
exams: one developed before the reforms and another after. Our study extends this line of enquiry by
analyzing the coverage that the awarding organizations’ current (or other frequency-informed) word
lists provide for four sets of GCSE exams developed under the current GCSE curriculum. It could
indeed be this very relationship between the word lists and the exams that—at least in part—adversely
affects the achievement–motivation cycle.

The achievement–motivation cycle has been widely documented in both the general (Vu et al.,
2022) and language (Erler & Macaro, 2011; Graham et al., 2016; Taylor & Marsden, 2014) education
literature. In general, these studies have found that students are more likely to feel motivated and con-
tinue studying languages at GCSE and beyond when they have a positive perception of their ability
to learn effectively and make progress in the language. It is therefore possible that any current mis-
alignment between what is tested and what is taught in language lessons may be having a detrimental
effect on students’ perception of their language-learning abilities and, consequently, their motivation
to continue studying languages at more advanced levels.

At present, the extent to which the awarding organizations have used their word lists in the GCSE
exams across the years is unknown. We therefore do not know whether teaching vocabulary from these
lists is an effective use of curriculum time in terms of preparing students for the exams. Attesting to this
being a possible problem, Pearson Edexcel (2020) received feedback (sought around a similar time
to the GCSE review process) from 400 students from six schools that “spoken extracts [and texts]
contain[ed] too many words not on vocabulary lists” (p. 11). In response, the organization committed
to including “fewer non-vocabulary list words” (p. 11) in their exams.

In sum, it may be that the lexical content of the exams and its relationship with the awarding
organizations’ current word lists have contributed, at least in part, to the perceived difficulty of the
subject and the low uptake of languages at GCSE and beyond. Thus, the current study set out to explore
the extent to which the awarding organizations’ topic-driven lists align with the vocabulary used in the
GCSE exams, relative to frequency-informed lists. Specifically, we focused on the GCSE listening and
reading exams (see Online Supporting Information A for a description) for several reasons, including
the ease and reliability of analyzing receptive assessments relative to production data.

Awarding organizations’ word lists: current and future

The current GCSE curriculum (Department for Education, 2015) does not stipulate the volume and/or
frequency of the vocabulary that the exams should test, nor how much of the word lists test writers
should use, or how often, when creating the exams. As such, it has been at the awarding organizations’
discretion as to whether they publish word lists as part of their specifications. Although all three do
(AQA, 2016; Eduqas, 2019; Pearson Edexcel, 2018), the lists are nonexhaustive and serve only as
guides for schemes of work and textbooks. In fact, until very recently , the awarding organizations
were required by Ofqual (2021a) to include words not on their word lists. This requirement changed
only very recently in a response to the impact of the pandemic. As such, there has been no way of
knowing how the lexical content of the GCSE exams has been selected.

A further problem in establishing the relations between the lists and the exam content is that a
substantial percentage of the lists are made up of multiword phrases (e.g., “ça dépend [it depends]”
or other phrases such as “faire beau [to be fine (weather)]”) that express a function or notion. These
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phrases are selected by awarding organizations based on subjective criteria such as perceived useful-
ness or topic relevance but not corpora-based frequency or collocation data. Similarly, the lists for
German contain many compound nouns (e.g., “Fahrradverleih [bicycle hire]”), where two or more
nouns join to create a new word. However, the extent to which students should be familiar with the
components of these multiword phrases or German compounds is not specified. For instance, it is
not clear whether students are expected to learn “ça dépend [it depends]” as a fixed phrase only or
“Fahrradverleih [bicycle hire]” as a compound or whether they are also expected to understand and
productively manipulate the individual components (e.g., “ça [it]” and “dépendre [to depend]” or
“Fahrrad [bike]” and “Verleih [hire]”), where neither are listed as isolated lexical items. This leaves
some ambiguity surrounding what should be taught and could be assessed.

Many of the entries on these topic-driven lists, moreover, are unlikely to occur outside the spe-
cific contexts in which they are presented (e.g., food items such as “choux de bruxelles [brussels
sprouts],” “chou-fleur [cauliflower],” and “concombre [cucumber];” see AQA, 2016, pp. 23−85, and
Pearson Edexcel, 2018, pp. 73−149, for more examples). Even though the notion of word frequency is
acknowledged, albeit indirectly, by the organizations in sections entitled “general vocabulary” (AQA,
2016, p. 13), or “high-frequency language” (Pearson Edexcel, 2018, p. 24), there are no definitions of
frequency or parameters surrounding the proportion of high- and low(er)-frequency language that can
be used in the lists or exams. As such, general and high-frequency vocabulary has been selected,
to the best of our knowledge, using judgments from the awarding organizations’ subject experts
and relevant stakeholders in the education community (AQA, 2016; Pearson Edexcel, 2018) and not
corpus-informed frequency lists.

The analyses presented in this article serve to inform our understanding of the potential value of
frequency-informed words lists, a proposal that was under consultation during the period of anal-
ysis (see Department for Education, 2021, for the consultation process; Department for Education,
2022a, for the revised curriculum). This proposal received mixed reactions from the foreign language
education community and continues to be widely debated even now, even though many teachers
have welcomed the changes (Department for Education, 2022b). The revised curriculum specifies
that awarding organizations must publish word lists containing 1,200 entries at foundation and 1,700
entries at higher, of which 85% must be high frequency. These lists must be used when creating exams.
The lists can also contain up to 50 additional entries from any frequency band, including 30 multiword
phrases of up to 5 words and 20 cultural and geographical entries (Department for Education, 2022a,
p. 7). The core set of 1,200 and 1,700 entries must be listed in line with Bauer and Nation’s (1993)
Level 2 word families (i.e., the headword and its inflections). A small number of the high-frequency
entries, however, have to be listed as Level 1 word families (i.e., as individual word forms, such as
“suis [am]”), as they are highly idiosyncratic forms that are likely to be stored holistically within the
lexicon, at least in the early stages of establishing morphosyntactic systems (Pliatsikas & Marinis,
2013). The definition of word families is also extended to include derived forms of the headwords for
the reading test only, with the specific derivational morphology defined in the curriculum.

At the time of writing, awarding organizations have developed word lists to fit these parameters
for French, which have been approved by Ofqual. Similar lists for German and Spanish are currently
under development. Thus, for the current study, we created frequency-informed lists that adhered to
the proposed parameters described above. Having outlined the educational context, we now review
wider issues related to word lists for language education.

Use of (frequency-informed) word lists in language curricula

The use of word lists is not unique to foreign language education in England. Many providers of
international qualifications and governments have published word lists, or at least specified vocabu-
lary learning targets, for their English proficiency tests and language curricula (e.g., MEXT [Japanese
Ministry of Education], 2016; Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic China, 2017). Word
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TA B L E 1 Summary of corpus-based, high-frequency lists in English.

List Words Familiesa (F)lemmasb Affixes Coverage (%)

BNC/COCA3000 19,062 3,000 9,132 81 90c

(Nation, 2012)

Nuclear Family List 7 7,293 3,000 5,610 22 85c

(Cobb & Laufer, 2021)

New General Service List 5,115 N/A 2,494 N/A 89c

(Brezina & Gablasova, 2015)

New General Service List 8,342 N/A 3,000 N/A 86c

(Browne, 2014)

Essential Word List N/A N/A 800 N/A 75

(Dang & Webb, 2016a)

aThe headwords and inflected and main derived forms.
bHeadwords and inflected forms. c As reported in Cobb & Laufer (2021, p 859).

lists have also been used for tests of languages other than English, such as the German proficiency
tests administered by the Goethe-Institut (2016) and the Japanese proficiency tests administered by
Japan Educational Exchanges and Services (2009). We were not, however, able to ascertain the
extent to which these lists are frequency informed and/or have been actively used in test or material
development.

Nevertheless, the move toward frequency-informed approaches to word selection has been ongo-
ing for some time within the field of English language teaching and research (see Coxhead, 2011,
for more discussion). There are several examples of current practice where corpus-based word fre-
quency data together with teachers’ and other stakeholders’ subjective judgments have guided word
selection. One such example is the Hong Kong Education Bureau’s (2021) English language cur-
riculum, which includes frequency-informed lists of up to 3,500 words for 15-year-olds and 5,000
words for 18-year-olds. These word lists were developed in collaboration with the Chinese University
of Hong Kong, with close reference to word frequency information from the General Service List
(West, 1953), the British National Corpus (Nation, 2006a), and the Academic Word List (Coxhead,
2000) and expert judgments from primary and secondary school teachers. Cambridge English (Lanes
et al., 2019) has also for some time combined corpora-informed word frequency data with expert
judgments to develop word lists to create assessments and enable students and teachers to focus on
the vocabulary needed for exams. Finally, for languages other than English, frequency-informed word
lists have been used to create Dutch proficiency exams in the Netherlands (College voor Toetsen en
Examens, n.d.) and promoted as part of the French language curriculum in primary schools in France
(Éduscol, 2020).

Why is word frequency a useful selection principle? The importance of
coverage

The move toward stipulating a core of high-frequency words aligns with findings that knowledge of
the first 2,000 most frequently occurring words provides at least 82% coverage of written language
and 89% of spoken language in English (Dang & Webb, 2014; Nation, 2006b; Webb & Nation, 2017;
Webb & Rodgers, 2009a, 2009b). These findings, in large part, motivated the development of several
influential corpus-based lists of high-frequency words in English. Cross-corpus analyses have found
that these lists (summarized in Table 1) can cover up to 90% of the words in large general corpora of
written and spoken language in North American and British varieties of English.
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Given that learners need to know at least 95% of the words in any given written or spoken text for
unassisted comprehension (Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer, 1998; Laufer & Ravenhorst–Kalovski, 2010;
Schmitt et al., 2011), these findings suggest that knowledge of high-frequency words plays a critical
role in helping learners to understand the meaning of different texts. Indeed, Coxhead (2017) and
Coxhead and Boutorwick (2018) have demonstrated the importance of high-frequency vocabulary
in helping learners to understand teacher talk, textbooks, and learning materials. As such, a word
list drawn up according to the frequency-informed parameters of the new GCSE curriculum has the
potential to prepare students as well as, if not better than, the awarding organizations’ current lists,
which were designed specifically to prepare students for the exams. However, no research to date has
examined whether a frequency-informed list would provide adequate coverage of these high-stakes
exams and how this coverage compares to the current topic-driven lists.

Implications of lexical coverage for inferencing

Word list coverage has important consequences for test takers’ need to draw on higher-level com-
prehension strategies such as lexical inferencing (i.e., the ability to work out the meaning of specific
unknown words using the available clues in the input). It is well observed that second language (L2)
readers find lexical inferencing challenging. For instance, it has been reported that at 90% coverage,
intermediate learners can only infer 52% (95% CI [46%, 58%]) of unknown words in a written text
(Laufer, 2020), and that this ability varies according to factors such as how many words in the text
need to be inferred (Sternberg, 1987) and, critically for the educational context of the current study,
language proficiency (Hamada, 2014).

In contrast, comparatively fewer studies have explored L2 inferencing skills in listening. The avail-
able research, however, suggests that inferencing is even more difficult in listening than reading for
several reasons (van Zeeland, 2014). For instance, L2 listeners may not even notice unknown words
in the speech stream, or they may have difficulties understanding the clues needed to successfully
infer meaning, given that the speech stream is ephemeral. In contrast, inferencing during reading can
be helped by the fact that our eyes can revisit written input. Strategy-based instruction, however, has
been shown to improve inferencing as well as confidence (i.e., self-efficacy) in and attitudes toward L2
reading (Graham et al., 2020; Macaro & Erler, 2008) and listening (Graham & Macaro, 2008) among
beginner-to-low-intermediate classroom learners of French in England. By extrapolation, it could be
argued that difficulties with inferencing can have a detrimental impact on learners’ confidence in and
attitudes toward language learning.

In sum, the level of lexical inferencing required can determine text difficulty for each individual
reader or listener. Thus, the extent to which any word list provides coverage of the exams indirectly
informs us about the likely need for test takers to infer meaning.

Topic-driven curricula and semantic relatedness in the early stages of learning

Whether topics or frequency inform word selection may, of course, wash back into pedagogy. A heav-
ily topic-structured word list is likely to send a message that curricula and pedagogy must be arranged
around topics, with teaching planned in semantic clusters of words and phrases. In contrast, an entirely
frequency-informed list may not facilitate strong semantic clustering, at least in the early stages of
learning. By definition, topic-specific vocabulary is not usually high frequency, and so there may
simply be insufficient topic-specific vocabulary to create clusters when learners’ lexicons are small.
Therefore, if it were the case that semantic clustering was clearly beneficial for learning at these early
stages, it would perhaps be unwise to invoke a frequency-based lexical selection principle.

However, the value of semantic clustering in fact remains opaque. Several laboratory studies report
negative effects of semantic clustering. These effects include learners needing more time to acquire
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(Tinkham, 1993, 1997; Waring, 1997) and translate (Finkbeiner & Nicol, 2003) first (L1)–L2 word
combinations that were grouped according to semantic categories than ones that were not. Similar
difficulties have been observed in classroom studies (Erten & Tekin, 2008; Karabulut & Dollar, 2016).
The influence of semantic clustering may also in part depend on the extent to which visual (physical)
features are shared between the referents of semantically similar words. For instance, Ishii (2015)
found that sets of words describing objects with physical similarities were more difficult to learn than
unrelated words and semantically related words without physical similarities.

Nevertheless, two classroom studies (Hashemi & Gowdasiaei, 2005; Hoshino, 2010) have reported
benefits of learning words in semantically related sets compared to unrelated sets. Two laboratory
studies have also suggested some limited benefits of semantic clustering, but these benefits were only
short lived or very specific. For instance, Schneider et al. (2002) found initial facilitatory effects when
learners were tested from the L2 to the L1, but this effect disappeared only 1 week after the interven-
tion. Kemp and McDonald (2021) further observed that semantic clustering only facilitated learning
when tests were from L2 to the L1. In other cases, semantic clustering either had no effect or hindered
learning. In sum, the extent to which semantic clustering improves learning is unclear at best and, in
many cases, seems not to be beneficial.

The current study cannot address this debate, as it is not an intervention study. We mention it here
because it seems valuable to investigate the potential value of a frequency-based lexical selection
principle given the lack of clear evidence in favor of semantic clustering. Furthermore, and perhaps
more importantly, the lexical selection (i.e., frequency- or topic-driven) principle does not in any case
fully determine whether semantic clustering can or cannot happen in curricula and pedagogy. That is,
frequency-informed approaches do not preclude some thematic grouping of words. Curricula can still
provide communicative contexts, scenarios, or themes, even for beginner-to-low-intermediate learners,
and such thematic grouping becomes increasingly easier as more words are known. Indeed, the new
GCSE curriculum requires awarding organizations to “identify a limited number of broad themes or
topics with relevance to the countries or communities where the language is spoken” (Department for
Education, 2022a, p. 5).

THE CURRENT STUDY

The current study set out to explore (a) the extent to which words from the awarding organiza-
tions’ topic-driven lists appear in high-stakes French, German, and Spanish exams, and (b) the extent
to which a new frequency-informed word list might prepare learners for the exams relative to the
awarding organizations’ lists. For these analyses, we calculated overall lexical coverage in order to
ascertain the percentage of the words in the exams covered by the headwords and their family mem-
bers included on the different word lists (Nation & Waring, 1997). This technique is commonly used
in word list evaluation studies (Brezina & Gablasova, 2015; Browne, 2014; Dang & Webb, 2016b;
Gilner & Morales, 2010; Nation, 2004), where lists are “evaluated on different corpora from the cor-
pus from which they are made” (Nation, 2016, p. 130). Unlike traditional word list evaluation studies,
our study evaluates the different lists against a single corpus (of GCSE exams) in order to explore
the implications that word list coverage may have specifically for GCSE learners within the context
of the research–policy–practice interface. Our study therefore addresses the following two research
questions (RQs):

RQ1. To what extent are the words from awarding organizations’ current topic-driven word lists used
in the current GCSE listening and reading exams?
RQ1a. What percentage of the lists are used in the corpus of exams?
RQ1b. What percentage of the lists are used in an average exam?
RQ1c. What percentage of the lists are used in every exam?
RQ1d. What percentage of the lists are used only once in the corpus of exams?
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MARSDEN ET AL. 9

RQ2. How much coverage of the GCSE listening and reading exams is provided by the awarding
organizations’ current topic-driven word lists and frequency-informed word lists?
RQ2a. How much coverage do the lists provide of the corpus of exams?
RQ2b. How much coverage do the lists provide of words from flemmas used in every exam?
RQ2c. How much coverage do the lists provide of words from flemmas used only once in the

corpus of exams?

METHOD

The corpus of exam texts

We analyzed a corpus containing 116,647 words from a total of 96 exams from four sets (years) of
exams (2018, 2019, 2020, and sample), two awarding organizations (AQA and Edexcel), three lan-
guages (French, German, and Spanish), two tiers of entry (foundation and higher), and two modalities
(listening and reading). At the point of analysis, the corpus included all the exams published by the
two organizations for the Department for Education’s (2015) curriculum, as exams were not produced
in any subject in 2020 or 2021 due to the pandemic and the 2022 exams fell outside the analysis period.

Before profiling the exams, we removed all rubrics, instructions, and comprehension questions in
English from the texts. The comprehension questions in the target language were included in the
corpus because they were part of what is assessed by the current exams.1 Proper nouns were retained,
given their inclusion as entries in dictionaries (e.g., countries and cities), frequency values in many
corpora (Kilgarriff et al., 2014), and lack of reliable transparency for learners. Compound nouns in
German not listed as entries in the FreeLing 3.0 dictionary (Padró & Stanilovsky, 2012) were split
using CharSplit (Tuggener, 2016), an ngram-based compound splitter for German.

Procedure: lexical profiling tool (MultilingProfiler)

The 96 exams were profiled using the MultilingProfiler (Finlayson et al., 2022, http://multilingprofiler.
net/) software. For each exam, the language (French, German, or Spanish) was selected from the
“Language” drop-down menu, the frequency list from the “List” menu, and top 5,000 words from the
“Level” menu. Each exam text was then copied and pasted into the profile window and the “Download
Stats (.csv)” button pressed to extract flemma-based lists of words in the text. Like lemmas, flemmas
include a headword and its inflected forms, but unlike lemmas, they do not take the part of speech into
account (Bauer & Nation, 1993; Webb, 2021). For instance, “sourire [smile]” and “sourires [smiles]”
is one noun lemma, and “sourire [to smile]” and its inflections (e.g., “souris,” “souri”) is one verb
lemma; “sourire” as a flemma includes both of these lemmas. The flemma-based lists provided data
about each headword and its members, including its number of occurrences within the text profiled
and frequency band (0−1,000; 1,001−2,000; 2,001−3,000; 3,001−4,000; 4,001−5,000; and >5,000).
These frequency bands were based on the position of each flemma within corpora-based frequency
lists of the 5,000 most frequently occurring (f)lemmas in the respective languages (Davies & Davies,
2017, for Spanish; Lonsdale & Le Bras, 2009, for French; Tschirner & Möhring, 2019, for Ger-
man). Note that since the analyses were completed for the current study, an updated version of the
MultilingProfiler has become available. As such, the analyses may not all be fully reproducible).

The word lists

We analyzed two types of word lists: topic-driven and frequency-informed.2 The topic-driven lists
were developed by the awarding organizations as part of their specifications for the Department for
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10 THE MODERN LANGUAGE JOURNAL

TA B L E 2 Total number of flemmas in each word list.

Language Tier AQA Edexcel Frequency informed

French Foundation 1,058 1,811 1,057

Higher 1,322 2,076 1,496

German Foundation 1,477 1,926 1,114

Higher 1,688 2,199 1,546

Spanish Foundation 1,313 1,797 1,035

Higher 1,550 2,031 1,458

Mean (SD) Foundation 1,283 (211) 1,845 (71) 1,069 (41)

Higher 1,520 (185) 2,102 (87) 1,500 (44)

Abbreviation: AQA, Assessment and Qualifications Alliance.

Education’s (2015) current curriculum. On average across the three languages, the AQA lists contained
a total of 1,283 flemmas at foundation tier and 1,520 at higher tier (see Table 2), of which 51% at
foundation and 48% at higher were high-frequency. The Edexcel lists were consistently longer, with
1,845 flemmas at foundation and 2,102 at higher, of which 45% at foundation and 43% at higher were
high-frequency.

The frequency-informed lists were developed and evaluated in line with the requirements of the
new GCSE curriculum. On average across the three languages, these lists included 1,069 flem-
mas at foundation and 1,500 at higher, of which 83% were high frequency (equivalent to at
least 85% of the entries, as per the requirements of the new curriculum). Subjective judgments
about word relevance from teachers and materials designers were also involved in the list creation
process.

The two list types used different methods to define and categorize words. To take this into account,
each list itself was profiled, using the MultilingProfiler in order to standardize (i.e., flemmatize) the
lists and thus allow for meaningful comparisons. This approach to standardization also meant that the
individual components of multiword phrases were treated, across all lists, as individual flemmas. For
instance, “faire beau [to be fine (weather)]” was analyzed as two separate flemmas (i.e., “faire” and
“beau”) rather than as one combined phrase.

In the revised GCSE curriculum, expectations regarding knowledge of derivational morphology
(e.g., affixes) are clearly defined. This is not the case for the current curriculum. Thus, to allow for
meaningful comparisons, neither the frequency-informed lists nor the organizations’ lists included the
derived forms of the flemmas used, even if such forms are permitted by the relevant curriculum or orga-
nizations’ specifications. For more information about these lists, including how they were developed,
see Online Supporting Information B.

Analysis

RQ1 examined the extent to which the word lists have been used in GCSE exams to date. Our aim
was to provide a nuanced understanding of how often words are used in ways that are relevant to the
different stakeholders in the community, including a student sitting an ’average’ exam or using past
exams as practice, a teacher preparing cohorts of students for every and all exams, and an awarding
organization creating different exams over the years. As such, we calculated the proportion of flemmas
from the lists that had been used: (a) at least once across four sets of exams (i.e., in the corpus of exams;
RQ1a), (b) in an average exam (RQ1b), (c) in every exam (RQ1c), and (d) only once across four sets of
exams (RQ1d). For these analyses, each flemma on the lists was coded as a binary variable according
to whether it had been used in an exam or not.3 Binomial logistic models were then computed for each
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MARSDEN ET AL. 11

sub-RQ (separately for each language and awarding organization), using the in-built glm function in
the R environment (R Development Core Team, 2014). Year, tier, and their two-way interaction were
included as predictors in the RQ1b models to explore the extent to which word list use in an average
exam varied as a function of year or tier. Tier was included as a predictor in the models for RQ1a,
RQ1c, and RQ1d to explore the extent to which it moderated the percentage of the word list used. To
account for differences in word list length (as we were interested in the lexical selection principles
rather than list length), we included the log transformation of the total number of flemmas used in
each word list as an offset.

RQ2 compared the coverage that the organizations’ topic-driven lists and the frequency-informed
lists provided of (a) the corpus of exams (RQ2a), (b) the words from flemmas used in every exam
(RQ2b), and (c) the words from flemmas used only once across four sets of exams (RQ2c). Binomial
logistic models were computed for each sub-RQ (separately for each language and awarding orga-
nization), with the log transformed word list length as an offset. To model coverage of the flemmas
and their members in the exams, each observation (i.e., flemma) was weighted by how many times
its members appeared within the relevant set of exams. List type, tier, modality, and their three-way
interaction were included as predictors in the models for RQ2a (for the corpus of exams) to investi-
gate the extent to which coverage varied as a function of list type, tier, or modality. List type, tier, and
their two-way interaction were included as predictors in the models for RQ2b (in every exam) and
RQ2c (only in one exam) in order to explore the extent to which the effect of word list type varied as
a function of tier. We did not include modality in these models because the RQ2a analyses provided
sufficient insight into the effect of modality, and further analyses were beyond the scope of this article.

All predictors were ANOVA coded, using the contr_code_anova() function from the faux package
(DeBruine et al., 2021), with the intercept set as the grand mean and each contrast comparing one level
against the reference level (i.e., list type: the frequency-informed list vs. the awarding organization’s
list; tier: higher vs. foundation; modality: reading vs. listening). For RQ1a, the actual exams were com-
pared against the sample exam to investigate the extent to which the sample exam was representative
of an actual exam sat by students.

Model summaries were calculated, using the tab_model function from the sjPlot package (Lüdecke,
2021), and included (unstandardised) odd ratios (ORs), 95% confidence intervals (CIs), and p values
for each predictor, and Nagelkerke’s psuedo R2 to assess the fit of the model.

Significance was evaluated at an alpha level of 0.05. Provided in brackets are ORs, including 95%
CIs and p values, with full model specifications reported in Online Supporting Information C (for
RQ1) and D (for RQ2). Where relevant, the emmeans (Lenth, 2021), ggeffects (Lüdecke et al., 2021),
and ggplot (Wickham et al., 2021) packages were used to probe any significant interactions. Due to
space constraints, descriptive statistics for the Edexcel analyses are presented in Online Supporting
Information C and D.4

RESULTS

Research question 1: Use of words from the current lists in the exams

Percentage of the lists used in the corpus of exams (RQ1a)

On average across the three languages, 52% of the AQA lists at foundation and 55% at higher
were used in the corpus of exams—that is, at least once across four sets of exams (see Table 3).
This means that on average, about half of the words on the lists have never appeared in an
exam.

The models revealed that these percentages were similar across tiers, languages, and awarding orga-
nizations, with one exception in French, where a higher percentage of the AQA lists were used at
foundation than at higher, OR: 1.25, 95% CI [1.06, 1.47], p = .009.
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TA B L E 3 Percentage of the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) lists used in the corpus of exams.

Tier

Language Foundation (%) Higher (%)

French 61 61

German 42 47

Spanish 54 58

Mean (SD) 52 (9) 55 (7)

TA B L E 4 Mean (SD) percentage of the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) lists used in an average exam.

Tier

Language Foundation (%) Higher (%)

French 34 (1) 34 (2)

German 22 (2) 24 (2)

Spanish 29 (1) 31 (1)

Mean 28 (6) 30 (4)

Percentage of the lists used in an average exam (RQ1b)

On average across the three languages, 28% of the AQA lists appeared in an average exam at
foundation and 30% at higher (see Table 4).

Overall, the models revealed that these percentages were similar across the AQA exams, with a few
relatively small tier- or year-dependent differences. For instance, in French, a higher percentage of the
lists were used at foundation than at higher, OR: 1.30, 95% CI [1.19, 1.41], p < .001, and in German,
in the actual exams than their sample counterparts, OR: 2018 vs sample: 1.27, 95% CI [1.13, 1.43],
p < .001; 2019 vs sample: 1.24, 95% CI [1.10, 1.40], p < .001; 2020 vs sample: 1.16, 95% CI [1.03,
1.31], p = .016.

The mean percentages were lower for Edexcel (see Table C7 in Online Supporting Information),
though a slightly different pattern of results emerged in terms of the effects of tier and year. A higher
percentage of the lists were used in the German and Spanish (but not French) exams at foundation than
higher, OR: German: 1.10, 95% CI [1.03, 1.18], p= .007; Spanish: 1.12, 95% CI [1.04, 1.20], p= .004.
The models also revealed some inconsistencies between the actual and sample exams, observed in four
out of nine possible comparisons.

Percentage of the lists used in every exam (RQ1c)

On average across the three languages, 10% of the AQA lists at foundation and 11% at higher were
used in each and every exam (see Table 5). The models revealed that these percentages remained
constant across tiers for both awarding organizations.

Percentage of the lists used only once across four exams (RQ1d)

On average across the three languages, 21% of the lists at foundation and 23% at higher were only used
once in the AQA exams (see Table 6). The models revealed that these percentages were similar across
tiers and languages for both awarding organizations, with one exception where a higher percentage of
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TA B L E 5 Percentage of the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) lists used in every exam to date.

Tier

Language Foundation (%) Higher (%)

French 13 13

German 8 9

Spanish 10 11

Mean (SD) 10 (3) 11 (2)

TA B L E 6 Percentage of the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) lists used only once across four exams.

Tier

Language Foundation (%) Higher (%)

French 22 24

German 19 21

Spanish 22 23

Mean (SD) 21 (2) 23 (2)

TA B L E 7 Mean (SD) coverage of the corpus of Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) exams.

Language Tier Number of words

List type

AQA (%) Frequency-informed (%)

French Foundation 9,069 74 84

Higher 12,832 76 88

German Foundation 7,828 68 87

Higher 10,920 71 88

Spanish Foundation 7,507 77 85

Higher 10,983 78 88

Mean (SD) Foundation 8,135 (825) 73 (5) 85 (2)

Higher 11,578 (1,086) 75 (4) 88 (<1)

the lists were only used once in the German Edexcel exams at foundation than at higher, OR: 1.21,
95% CI [1.04, 1.41], p = .013.

Research question 2: Coverage provided by the two list types

Coverage of the corpus of exams (RQ2a)

On average across the three languages, the AQA lists covered 73% of the words in the corpus of exams
at foundation and 75% at higher, whereas the frequency-informed lists covered 85% at foundation and
88% at higher (see Table 7).

Once the length of each word list was controlled for, the statistical models revealed that
the frequency-informed list—an example of a new GCSE list—consistently provided greater
coverage of the GCSE exams than the awarding organizations’ current lists, regardless of modal-
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F I G U R E 1 Predicted coverage of the corpus of Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) exams after controlling
for word list length. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

ity, tier, language, or awarding organization, ORs: AQA French: 1.91, 95% CI [1.82, 2.01],
p < .001; AQA German: 3.70, 95% CI [3.50, 3.91], p < .001; AQA Spanish: 2.15, 95% CI
[2.03, 2.28], p < .001; Edexcel French: 1.34, 95% CI [1.26, 1.42], p < .001; Edexcel German:
1.83, 95% CI [1.72, 1.94], p < .001; Edexcel Spanish: 1.76, 95% CI [1.66, 1.88], p < .001
(see Figure 1).

In general, controlling for list length, both types of word lists provided greater coverage of the
GCSE exams at foundation than at higher, ORs: AQA French: 1.13, 95% CI [1.07, 1.19], p < .001;
AQA German for the frequency-informed lists only: 1.32, 95% CI [1.21, 1.45], p < .001; AQA Span-
ish for the listening exams only: 1.17, 95% CI [1.07, 1.29], p = .001; Edexcel French: 1.28, 95%
CI [1.20, 1.36], p < .001; Edexcel German: 1.25, 95% CI [1.18, 1.32], p < .001; Edexcel Span-
ish: 1.21, 95% CI [1.14, 1.29], p < .001. There were only two exceptions to this pattern. One was
where the AQA lists provided similar coverage of both tiers of the German exams. The other was
where both types of word lists provided similar coverage of both tiers of the AQA Spanish reading
exams.

Another largely consistent finding was the effect of modality. In most cases, once list length
was controlled for, both lists provided greater coverage of the listening than the reading exams,
ORs: AQA French: 1.29, 95% CI [1.22, 1.36], p < .001; AQA German: 1.22, 95% CI [1.15,
1.29], p < .001; AQA Spanish at foundation only: 1.19, 95% CI [1.09, 1.30], p < .001; Edex-
cel French: 1.10, 95% CI [1.04, 1.17], p = .002; Edexcel Spanish: 1.09, 95% CI [1.03, 1.16],
p = .006. There were only three exceptions: two (i.e., in the AQA Spanish and Edexcel Ger-
man exams, both at higher) where both lists provided comparable coverage of the listening and
reading exams, and one (i.e., in the Edexcel German exams at foundation) where both lists pro-
vided greater coverage of the reading than the listening exams, OR: 1.15, 95% CI [1.05, 1.25],
p = .002.
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TA B L E 8 Mean (SD) coverage of words from flemmas used in every Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA)
exam.

Language Tier

Mean (SD) number of words

averaged across years

List type

AQA (%)

Frequency-informed

(%)

French Foundation 1,599 (243) 85 (1) 98 (<1)

Higher 2,334 (295) 87 (1) 98 (<1)

German Foundation 1,387 (132) 75 (1) 99 (<1)

Higher 1,947 (216) 80 (1) 99 (<1)

Spanish Foundation 1,247 (138) 88 (1) 99 (<1)

Higher 1,923 (135) 88 (2) 99 (<1)

Mean Foundation 1,411 (221) 83 (6) 98 (1)

Higher 2,068 (283) 85 (4) 99 (1)

TA B L E 9 Coverage of words from flemmas used only once across four sets of Assessment and Qualifications Alliance
(AQA) exams.

Language Tier

Mean (SD) number of

words averaged across

years

List type

AQA (%) Frequency-informed (%)

French Foundation 260 (12) 28 25

Higher 339 (50) 30 36

German Foundation 216 (27) 37 32

Higher 310 (31) 34 33

Spanish Foundation 235 (19) 38 30

Higher 292 (29) 37 37

Mean (SD) Foundation 237 (26) 34 (6) 29 (4)

Higher 314 (39) 33 (4) 35 (2)

Coverage of words from flemmas used in every exam (RQ2b)

On average across the three languages, the AQA lists covered 83% of the words from flemmas used in
each and every exam at foundation and 85% at higher, whereas the frequency-informed lists covered
98% of these words at foundation and 99% at higher (see Table 8).

The models confirmed that the frequency-informed lists consistently provided greater coverage of
these words than the AQA lists, OR: French: 6.63, 95% CI [5.91, 7.46], p < .001; German: 30.98, 95%
CI [26.31, 36.77], p < .001; Spanish: 13.97, 95% CI [11.75, 16.74], p < .001, regardless of language
or tier. A similar pattern emerged for the Edexcel exams and their lists.

Coverage of words from flemmas used only once in the corpus of exams (RQ2c)

On average across the three languages, the AQA lists covered 34% of the words from flemmas used
only once in the corpus of exams at foundation and 33% at higher, and the frequency-informed lists
covered 29% of these words at foundation and 35% at higher (see Table 9). Post-hoc comparisons
revealed no differences in the coverage between the lists, regardless of tier.
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For Edexcel, some similar results were found, albeit with a few potential differences. For German
and Spanish, the two lists provided similar coverage of words used only once at higher, but at foun-
dation, the Edexcel lists provided slightly greater coverage than the frequency-informed lists, OR:
German: 1.34, 95% CI [1.11, 1.62], p = .002; Spanish: 1.29, 95% CI [1.05, 1.57], p = .014. For
French, the Edexcel lists generally provided greater coverage of the words used only once than the
frequency-informed lists. However, the difference was only slight with a lower-bound 95% CI of 1,
OR: 1.14, 95% CI [1.00, 1.30], p = .047.

DISCUSSION

We now discuss the results in light of the broader aims of the study.

To what extent is teaching from the awarding organizations’ word lists an
effective use of curriculum time in terms of preparation for the GCSEs?

The awarding organizations’ word lists were created as guides to plan lessons and write textbooks in
prepartion for the GCSE exams. To date, however, we have not known the extent to which teaching
from these lists is an effective use of limited curriculum time. Our analyses (in response to RQ1)
revealed that in an average exam, AQA have used approximately 28% of their lists at foundation and
30% at higher. Perhaps more sobering are findings that in four sets of exams, only 52% of the lists at
foundation and 55% at higher have been used, only 10% of the lists at foundation and 11% at higher
have been used in every exam, and over one fifth of the lists (21% at foundation and 23% at higher)
have been used only once across four sets of exams. This means that approximately 48% of the lists
at foundation and 45% at higher could be consuming learning effort during a 2-year GCSE course,
but not empowering students with the relevant knowledge and skills for these high-stakes exams. This
time could perhaps be better spent elsewhere, for example, by revisiting words used more frequently
in the exams so that learners can retrieve these words more easily during exams and in other contexts
of use.

To what extent do the awarding organizations’ topic-driven lists prepare
students for the GCSE exams?

On average across the three languages, the AQA lists covered 73% of the words in the corpus of
exams at foundation and 75% at higher. Once we controlled for the length of each list, our analyses
(in response to RQ2) largely showed that the current lists provided greater coverage of the foundation
than the higher exams and of the listening than the reading exams, regardless of awarding organization.
These findings are to some extent expected. First, differences in coverage between tiers might reflect
differences in proficiency levels, with word lists providing more support for lower proficiencies, on
the assumption that the higher exams are more likely to require greater lexical knowledge and/or
inferencing skills because they contain a higher proportion of words off the list. Second, listening
is typically considered to be more challenging than reading. For instance, in listening, learners are
less able to identify known words (van Zeeland, 2013) and infer the meaning of unknown words (van
Zeeland, 2014). As such, it is probably reasonable for listening texts to contain a higher proportion of
words from the lists (i.e., more likely to be known).

This coverage is some way below the coverage provided by other (f)lemma-based word lists, such
as Browne’s (2014) and Brezina and Gablasova’s (2015) New General Service Lists (89% and 86%,
respectively). Both of those lists, however, are considerably longer (at 3,000 lemmas) than the award-
ing organizations’ lists, and so the lower coverage is perhaps to be expected. However, this same
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argument cannot fully explain the lower coverage, because Dang and Webb’s (2016a) Essential Word
List only contained 800 lemmas and yet provided 75% coverage (see Table 1). Critically, this coverage
is substantially below the 95% to 98% of words that learners need to know in any given text to fully
understand it (Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer, 1998; Laufer & Ravenhorst–Kalovski, 2010; Schmitt et al.,
2011).

This insufficient coverage could be a consequence of organizations not actively using their lists
when creating the exams or the lists not containing a high enough proportion of high-frequency
words, given that high-frequency words would normally represent over 80% of any written or spoken
text (Dang & Webb, 2014; Nation, 2006b; Webb & Nation, 2017; Webb & Rodgers, 2009a, 2009b).
Corroborating the latter explanation are Dudley and Marsden’s (2023) findings that 44% of the
flemmas used in the corpus of exams at foundation and 45% at higher are indeed low(er)-frequency
(defined in that study as beyond the 2,000 most frequent words). Relatedly, it may be that the lower
coverage observed in our study is in part due to the high proportion (49% at foundation and 52% at
higher) of low(er)-frequency flemmas on the AQA lists (see Online Supporting Information B for
more information). As such, awarding organizations may find it challenging to include more of these
low(er)-frequency items on their lists in any single exam, especially given (a) the short length of the
texts in the exams, (b) the inevitably high proportion of high-frequency words needed for any given
text, and (c) the breadth of topics covered by the lists.

Taken together, these findings indicate that the lists currently used to inform teaching and textbooks
do not reliably equip learners with the relevant lexical knowledge for the exams. The limited use of
the word lists in assessments, compounded by their optionality, suggests that the lexical content of
these high-stakes exams is not “rooted in a principled and verifiable body of content, coming from a
lesson in a textbook, a syllabus, standards, or a model of L2 proficiency” (Bachman & Palmer, 2010;
Purpura, 2016, p. 191). Indeed, as noted earlier, Pearson Edexcel (2020) acknowledged that “spoken
extracts [and texts] contain too many words not on vocabulary lists” (p. 11). Thus, learners are perhaps
unlikely to have been exposed to these “off list” words a sufficient number of times to be able to notice
and understand them in exams, given that some studies suggest that a learner needs to be exposed to
a word at least 10 times before they can retrieve its meaning with ease (Brown et al., 2008; Waring
& Takaki, 2003). These findings also broadly align with Webb and Paribakht’s (2015) and Jin et al.’s
(2016) findings relating to a mismatch between what is taught and what is assessed in terms of the
lexical content of high-stakes exams.

In sum, our analyses suggest that a significant proportion (up to 25%) of the lexical items used in
these exams do not come from the word lists and thus cannot be predicted. The lack of predictability
in turn incurs a greater emphasis on lexical inferencing skills, which can vary greatly among learn-
ers, contexts, and modalities (Hamada, 2014; Laufer, 2020). Thus, the unpredictability of the lexical
content may be contributing to the perceived and actual difficulty of these high-stakes exams.

Does a frequency-informed word list provide similar or better coverage of
GCSE exams relative to the current topic-driven lists?

Our analyses (in response to RQ2) showed that the frequency-informed word lists, created accord-
ing to the parameters of the new GCSE curriculum, provided without exception greater coverage
of the words used in the corpus of exams (85% at foundation and 88% at higher) than the (AQA)
lists (73% at foundation and 75% at higher), across tiers, modalities, and languages. Similarly
consistent findings were observed for coverage of words from flemmas used in every exam. Crit-
ically, this stronger coverage pertained even though the exams that we analysed were not created
in line with the frequency-informed lists—such exams would only be created for a future GCSE
exam.

The only exception to this pattern of results was among the very small set of words from flemmas
used only once across four sets of exams where the awarding organizations’ lists provided similar
coverage, or slightly higher coverage in a small number of cases, relative to the frequency-informed
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lists. These findings are not surprising given that these rarely used words are, by definition, more likely
to be low(er) frequency, unpredictable, and topic specific.

More generally, our findings could perhaps be accounted for by an argument that the frequency-
informed lists simply contain a greater proportion of the extremely high-frequency words that are used
in every exam but that the organizations intentionally chose to omit from their lists on the (unstated,
covert) assumption that students have prior knowledge of these words from earlier in their education.
We emphasize, however, that this is not an adequate explanation because the organizations’ lists do,
in fact, already cover a very high proportion (83% at foundation and 85% at higher for AQA) of this
relatively small set of high-frequency words used in every exam. Instead, our findings are likely to be
better explained by the fact that the organizations underuse their word lists when creating exams, as
presented earlier, and discussed later.

Admittedly, however, neither the topic-driven nor the frequency-informed lists provided sufficient
coverage for unassisted comprehension of the current exams, which is thought to require between 95%
and 98% coverage (Schmitt et al., 2011; van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013). Nevertheless, a frequency-
informed list would provide sufficient coverage for future GCSE exams as those assessments would be
created using frequency-informed lists similar to the lists developed for the current study. We believe
that such a step could increase the chances that comprehension depends less on guessing the meaning
of unfamiliar words and more on knowledge of a (more) realistic amount and type of language that
is appropriate to a GCSE. However, further research using the awarding organizations’ word lists and
exams developed under the revised curriculum is needed to verify this.

We are not suggesting that learning words from a frequency-informed list is any easier than learning
words from a topic-driven list. Indeed, high-frequency words are often difficult to learn due to factors
such as their “semantic neutrality, length, part of speech, polysemy, morphological [ir]regularity, cog-
nateness, [and] orthographic transparency” (Hashimoto, 2021, p. 182). Furthermore, most learners are
unlikely to learn all 1,250 (at foundation) or 1,750 (at higher) items on the new lists, given that recep-
tive vocabulary knowledge at this stage has been estimated to be between 550 and 850 words (David,
2008; Milton, 2006, 2015). Therefore, even with a prescribed word list, inferencing skills would still
be assessed as individuals attempt to understand unfamiliar words.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The current study is not without limitations. As explained in the method section, the word lists ana-
lyzed in this study were flemma-based. This means that (a) a very small number of words were
assigned to the incorrect family, and (b) any derived forms of the flemmas were not included even
if such derived forms were permitted by the relevant curriculum. It is therefore likely that the cov-
erage reported in this study may have (slightly) underestimated true coverage for both lists. Future
analyses could compare the differences in coverage when the permitted derived forms are considered.

Throughout this article and in our previous work, we have suggested that the extensive use of
low(er)-frequency words and the limited use of awarding organizations’ word lists in the GCSE exams
may, in part, be contributing to the perceived and actual difficulty of languages at GCSE and, ulti-
mately, to declines in the number of students studying languages. Although our data provide partial,
indirect support for these possibilities, further research with GCSE learners is needed to investigate
the extent to which actual knowledge of the lexical content of the GCSE exams—including test tak-
ers’ understanding of the comprehension questions themselves—predicts (a) performance in listening,
reading, writing, and speaking, and (b) the decision to continue studying languages at A level and
beyond.

A reviewer raised the issue of whether or not the underuse of the lists has been deliberate. We
speculate not for two reasons. First, it has not been easy for awarding organizations to check whether
the exams align with their word lists—at least until now—due to the unavailability of lexical profiling
software in German and Spanish (see, however, Cobb’s Lextutor [http://www.lextutor.ca] for French).
Second, the organizations have not been required to use their word lists when creating the exams, or
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even document which words they have used. It may even be that they felt compelled to underuse their
own lists to create exams that were not too long while also meeting the requirement to include words
off their lists in exams (Ofqual, 2021a). This latter point, however, is unlikely to be a bona fide or
comprehensive reason, as simply providing shorter lists and/or lists with a greater proportion of high-
frequency words would have reduced the underuse. Of course, without undertaking further research
(e.g., by interviewing the test developers), there is no way of knowing whether the underuse has been
unintentional or perhaps intentional to elicit a normal distribution of assessment data.

CONCLUSION

Taken together, we argue that the awarding organizations’ current word lists are not optimally serving
students or teachers for several reasons. First, the lists do not provide sufficient coverage of the listen-
ing and reading exams to allow for adequate comprehension. As such, the exams contain a substantial
amount of what is likely to be unfamiliar language. Second, valuable curriculum time is likely spent
teaching words that have never appeared in the exams, which seems out of kilter with how assess-
ments are expected to cover the entire curriculum over 3−5 years (Ofqual, 2021b). We suggest that
these factors may have, in part, contributed to the perceived and actual difficulty of the exams and,
over time, detrimentally impacted the number of students studying languages at GCSE and beyond
(University Council of Modern Languages, 2021).

Our study suggests that frequency-informed lists might help to mitigate these difficulties to some
extent, as they consistently provided greater coverage of the listening and reading exams relative to
current lists. We found that frequency-informed lists may, in fact, better prepare learners for exams in
a topic-driven curriculum relative to the awarding organizations’ own topic-driven lists. However, this
does not imply that lexical selection should be driven solely by frequency, as word usefulness or topic
relevance is also important (Dang et al., 2020), as reflected in the creation of the frequency-informed
lists used here. What may wash back into curricula and pedagogy from a frequency-informed word
list is a reduction in the number of very context-specific words that learners are unlikely to need in
assessment or life. Such words are perhaps better learned on an as-needed basis through personal
experiences, including study, travel, or work.

We note that although changes to the GCSE curriculum may help tighten the link between what
is taught and what is assessed, any influence this may have on the achievement–motivation cycle is
a topic for future research. Nevertheless, we hope that these findings have begun to address Dang
et al.’s (2020) observation that alongside word list evaluation studies (Cobb & Laufer, 2021), research
is needed to better understand the potential use of such lists in the context of curriculum design and/or
high-stakes assessment.
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