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ABSTRACT

This article provides a practical example of how English teachers can use the 
YRFDEXODU\�SURÀOLQJ�DSSOLFDWLRQ��1HZ�:RUG�/HYHO�&KHFNHU³1:/&��KWWSV���QZOF�
S\WKRQDQ\ZKHUH�FRP���WR�HYDOXDWH�WKH�OH[LFDO�GLIÀFXOW\�RI�WHDFKLQJ�PDWHULDOV��1:/&�
SURYLGHV�WHDFKHUV�ZLWK�D�TXLFN�DQG�REMHFWLYH�DSSURDFK�IRU�DSSUDLVLQJ�WKH�GLIÀFXOW\�
of a prospective text, test, or worksheet. The paper begins with an introduction to the 
coverage comprehension model (McLean, 2021) and its implications for selecting 
classroom materials. Importantly, this section discusses the recommended coverage 
benchmarks for different receptive modalities, or what percentage of words learners 
KDYH�WR�NQRZ�IURP�D�WH[W�WR�VXIÀFLHQWO\�FRPSUHKHQG�LW��$�VWHS�E\�VWHS�H[DPSOH�RI�KRZ�WR�
XVH�WKH�1:/&�WR�PHDVXUH�WKH�OH[LFDO�GLIÀFXOW\�RI�D�7('��WDON�IROORZV��

KEYWORDS��9RFDEXODU\�SURÀOLQJ��&RUSXV�EDVHG�DSSURDFK��/H[LFDO�FRYHUDJH��
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1. INTRODUCTION

Do you ever come across a text or a scene in a movie where you think to yourself, 
´WKLV�ZRXOG�EH�QLFH�WR�XVH�LQ�FODVVµ��RU�ZRQGHUHG��´ZLOO�WKLV�WH[W�EH�WRR�GLIÀFXOW�IRU�P\�
VWXGHQWV"µ�7KLV�DUWLFOH�LQWURGXFHV�DQ�HIÀFLHQW�DQG�REMHFWLYH�DSSURDFK�IRU�DQVZHULQJ�
WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV³VXUYH\LQJ�WKH�OH[LFDO�GLIÀFXOW\�RI�D�WH[W�ZLWK�D�YRFDEXODU\�SURÀOLQJ�
tool. In the example presented in this article, all a teacher needs to do is copy and paste 
a text, transcript, or exercise into the free website, New Word Level Checker—NWLC 
(https://nwlc.pythonanywhere.com/). NWLC will then report on the text’s lexical 
FRYHUDJH��,Q�PRUH�SUDFWLFDO�WHUPV��WKH�SURÀOH�ZLOO�LQGLFDWH�ZLWKLQ�ZKLFK�ZRUG�IUHTXHQF\�
band (usually a band of 1000 words–1K) the text’s vocabulary falls into. As the meaning 
of higher frequency words are more likely to be known to students, a text comprised 
of more high-frequency words will generally be easier for learners to comprehend. To 
WKDW�HQG��WKH�OH[LFDO�SURÀOH�UHSRUW�FDQ�EH�XVHG�DV�D�PHDVXUHPHQW�RI�D�WH[W·V�GLIÀFXOW\��
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and determine its appropriateness for different learning tasks. This article will provide 
English teachers with a practical example of how to use NWLC to evaluate the lexical 
FRYHUDJH��GLIÀFXOW\��RI�D�7('�WDON��%XW�ÀUVW��KRZHYHU��LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�GLVFXVV�WKH�
developments in lexical coverage research and how it can help teachers make more 
informed decisions about the appropriateness of classroom materials. 

2. COVERAGE COMPREHENSION MODEL & SELECTION OF CLASSROOM 
MATERIALS

The coverage comprehension model (see McLean, 2021) argues that if learners know 
the meanings of approximately 98% of the words within a written text, the lexical 
GLIÀFXOW\�RI�WKH�WH[W�VKRXOG�QRW�LQKLELW�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ��7R�SXW�LW�PRUH�VXFFLQFWO\��
if a language learner knows fewer than 98% of the words on a page, they will have 
trouble comprehending the text (e.g., Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer, 1989, Schmitt et al., 
�������)RU�UHDGHUV�KHDULQJ�DERXW�WKLV�FRQFHSW�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH������PD\�VHHP�OLNH�D�
conservative benchmark, as learners can draw from background knowledge and use 
other metacognitive strategies to overcome the comprehension gaps created by unknown 
vocabulary. However, in the example texts below where pseudowords have been used in 
SODFH�RI�UHDO�ZRUGV��WKH�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ�GLIÀFXOWLHV�HYHQ�D�YHU\�DGYDQFHG�(QJOLVK�UHDGHU�
experiences when reading with 95% (Figure 1) and 90% (Figure 2) coverage ought to 
be glaringly obvious. Furthermore, it is worthwhile noting that all words are not equal. 
&RPSUHKHQVLRQ�GLIÀFXOWLHV�DUH�FRPSRXQGHG�ZKHQ�DQ�XQNQRZQ�ZRUG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�
contributes to a text’s meaning. 

Figure 1
An example of a graded reader text with 95% coverage
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Figure 2
An example of a graded reader text with 90% coverage

Some readers may also wonder whether different modalities, such as audiovisual input, 
where learners can draw from spoken and visual cues, necessitates different coverage 
comprehension benchmarks. However, studies looking at this question have tended to 
recommend coverage levels close to 98%. In listening comprehension, 90% coverage 
may be possible in some contexts. Giordano (2021) found that some Japanese learners 
could comprehend videos of casual dialogues at 90% coverage. Similarly, van Zeeland 
and Schmitt (2013) found that a small proportion of their participants (foreign students 
taking graduate courses in the UK) could comprehend spoken narrative texts at 90% 
coverage. Nevertheless, in both studies, the researchers concluded that listening 
comprehension was much more stable across their entire samples when coverage 
was over 95%. In a study that evaluated viewer comprehension while watching a 
documentary series, Durbahn et al. (2020) found that Chilean learners’ comprehension 
scores improved from 62% to 87% when the vocabulary coverage changed from 92% to 
99%. In terms of listening in academic contexts, such as a lecture, coverage benchmarks 
of 98% were recommended by Noreille et al., (2018) and Stæhr, (2009). To summarize, 
while there are some variations in coverage benchmarks for different input modalities 
and genres, these differences are negligible. Much more coverage comprehension 
research is needed, particularly in the area of audiovisual input, but the evidence thus far 
VXJJHVWV�WKDW�ODQJXDJH�OHDUQHUV�QHHG�WR�NQRZ�DOPRVW�HYHU\�ZRUG�LQ�D�WH[W�WR�VXIÀFLHQWO\�
comprehend it.
 When interpreting the coverage comprehension model, language teachers 
also need to understand that there are often imbalances within learners’ receptive 
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vocabulary knowledge. Across a range of L1 backgrounds (e.g., Milton et al., 2010; 
Mizumoto & Shimamoto, 2008; van Zeeland, 2013) English learners’ spoken receptive 
vocabulary knowledge (i.e., the vocabulary knowledge available while listening) is 
typically reported to be lower than their written receptive vocabulary knowledge (i.e., 
WKH�YRFDEXODU\�NQRZOHGJH�DYDLODEOH�ZKLOH�UHDGLQJ���7KHUHIRUH��VWXGHQWV�WHQG�WR�ÀQG�
spoken or audiovisual texts harder because their spoken receptive vocabulary knowledge 
is underdeveloped. Furthermore, the listening modality in general deserves special 
consideration because language learners cannot control speech rates or accents, and 
ZKHQ�FRPSDUHG�WR�UHDGLQJ��ZRUGV�DUH�RQO\�DYDLODEOH�IRU�D�ÁHHWLQJ�PRPHQW��7KHUHIRUH��
the potential weaknesses within learners’ spoken receptive vocabulary knowledge and a 
lack of agency felt by learners while listening suggests that a more prudent selection of 
spoken or audiovisual texts would prioritize a 98% lexical coverage benchmark. 
 Lexical coverage research also has implications for the types of activities 
teachers implement. For teachers familiar with the four strands (Nation, 2007), activities 
IRFXVLQJ�RQ�ÁXHQF\�GHYHORSPHQW��H�J���WLPHG�UHDGLQJ��VHH�0LOOLQHU���������OH[LFDO�
coverage ought to be 100% (i.e., no unknown words in the text). For meaning-focused 
input tasks such as extensive reading or extensive viewing, a 98% coverage level is 
recommended (Nation, 2007). And, in language-focused instruction (e.g., exercises in an 
intensive reading textbook with glossaries, dictionaries, and other vocabulary support) 
D�UHFRPPHQGHG�OH[LFDO�FRYHUDJH�ÀJXUH�LV�QRWKLQJ�ORZHU�WKDQ������6FKPLWW�HW�DO���������
Stoeckel et al., 2020). 

3. NEW WORD LEVEL CHECKER—NWLC

New Word Level Checker (NWLC) (https://nwlc.pythonanywhere.com/) is a web 
DSSOLFDWLRQ�IRU�YRFDEXODU\�SURÀOLQJ�GHVLJQHG�E\�3URIHVVRU�$WVXVKL�0L]XPRWR��.DQVDL�
University) to meet the needs of Japanese learners of English. NWLC analyzes English 
words submitted by the user and produces vocabulary levels based on the selected word 
OLVWV��$V�RI�ZULWLQJ��WKH�1:/&�FDQ�SURYLGH�OH[LFDO�SURÀOHV�XVLQJ�WKH�1HZ�-$&(7������
SVL12000, the New General Service List, CEFR-J, and SWEK-J lists. All of these 
word lists were constructed with the needs of Japanese learners of English in mind. The 
1:/&�LV�MXVW�RQH�RI�PDQ\�IUHH�YRFDEXODU\�SURÀOLQJ�WRROV��H�J���OH[WXWRU�FD�	�$QWFRQF���
EXW�ZKDW�PDNHV�LW�VWDQG�RXW�LV�LWV�XVH�RI�ÁHPPD�DQG�OHPPD�EDVHG�ZRUG�OLVWV��WKH�XVHU�
friendly design, and its focus on Japanese learners of English. For a more detailed 
description of NWLC please see Mizumoto et al. (2021).       

4. HOW TO USE NWLC

In this example, a TED talk titled The secrets of learning a new language (Machová, 
������LV�SURÀOHG�IRU�D�SURVSHFWLYH�OLVWHQLQJ�WDVN��

7KH�ÀUVW�VWHS�ZDV�WR�FRS\�WKH�WUDQVFULSW�IURP�WKH�7('�ZHESDJH��)LJXUH����
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Figure 3
The TED talk transcript used for this demonstration (Machová, 2018)

Then, the transcript was pasted into NWLC (Figure 4). In this example, the Word List 
selected is the New General Service List—NGSL (Browne et al. 2013) because it is 
one of the most recognized word frequency lists in our context. As mentioned above, a 
variety of Word Lists are available on the NWLC, and the JACET8000 would also be an 
LQIRUPDWLYH�DOWHUQDWLYH�IRU�WKLV�SURÀOLQJ�WDVN�

Figure 4
The TED talk transcript pasted into NWLC
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)URP�WKLV�SRLQW��\RX�FOLFN�WKH�EOXH�´���&KHFNµ�EXWWRQ��DQG�WKH�IROORZLQJ�WH[W�SURÀOLQJ�
report is generated (Figure 5).

Figure 5
7KH�SURÀOLQJ�UHSRUW�IURP�1:/&

This report shows that 91.72% of the words used in this text are found in the 2801-
word NGSL list. The percentage can be interpreted as your students ought to be able to 
comprehend 91.72% of the words in this talk providing, they know all 2801 words in 
the NGSL at the spoken receptive level. For a teacher checking the appropriateness of 
this TED talk for classroom use, however, their focus ought to be on the cumulative total 
column. It shows that if learners can decipher all proper nouns and numbers (3.76%) 
and know all words in the NGSL, they may have a reasonable chance of comprehending 
this text (i.e., the cumulative percentage is 95.48%). On the other hand, this text 
ZRXOG�QRW�EH�DSSURSULDWH�IRU�H[WHQVLYH�OLVWHQLQJ�RU�OLVWHQLQJ�ÁXHQF\�WUDLQLQJ�DV�ERWK�
require >98% and 100%, respectively. Further down the analysis page, a color-coded 
map shows which words come from the different NGSL-related word lists (Figure 6). 
Interestingly, the words colored black represent the proper nouns, numbers, and words 
unlisted in any frequency list (3.35% coverage). One could argue that some of these 
words, for example, polyglots, imitating, ingenious and gibberish would be unknown to 
most learners. Hence, the combination of these unknown off-list words and an unstable 
knowledge of the entire NGSL, would lead a teacher to conclude that this text would 
EH�WRR�GLIÀFXOW�IRU�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV�WR�FRPSUHKHQG��7KLV�WH[W�ZRXOG�RQO\�EH�DSSURSULDWH�DV�
a listening exercise for advanced students because, Japanese students studying English 
at Universities in Japan are reported to (a) struggle with spoken input, (b) their spoken 
receptive vocabulary sizes are relatively low (see Milliner & Dimoski, 2019; Milliner 
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& Dimoski, 2021; Mizumoto & Shimamoto, 2008), and (c) the volume of potentially 
unknown unlisted words in this text is quite high. Nevertheless, in situations where this 
text may be appropriate, the NWLC provides useful assistance to teachers for effectively 
utilizing this text in their classrooms. A teacher could pre-teach or provide a glossary of 
the beforementioned unlisted words. Moreover, a teacher could click on the Word List 
tab in NWLC to access a word frequency report and a list of Auto-extracted keywords 
(Figure 7). These auto-extracted keywords could also be incorporated into pre-listening 
vocabulary instruction or schema-building activities to help give learners a better chance 
of comprehending the video.

Figure 6
Color-coded items from the different frequency lists

Figure 7
Word List and Auto-extracted Keywords reports from NWLC
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5. CONCLUSIONS

Before discussing the conclusions, it is important to note that knowing 95~100% of 
WKH�ZRUGV�LQ�D�WH[W�GRHV�QRW�JXDUDQWHH�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ��7KH�GLIÀFXOW\�RI�VSRNHQ�RU�
written texts extends beyond lexical knowledge as learners draw from grammatical, 
metacognitive, and background knowledge for comprehension. Nevertheless, the 
coverage comprehension model provides teachers with a reasonably objective 
EHQFKPDUN�IRU�HYDOXDWLQJ�WKH�GLIÀFXOW\�RI�WHDFKLQJ�PDWHULDOV��DQG�WKH�1:/&�UHSUHVHQWV�
DQ�HIÀFLHQW�DQG�DFFXUDWH�WRRO�IRU�WKLV�SXUSRVH��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKH�1:/&�KHOSV�WHDFKHUV�
LGHQWLI\�SRWHQWLDO�DUHDV�RI�GLIÀFXOW\�VR�WKH\�FDQ�SURYLGH�WKH�QHFHVVDU\�VXSSRUW�IRU�
FRPSUHKHQVLRQ��2XWVLGH�RI�DSSUDLVLQJ�WKH�GLIÀFXOW\�RU�VXLWDELOLW\�RI�SURVSHFWLYH�WHDFKLQJ�
materials, the NWLC can be used to survey the lexical coverage of student writing 
or check for overused vocabulary. Teachers interested in assessing their learner’s 
lexical knowledge should visit Vocableveltest.org, which provides free, customizable 
vocabulary levels tests (see Milliner, 2022 for a description on how to use this site). 
With more level-appropriate materials, teachers stand to have a much greater impact on 
their students’ learning.
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