
A Close Examination of Vocabulary 
in Japanese EFL Textbooks 

Shusaku Nakayama, Meiji Gakuin University



Contents

1. Introduction

2. Literature Review

3. Research Question

4. Methods

5. Results

6. Discussion & Conclusion

7. Suggestions for Further Research

References



1. Introduction



Vocabulary has been long acknowledged its essentialness in language learning 
(Alqahtani, 2015; Schmitt, Schmitt, & Clapham, 2001; Zimmerman, 1997).

・95% of the running words in a text should be known for reading a text (Laufer, 
1989; Liu & Nation, 1985) and guessing from context (Liu & Nation, 1985).

・98%-99% of the running words in a text should be known for reading a text for 
pleasure (Hu & Nation, 2000).

2. Literature Review



TEXTBOOK

TEXTBOOK

English vocabulary words

High-frequency words

Wongsarnpigoon (2018): the most frequent 2,000 word families    ← JH

Research into Vocabulary Occurring in Japanese EFL Textbooks

Chujo (2004): around the most frequent 3,000 word families   ← SH



3. Research Question

1. How much vocabulary in MEXT-approved textbooks comprises what 

learners are likely to meet in the real world?

2. If Japanese students master all of the vocabulary words taught in MEXT-

approved EFL textbooks, is that enough for them to read authentic texts?



4. Methods

Textbooks Under Analysis

• The top three best-selling MEXT-approved textbooks in Tokyo in 

2021 (Tokyo Metropolitan Board Education, 2020)

• Textbooks are used in Komyunikeisyon Eigo (directly translated 

as English Communication) course.

SH1× 3 SH2× 3 SH3× 3

Based on the website of Tokyo Metropolitan Board Education, 2020



The New General Service List ver. 1.01. (NGSL; Browne, Culligan, & Phillips, 2013)

• 273 million words within the Cambridge International Corpus

• the top 2,801 high-frequency words in general English plus 52 supplemental words 

such as days of the week, months of the year, and numbers where as 

• proper nouns, abbreviations, slang, and other noise are excluded.

• As a word counting unit, a modified lexeme approach was adopted. 

• around 92% coverage of most general texts can be provided.

Benchmark word list

book
books

A modified lexeme

＋ Identical forms of different POSs
lexeme



OCROCR
Replacement of 
word forms with 
their headword

Replacement of 
word forms with 
their headword

Manual 
processing

Manual 
processing

Anthony’s SarAnt (version 1.1.0)

Text analysisText analysis

𝐍𝐮𝐦𝐛𝐞𝐫 𝐨𝐟 𝐰𝐨𝐫𝐝𝐬 𝐢𝐧 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐭𝐞𝐱𝐭𝐛𝐨𝐨𝐤 –  𝐍𝐮𝐦𝐛𝐞𝐫 𝐨𝐟 𝐰𝐨𝐫𝐝𝐬 𝐮𝐧𝐢𝐪𝐮𝐞 𝐭𝐨 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐭𝐞𝐱𝐭𝐛𝐨𝐨𝐤

𝐍𝐮𝐦𝐛𝐞𝐫 𝐨𝐟 𝐰𝐨𝐫𝐝𝐬 𝐢𝐧 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐭𝐞𝐱𝐭𝐛𝐨𝐨𝐤

= lexical coverage of textbooks

𝟐, 𝟖𝟎𝟏 –  𝐍𝐮𝐦𝐛𝐞𝐫 𝐨𝐟 𝐰𝐨𝐫𝐝𝐬 𝐮𝐧𝐢𝐪𝐮𝐞 𝐭𝐨 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐍𝐆𝐒𝐋

𝟐, 𝟖𝟎𝟏

= coverage of the NGSL

Text Lex Compare ver. 4.2. (2021)



5. Results

Grade Textbook Number of tokens/
(tokens unique to the 

textbook)

Number of word types/
(types unique to the textbook)

Coverage

SH1
A 1633(118) 512(74) 92.8%
B 1464(61) 451(41) 95.8%
C 1257(50) 384(30) 96%

SH2
D 1755(74) 486(53) 95.8%
E 6149(395) 1153(232) 93.6%
F 2475(144) 644(84) 94.2%

SH3
G 4923(335) 1064(192) 93.2%
H 7457(487) 1388(300) 93.5%
I 3164(217) 786(125) 93.1%

Results of Lexical Coverage Analysis



Outside the NGSL

TEXTBOOK

TEXTBOOK

All the English vocabulary words

NGSL



A B C D E F G H I
Covered 15% 14% 12% 15% 32% 20% 31% 38% 23%
NOT Covered 85% 86% 88% 85% 68% 80% 69% 62% 77%
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Proportion of NGSL Words Covered by the Textbooks to NGSL words not Covered by Them



Grade Textbook NGSL 1 (1st-1000) NGSL 2 (1001st-2000) NGSL 3 (2001st-2801)

(a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b)

SH1
A 84% 33% 6% 7% 2% 3%
B 86% 31% 7% 7% 3% 3%
C 88% 29% 5% 4% 2% 2%

SH2
D 87% 32% 5% 7% 3% 4%
E 85% 62% 6% 22% 2% 10%
F 84% 40% 6% 9% 3% 7%

SH3
G 83% 57% 7% 20% 3% 11%
H 84% 69% 7% 28% 2% 13%
I 84% 48% 6% 13% 2% 6%

The Distribution of Words Toward Three Frequency Bands

Note. (a) = the percentage of words occurring at the frequency band; (b) = the coverage of the 
frequency band by the textbook.



6. Discussion & Conclusion

RQ 1: How much vocabulary in MEXT-approved textbooks comprises what learners are 

likely to meet in the real world? Grade Textbook Coverage

SH1
A 92.8%
B 95.8%
C 96%

SH2
D 95.8%
E 93.6%
F 94.2%

SH3
G 93.2%
H 93.5%
I 93.1%

Vocabulary words taught in the textbooks were largely composed of words in the NGSL with 

greater than 92% lexical coverage.



Grade Textbo
ok

NGSL 1 (1-1000)

(a) (b)

SH1
A 84% 33%
B 86% 31%
C 88% 29%

SH2
D 87% 32%
E 85% 62%
F 84% 40%

SH3
G 83% 57%
H 84% 69%
I 84% 48%

More than 80% of NGSL words occurring in the textbooks were found to 
be occupied by the first 1,000 most frequent words. 

Vocabulary that learners frequently see in textbooks is 
extremely likely to appear in the real world.



RQ 2: If Japanese students master all of the vocabulary words taught in MEXT-approved EFL textbooks, 

is that enough for them to read authentic texts?

A B C D E F G H I
Covered 15% 14% 12% 15% 32% 20% 31% 38% 23%
NOT Covered 85% 86% 88% 85% 68% 80% 69% 62% 77%
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The coverage analysis of the NGSL by the textbooks identified at a statistically significant level that 

they did not sufficiently cover the NGSL with less than 38% coverage.



The textbooks were severely deficient of words at the second and third frequency 
bands, and even words at the first frequency band were not fully covered.

Grade Textbook
NGSL 1 (1-1000) NGSL 2 (1001-2000) NGSL 3 (2001-2801)

the coverage of the frequency band by the textbook

SH1

A 33% 7% 3%
B 31% 7% 3%
C 29% 4% 2%

SH2

D 32% 7% 4%
E 62% 22% 10%
F 40% 9% 7%

SH3

G 57% 20% 11%
H 69% 28% 13%
I 48% 13% 6%

Additional input of basic words 



Extensive reading

Watching English movies

reading comprehension (Mason & Krashen, 1997)

writing performance (Elley, 1991)

grammatical competence (Elley, 1991) 

ability to guess word meaning from context (Nation, 2006)



CURRENT Couse of Study Guidelines NEW Couse of Study Guidelines

3,000 
words

4,000-
5,000 
words

Students → spend the longest time looking 
up meanings of new words

Teachers → students were not good at 
memorizing new words.

Heavy 
Burden

(Benesse Educational Research and Development Institution, 2015)

7. Suggestions for Further Studies



Learners’ vocabulary capacity

The optimal number of different words in a textbook
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