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Abstract: The aim of the study is to identify and describe the vocabulary in reading materials and to
seek if the texts are useful for reading skill development. A descriptive qualitative design was applied to
obtain the data. Some available computer programs were used to find the description of the vocabulary
in the texts. It was found that the texts are dominated by low frequency words which compose 16.97%
of the words in the texts. In terms of high frequency words occurring in the texts, function words domi-
nate the texts. In the case of word levels, it was found that the texts being used have very limited num-
ber of words from GSL (West, 1953). The proportion of the first 1,000 words of GSL only comprises
44.6%. The data also show that the texts contain too large proportion of words which are not in the
three levels (the first 2,000 and UWL). These words constitute account for 26.44% of the running
words in the texts. It is believed that the constraints are due to the selection of the texts which are made
of a series of short-unrelated texts. This kind of text is subject to the accumulation of low frequency
words especially those of content words and limited number of words from GSL. It could also impede

the development of students’ reading skills and vocabulary enrichment.
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In Indonesia, English is learned by a large number
of students who will almost never have the oppor-
tunity of conversing with native speakers, but who
will have access to the literature and periodicals, or
scientific and technical journals written in the lan-
guage they are learning (Rivers, 1981). Thus, reading
skill is virtually more important in this context than
other skills (Huda, 1992). In fact, it is not enough
for a student to have reading skills in their first
language.

However, despite this specific need for a foreign
language, very frequently, students reading in a for-
eign language seem to read with less understanding
than one might expect them to have (Alderson, 1984).
It is observable that many students are still not able
to comprehend texts when they enter the tertiary
level. Day and Bamford (2000) also claim that, in
general, learners learning to read English as a foreign
language find it a difficult process, and as a result,
they do not enjoy it.

Of the English skills, the ability to read today
is the most realistic in terms of language use. Indo-
nesian language is used in all schools and colleges.
Students are expected to be able to read academic
texts in English and have to master a total of 4,000
vocabulary items as set by the 1984 curriculum. For
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some reasons, in the 1994 curriculum, the number
of vocabulary items was reduced to about 2,500
items for Social and Science Program and 3,000 for
Language Program (Depdikbud, 1993:1). This vo-
cabulary size is actually sufficient for a student in
order to read academic texts. Nevertheless, these
objectives are not well achieved.

However, some studies show that the students
have low achievement in reading skills and vocabu-
lary gain. It is predicted that the SMU graduates
have only mastered about 1,000 words. Results of
some research also support the view that reading in
a language which is not the learners’ first language
is a source of considerable difficulty (Alderson,
1984, Brown, 2001).

Many efforts have been made to improve the
learners’ reading ability. Some of them are shown by
the existence of books on theories of reading and
some books on reading exercises or learning to read.
However, as stated by some experts, e.g., Sadtono
(1995), the fact shows that many learners still encoun-
ter problems or difficulties when trying to under-
stand an English text.

To the writer’s knowledge, there is no thorough
investigation on reading materials especially on vo-
cabulary analysis. Most studies deal with the output
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of learning-teaching, such as, reading achievement
and vocabulary gain, learners’ test scores (Sadtono,
1995; Nurweni, 1995; Samhati, 2006). Some others
deal with the relationship between independent var-
iables and a dependent variable in reading com-
prehension such as that of Chandrasegaran’s (1981).
Some concentrate on the input, such as syllabus,
teaching materials, learners’ behavior and charac-
teristics.

If we want to identify what makes for success
and what causes failure in learning to read, we will
find a very long list of variables that can be drawn
up. However, some experts agree that there are three
factors which are very dominant, that is, the learn-
ers, the teacher, and the materials. In spite of the in-
terdependency of these three factors, each can be
considered independent of the others. Dakin (1973)
has an interesting idea about these three variables.
She explains that the materials have their own struc-
ture because they are written by different people.
The material writers, again, have their own percep-
tion about the learners. Thus, the materials have their
own plan of development, and their own weaknesses,
which both teacher and learners must overcome.

The three factors have relationships and inter-
dependency that are set up in the classroom. The
teacher has his or her own method of teaching and
using the materials and his or her own perception
about the learners. The learners develop their own
methods of learning to respond to both the teacher
and to the materials. Finally, the materials are writ-
ten by authors who have a particular teacher and
particular learners in mind.

Success or failure in learning to read depends
on what is learned, not on what the teacher and ma-
terials set out to teach. The job of the teacher and
the materials is to promote in the learners success-
ful technique of learning (Dakin, 1973). Thus, even
though our attention is paid to the factors, we still
have too many variables to look at. Based on the il-
lustration above, this research is only focused on
the reading materials used by EFL learners.

The vocabulary in the texts is the aspect that
needs to identify. It is claimed that the condition of
the words in a text has a great influence on readers’
comprehension. It is also commonly believed that
comprehension depends on the extent to which the
words in a text are familiar to the readers (Nation,
1997). On the other hand, the familiarity of words
implies that the readers have already met the words
for several times and have stored them in their long-
term memory. These words usually belong to high
frequency words and occur in wide ranges of texts

and most of them belong to the most frequent words
of General Service List of English Words (West,
1953). In fact, word frequencies are important in
planning word lists for language teaching (Rich-
ards, 2002:7). In contrast, the words that are infre-
quent are usually considered difficult for most read-
ers. Some of these words are of technical words and
are not in the three Base Word List of Nation’s
(1997). Thus, an ideal text is the text that has enough
high frequency words and not too many low fre-
quency words.

Furthermore, an ideal text or course book has
a good density index. Density index of a passage or
a lesson or a course book is the proportion of dif-
ferent words to the total number of words or run-
ning words in it (Nation, 1990). If this proportion is
high, reading is relatively easy. In other words, in
order to get high-density index, many of the differ-
ent words must be frequently repeated. This also
implies that the text containing too many low fre-
quency words is relatively difficult. According to
Nation (1990), the density index of an English course
book is usually of the ratio of 1:2.4. This means
that, on the average, each word is repeated between
two or three times. An efficient course book for be-
ginning students should have density index of
around 1:20 (Nation, 1990). In later years the den-
sity index should be decreased to about 1:10 or
1:12. A course book containing a large number of
words that occur less than five or six times can not
be efficient. This course book usually has density
index of 1:2.4 or 1:4.

This case study was carried out at the Under-
graduate Program, English Departement, State Uni-
versity of Malang (UM). The students come from
high school at the age of 18. This undergraduate lasts
about four years. In this Department, English is
used as a medium of instruction for most subjects
taught. It prepares English teachers to teach English
as a foreign language in schools where reading re-
ceives the most emphasis. The main goals of the De-
partment are, first, to improve the students’ com-
mand of English for the purpose of teaching the
language, and, second, to enhance their knowledge
in the field of language teaching.

Based on the discussion above, the texts being
used for a reading class at the English Department
of UM are believed to contain some constraints that
make them difficult for the students to read. The
study was guided by one main research question: to
what extent can the texts being used for a reading
class support students’ reading skills? Specifically,
the study was focused on the research question: to



what extent is the vocabulary in the texts useful for
reading skill development?

METHOD

The reading materials being investigated were
the ones used by the students in the class (Reading
Comprehension I) and the ones used for the tests. A
computer-based calculation was used by using avail-
able program in the computer. To do this, all the
texts were retyped to be computer readable data.
During the semester, 20 texts were used in both the
classroom and the tests. All information indicates
the complexity of a text and is used to judge the con-
dition of a text. As it has been discussed, the text
condition can influence students’ reading perform-
ance. The investigation on the texts was made on
vocabulary condition. This vocabulary examination
was divided into two sections. The first one was deal-
ing with the examination of high and low frequency
words occurring in the texts. The second one dealt
with the classification of words in the texts into
three levels.

Computer programs called WORD and Vo-
caprofile were used to analyze words in these two
investigations. These computer programs were pre-
pared and designed in Computing Service Center,
Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand
(Nation, 1997). Word program simply uses an input
file of written materials and analyzes it to find the
frequency of occurrence of each word. The output
of this program is a series of word lists arranged al-
phabetically with their frequency of occurrences
and rank order of word frequency list with their
proportion. From this rank order list, we can see the
most frequent words up to the least frequent words.
Both word lists were produced in the form of word
types or word forms.

It has been claimed that word frequency count
is important for a text evaluation and to find the
most important words to learn, because word selec-
tion is needed since it is impossible to learn all the
words at once. This investigation is useful to see if
the texts are appropriate to help develop students’
reading skills.

Other investigation on vocabulary is based on
word levels. By using the computer program, Vo-
caprofile, the words in the texts were grouped into
three levels (three Base Word Lists). The Vocapro-
file provides a series of selected three Base Word
Lists that are used to run the program. The program
processes an input file (written materials) and auto-
matically classifies words in the text into three lev-
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els based on these three Base Word Lists. The out-
put is a series of word lists arranged alphabetically
with their frequency of occurrences.

The main purpose of this analysis is to see what
and how many words in the texts are and are not in
the lists. By having this, we can see how many
words in the texts are among the high frequency
words of English (Level I and II or Base Word List
I'and IT) and how many in the University Word List
or Level III (Xue and Nation, 1984). This investi-
gation is also useful to see to what extent the texts
with the vocabulary they contain can help the learners
develop their reading skills.

The words in Base Word List one and Base
Word List two consist of the first 2,000 most frequent
words taken from A General Service List of English
Words (West, 1953), called GSL for short. Accord-
ing to West (1953, vii), the words represent a list of
2,000 General Service Words and considered suit-
able as the basis of vocabulary for learning English
as a second language. Thus, Base Word List one
consists of the first 1,000 most frequent of GSL and
Base Word List two consists of the next 1,000 most
frequent words of GSL. Base Word List Three con-
sist of words not in any of these lists, the first 2,000
most frequent words, but which are frequent in uni-
versity texts from wide range of disciplines. These
words were originally from the University Word
List prepared by Xue and Nation (1984).

The selection of words for Base Word List
one and two is based on word frequency. Words with
frequency of 332 or more occurrences per five mil-
lion running words in the GSL were put in Base
Word List One (1% 1,000 most frequent words).
Words with frequency of 331 or less per five million
running words in the GSL were put in the Base
Word List two, 2™ 1,000 most frequent words.

It should be taken into account that the classi-
fication of words in the text is mainly based on word
families. It means that words with the same family
are considered one word family. Take, for example,
the root relate with its derivational words, was di-
vided into several word families as follows:

* relate — relates — related — relatedness —
relating - unrelated
relation — relations
relationship
relative — relatively - relativity

Thus, if all these words occur in a text, they
are considered as 4 word families, relate, relation,
relationship, and relative whose frequency of oc-
currence is 6, 2, 1, and 3 respectively. This word
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family classification is based on derivational affixa-
tion of level 1 up to 4 of Bauer and Nation (1993).
The idea is that when a student knows the word re-
late, it is assumed that he knows the word relates,
related, relatedness, relating, and unrelated. There-
fore, these words are considered one word family.
It is also assumed that he cannot recognize the
words relative and relationship based on the base
word relate. Therefore, they are considered differ-
ent word families. In addition, the number of run-
ning words and different words or word types in
the texts are presented. These data can be used to
find the density index of the text being used

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

As the aim of the study, the investigation on
the reading materials is limited to the condition of
vocabulary in the texts. This aspect is usually used
as the basis to judge the acceptability of a reading
materials. The discussion of vocabulary is divided
into two subsections, that is, the discussion of high
and low frequency words in the texts and the classi-
fications of word levels.

High and Low Frequency Words

The study identifies the proportion of high
and low frequency words that occur in the texts. As
has been discussed, the computer program reveals
that the texts consist of 7,945 running words. Table
1 lists the distribution of word occurrence begin-
ning from the most frequent to the least frequent. It
was found that the most frequent word occurred
515 times and this accounts for 6.49% of the words
in the text. There is only one item (the) found with
this frequency. The next most frequent word occurs
238 times and it covers 3.01% of the words. The
cumulative percentage of this word together with
the previous one is 9.50% and so on.

Looking at the low frequency words, the condi-
tion is somewhat different. The table shows that the
least frequent words, the words occurring once, domi-
nate the texts. There are 1,346 words or 16.97% of
the words of this type found in the texts. This
means that in the average of ten words, about one
to two words occur once. Thus, having met these
words for the first time, the reader would not meet
again. Obviously, no repetition for these words is
found by the reader working through the texts.

Table 1. The Distribution of High and Low Frequency Words in the Texts

No Frequency/ range Number of words Cumulative percentage  Percentage of words
(%) (%)
1 515 1 6.49 6.49
2 238 1 9.50 3.01
3 229 1 12.38 2.88
4 211 1 15.04 2.66
5 201 1 17.58 2.54
6 187 1 19.94 2.36
7 117 1 2141 1.47
8 102 1 22.70 1.29
9 66-87 4 26.39 3.69
10 46-65 7 31.29 4.90
11 40-45 5 34.02 2.73
12 28-39 8 37.38 3.36
13 25-27 6 39.36 1.98
14 22-24 6 41.11 1.75
15 19-21 7 42.89 1.78
16 17-18 9 44.85 1.96
17 14-15 13 47.24 2.39
18 12-13 13 49.27 2.03
19 10-11 27 52.86 3.59
20 9 9 53.88 1.02
21 8 12 55.09 1.21
22 7 26 57.39 2.30
23 6 42 60.57 3.18
24 5 56 64.10 3.53
25 4 93 68.79 4.69
26 3 153 74.58 5.79
27 2 335 83.03 8.45
29 1 1346 100.00 16.97




Furthermore, the number of words whose fre-
quency is 4 and less is 2,847 words or 35.90% of
the running words in the texts; whereas, the occur-
rences of the four most frequent words are, 515,
238, 229, 211 which account for 6.49%, 3.01%,
2.88%, and 2.66% respectively. These, altogether,
account for only 15.04% of the words. This condi-
tion indicates that the proportion of low frequency
words in the texts is greater than that of the high
frequency words.

In the case of vocabulary learning through
reading, too much proportion of low frequency
words is of a little value. This suggests that students
working their way through all the texts would be
continuing meeting words that they would not meet
again or would meet only a few times in the texts.
Ideally, the texts do not consist of too many low fre-
quency words but they have more high frequency
words, especially those of content words. At this
point, long continued texts of the same topic might
be more valuable than a series of unrelated texts.
This kind of text can provide a lot of repetition that
is important for optimal learning to occur. Meanwhile,
a series of unrelated texts must use a bigger propor-
tion of low frequency words.

Furthermore, it was also found that most of the
high frequency words in the texts consist of func-
tion words. Of the first 50 most frequent words,
there are only two content words, i.e., people and
said; the rest are, of course, function words. In a
study done by Sutarsyah et al. (1994), there are 18
content words in the 50 most frequent words from
€conomic corpus.

From the list, we can also identify some func-
tion words from these first 50 most frequent words
successively, i.e., the, to, of, a, and, in, he, was, it,
and had. In the second 50 most frequent words,
more content words are found, such as read, book,
like, now, come, long, make, eyes, look, money, man-
ager, see, top, etc. This indicates that many func-
tion words dominate high frequency words in the
texts. The texts being used are not rich enough as to
develop students’ reading skills because there are
too many function words and limited content words
which occur in the texts. Many content words are
of low frequency in the texts. This means that the
students have a little opportunity to learn and en-
rich their vocabulary as to increase their reading
skills because they are not provided with enough
repetitions of these words. This text condition is of
a little value to the students who learn to read.

To conclude, we can have some points that
can be taken into account. The proportion of low
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frequency words found in the texts is much greater
than that of the high frequency words. In written
texts, the writer has more processing time. Because
of desire to be precise in writing, and simply because
of formal convention of writing, low frequency
words often appear (Brown, 2001: 305). These low
frequency words can present stumbling blocks to
learners. Having too many low-frequency words,
the readers tend to forget them when meeting for
the first time in the series of unrelated texts.

The function words dominate the texts with
considerably high frequency. Even though the num-
ber of function words is smaller than that of content
words, function words are used more frequently in
any text (Bolinger, 1975). These words belong to
classes that are relatively closed. Content words, on
the other hand, which are of a great value to reading
learners, are very limited in the texts, and yet their
occurrences are considered low. This implies that
learning content words are more important than func-
tion words because function words do not develop.
Learning function words does not give much contri-
bution to increase students’ reading performance.

Word Levels

As previously mentioned, this study also clas-
sifies words in the texts into three levels based on
the three base word lists provided in the computer
program. Table 2 shows that most words belong to
the first level. There are 6515 tokens or running
words (82%) which account for 1147 word types or
54%. This makes up 706 word families with the cov-
erage of 44.65%. In other words, less than a half of
the word families in the texts are included in the
most frequent 1,000 words of GSL.

The number of word families at level two is
almost a half as many as the number of word fami-
lies at level one (the first 1,000 words), that is, 335
word families or 21.19%. These two groups of
words belong to the first 2.000 words GSL, that is
65.84% of the word families in the texts. In fact,
with this proportion of high frequency words in the
texts, it seems rather difficult for the students to read
the texts. Ideally, to read optimally, a reader is ex-
pected to know 90% coverage of words in the texts.
These words are mostly available in the first 1,000
words and some in the second 1,000 words. In oth-
er words, the first 2,000-word level is the basic vo-
cabulary needed for every learner of English as a
second/foreign language to read English text and to
have other skills as well. Numerous studies, for ex-
ample, Hwang, 1989; Hwang and Nation, 1995; Su-
tarsyah et al., 1994, have confirmed that this high
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frequency vocabulary accounts for around 80% of
the total running words (tokens) of the texts.

Furthermore, the number of the words at level
three or University Word List in the texts is very lim-
ited. It consists of 122 word families or 7.72% of
word families. In fact, this group of words is impor-
tant for the learners to develop their reading skills
in academic study.

Studies on word analysis with two corpora by
Sutarsyah et al. (1994) and Sutarsyah (1993) show
a different result from the present study. The stud-
ies identify the vocabulary in the two texts of dif-
ferent features, economics and academic vocabu-
lary. The two texts consist of roughly the same
length, that is, 300,000 running words. These dif-
ferences can be seen in Table 3 at all levels.

The table shows that the proportions of word
families at level one in both corpora are 77.72%
and 74.11% and at level two, 4.78% and 4.32%.
Thus, compared to these two texts, the texts in the
present study are significantly dominated by words
from the second 1,000 words level. The proportion
of words from the second level (2™ 1,000) in this
study is much greater than that of the words of the
same level in the other two studies. In fact, the texts
need more words from the first 1,000-word level so
that the students can read optimally. The table also
shows that the other two word analyses are compa-
rable in that they have almost the same proportion.
However, the proportions of words in the texts in
the present study are quite different from those
other two.

Another constraint is that a group of words
not in any of these levels is too large, that is, 26.44%
of the total word families in the texts. Most of the
words in this group are not very useful for student’s
reading development. These words are uncommon
in most texts. Some of them are the name of peo-
ple, places or countries such as Africa, America,

Burma, China, etc. The words on the name of peo-
ple were even found to have high frequency of oc-
currences such as Della (7), Cheseborough (11),
Henry (15), Jim (14), etc. Moreover, it was also
found that a number of words belong to technical or
subtechnical words which are usually difficult for
learners. Take, for example the words apothecaries,
audible, catastrophes, casmo, damning, drought, em-
bankments, extinguish, etc. This seems to be par-
ticular to and useful for a specific area of knowl-
edge. On the other hand, in this group we can find
many complicated words such as apologetically,
drifting, complacency, disastrous, engenders, etc.
Therefore, readers whose experience is limited in
such specific area will find the texts difficult.

In terms of density index, the text or the course
book being used is considered rather difficult for
students. It is found that, based on the data in Table
2, the density index of the text is 1: 3.77 (2107:
7945), which means that on an average each word
is repeated between three to four times. This density
index is still considered low. In terms of vocabulary
learning and reading development for the first year
students the text with this index is inefficient. As
has been mentioned, an efficient textbook for this
group of students has density index of about 1:20
with a low number of “one timers”. In fact, most
modern English textbooks have density index of 1:
2.4 containing 40% of words of one occurrence
(Nation, 1990).

It seems that the unfavorable aspect of the
texts is mainly due to the choice of texts which are
made of a series of unrelated texts. This kind of texts
can increase a vocabulary load of the course enor-
mously because the texts consist of many low fre-
quency content words and technical words. Thus, it
seems that the texts cannot provide enough repeti-
tion for content words which are valuable for skill
development of the learners.

Table 2. The Number of Words and Percentage of Coverage in the Texts

Word Level Tokens Types Families
The first 1,000 6515/82.0% 1147/ 54.40% 706/ 44.65%
The second 1,000 608 /7.7% 402/19.1% 335/21.19%
UWL 185/2.3% 140/ 6.6% 122/7.72%
Others 637/8.0% 418/19.8% 418/26.44 %

Total

7945/ 100.00%

2107 / 100.00%

1581 /100.00%
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Table 3. The Comparison of Word Coverage of the Present Study and the Study of Sutarsyah

etal. (1994)

Sutarsyah et al (1994) and Sutarsyah (1993)

Economic corpus Academic corpus

Word Level Present study
The first 1,000 44.65%
The second 1,000 21.19%
UWL 7.72%
Others 26.44%

77.72% 74.11%
4.78% 4.32%
8.74% 8.40%
8.77% 13.16%

This finding is in line with the study done by
Sutarsyah et al. (1994) which compared one coherent,
continuous text by one writer on one topic and a se-
ries of unrelated texts made up of a variety of aca-
demic texts by many writers. The study reveals that
a coherent text by a single writer on a single broad
topic uses a very much smaller vocabulary than a
series of unrelated texts. This means that vocabu-
lary load increases when learners are provided with
reading materials containing many different texts of
unrelated topics.

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTION

Conclusion

This paper has discussed an investigation of
vocabulary on reading materials used by the students
and it yields some interesting points. The study has
examined the vocabulary used in the materials in
terms of frequency of occurrences and word levels.
It reveals that function words dominate high fre-
quency words in the texts. The texts are also domi-
nated by low frequency content words which occur
outside the three levels. This condition is not favor-
able for reading skill development because the stu-
dents have a little opportunity to learn these im-
portant words. In other words, the texts cannot pro-
vide enough repetition of content words for stu-
dents to learn and thus, the text is difficult to read.
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