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How do you – or does your institution – select the vocabulary you teach in each course? 

Some teachers may answer: “We teach the vocabulary in the textbooks, of course, and test a selection 

of the words.” Others may answer: “The basis is the vocabulary in the textbooks, but we’re a university 

so we focus particularly on academic vocabulary and add some not in the books”. Yet others may 

answer: “Well… um… what comes in the textbooks, I suppose… and whatever the students ask about”. 

And some may answer just: “Well… um… er…”. What would your answer be? 

The answer is important because, in each course, teachers (and/or their institutions) can get students 

to learn only a small selection from the quarter million distinct English words, and it shouldn’t be the 

same selection for all students: young children, teenagers, medical students, business people, and so 

on, need some different vocabulary, right from their beginner’s course. 

One logical approach to vocabulary selection is to teach common words first and less common ones 

later, but that principle isn’t at all simple and straightforward in practice, especially when considering 

the different types of student mentioned above. And many interactions and topics (and their 

vocabulary) that are common in everyday life and among friends in an English-speaking country (where 

very few Latin American students of English will ever find themselves) aren’t so common in 

international airports, hotels, manufacturing plants, banks, company offices, congresses, etc., in the 

students’ own countries (where many Latin Americans do or may find themselves), and other different 

interactions and topics (and their vocabulary) are common in those contexts. 

Obviously, vocabulary selection shouldn’t be taken for granted. 

 

How has ELT vocabulary selection been seen and handled over time? 

The answer is, in different ways, generally rather intuitive, arbitrary and random ways. But there have 

been attempts at more rational and organised approaches. 

Michael West’s The General Service List of English Words (first version 1935, published revised version, 

1953), with about 2,000 ‘most frequently used’ words based on a pre-computer corpus of written 

English, was one of the first serious vocabulary selection projects. It had a notable impact on ELT, or at 

least on writing and talking about ELT. Later came far more words in the ‘specific notions’ and ‘lexical 

inventories’ of the Council of Europe’s 1976-7 Threshold Level English and Waystage English, though 

these were related to common notions and communicative functions rather than directly to the 

frequency of occurrence of the words themselves. And then there are ‘computer learner corpora’, 

pioneered by the University of Birmingham (funded by Collins publishers), which led to the publication 

of the first Collins Cobuild Dictionary in 1987.  

The implicit assumption, for ELT, in most such selections of words (and massive inventories from which 

selections can be made) is that all learners of English as a foreign language need essentially the same 

vocabulary, with the ‘commonest’ and ‘most useful’ words to be learnt first. But all learners of English 



don’t need the same words, nor the same ‘common’ and ‘useful’ words first. And, to my knowledge, 

there have been very few, if any, EFL textbooks written carefully checking off the words in a list one by 

one, with certain words graded for the first book, others for the second, and so on. 

In fact, most textbooks since I started using them (over 50 years ago) seem to select vocabulary in three 

main ways, sometimes all three combined, with frequency of occurrence and general usefulness left as 

just something to bear in mind. One way is to select vocabulary required by ‘contexts for structures’, as 

in the audio-lingual and structural-situational periods of ELT methodology. To teach, for example, the 

present progressive, textbook writers, and teachers, would try to come up with ‘illustrative contexts’, 

e.g. people and animals doing things in a picture (the boy is playing football, the girl is baking a cake, 

the dog is barking – forever) and doing things in the classroom (right now, the teacher is walking to the 

door, and now she’s opening the door, and now she’s closing the door, and now she’s looking at…). 

A second way is to select vocabulary for topics that it’s hoped will ‘engage the students’, especially 

students whose default position is unengaged because they’re unmotivated or have juvenile attitudes 

(however old they may be). To teach, for example, the simple past to ‘captive’ teenagers (imprisoned 

in a school curriculum), textbook writers and teachers would try to come up with ‘topics that engage 

the students’ attention’, e.g. gossip about celebrities and things they did recently, and, more recklessly, 

rap verses (preferably without “That’s all of what I done / And now I ain’t got no one”, etc.). 

A third way, is ‘whatever comes to mind’ (and some strange things sometimes come to textbook 

writers’ minds). That approach to vocabulary selection may have become a partly ‘traditional 

approach’, with the same words occurring in generation after generation of EFL textbooks. Let’s call it 

‘the arbitrary-intuitive-traditional approach’ to vocabulary selection. Why do so many beginner’s books 

have family members, hair and eye colour, for example? Are they very common and useful in non-

native English discourse? The following bizarre scene comes to my mind: After failing to understand 

much in an international business meeting, or congress plenary, or training workshop, etc. (too many 

unfamiliar words), a Latin American professional tries to make conversation with a foreigner in the 

coffee break, exploiting what he’d practised in an English course: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



You may laugh at that (obviously, I find it amusing), but the point is serious. 

Apart from the ‘contexts for structures’ approach, the ‘engage the students’ approach and the 

‘arbitrary-intuitive-traditional’ approach, there’s also learner-centred vocabulary selection. It’s 

particularly notable in English for Specific Purposes textbooks and courses, but it can be applied in any 

courses where many or most of the students have EFL needs and interests in common. It’s really what 

we should always do whenever and wherever possible. So let’s consider… 

 

Who the students are and what they need (or might need) English for 

Obviously, young children are very different from older students in their EFL needs, including 

vocabulary. No matter what young children may need English for in the future when they’re teenagers, 

or the distant future when they’re in higher education or working, the English they get in their classes 

and books needs to be related to what they know and like and other attractive things young children 

will probably like. West’s General Service List and other general lexicons would be of virtually no use to 

young children’s textbook writers and teachers: they would require the omission of many, perhaps 

most, high frequency words in the list other than determiners, pronouns and prepositions. 

Older children and teenagers may require vocabulary selection that’s much more differentiated 

according to their socio-economic situation. If they’re in a school or language centre for ‘the very well-

off’, all of them with cable TV and Internet, many with parents and others around them who speak 

some, or even fluent, English, and some with occasional, or even frequent, trips abroad, vocabulary for 

all such situations would be appropriate (for use in digital media activities, social chat, travel, summer 

camps, etc.). If they’re at the other socio-economic extreme, that would probably not be at all 

appropriate, and vocabulary selection would be better based on their real-world environment, 

especially if some English is used in it (vocabulary for living in the capital city, for example, or an 

industrial area, a beach resort, an international port, a tourist area, etc.) and on their typical interests. 

Learner-centred vocabulary selection can be really important and necessary for older teenagers and, 

especially, adults, but only when groups are fairly homogeneous. In language centres for people of all 

walks of life, it’s usually not possible to go much beyond ‘general adult vocabulary’ (as in most 

textbooks). But some vocabulary for the local area (capital city, industrial area, beach resort, etc.) can 

be added, and whatever other common interests arise in the group (to which the textbook can’t 

respond, but the teacher can). However, in higher education, company classes and private group 

classes, the vocabulary selection can – and really should – be quite learner-centred: vocabulary for 

engineering, tourism, medicine, etc., vocabulary for a certain type of company and its activities, 

vocabulary for a group of acquaintances, perhaps especially for international travel, or even for reading 

English language novels. 

 

Who does the selecting? 

The candidates here are the textbook writers (and editors), the teachers (and their coordinator and 

institution), the students, and nobody. It may be a combination, each doing some of the selecting (or 

neglecting). Let’s look first at ‘nobody’. This means that nobody is doing any conscious selecting of 

vocabulary at all, and the words in the textbook and the course are unavoidable (determiners, 



pronouns, prepositions, auxiliary verbs, name, live, etc.) and whatever arises randomly out of ‘contexts 

for structures’ and/or ‘trying to engage the students’ (both mentioned above). That usually means that 

the focus of the textbook and the course is on teaching the grammar, not on providing specific students 

with the English they really need or might need. Let’s move on from there, fast, to... 

1   EFL textbook writers 

Most EFL textbooks are English for General Purposes (EGP), and the selection of ‘general purpose 

words’ (beyond the obvious – determiners, pronouns, prepositions, auxiliary verbs, name, live, etc.) 

depends on the writers and their editors. Most seem to consider the CEF on one hand and tradition 

(what most successful textbooks have done) on the other, but the arbitrary or random inclusion of odd 

words is often apparent. The words below are in the ‘occupations’ and ‘routine activities’ sections of 

the first books of four well-known series of EFL textbooks produced by four different major publishers. 

Note that each word is in only one of the three books, not in any of the others. 

Occupation nouns: builder, carpenter, chef, cleaner, computer programmer, cook, dentist, 

graphic designer, journalist, pilot, police officer, politician, researcher, security guard. 

Routine activity verbs: brush my teeth, get dressed, go to bed, spend money, start work, stay 

up until midnight, take a shower, take care of patients, walk to work, listen to music, wake up. 

Obviously, other words (e.g. director, student, teacher, and live, study, work) are in all four books, and 

other words in two or three of the books. However, the selection of some of the words above, just in 

one book or another, is definitely odd: how many students need to talk, from their first English course, 

about brushing their teeth, taking a shower, staying up until midnight, etc., and how many are, or want 

to be, cleaners, politicians, security guards, etc.? Well, personal hygiene and private habits might 

engage the students’ attention, I suppose, and even lead to some enjoyable extra-curricular activities, 

perhaps ending in a shower, and then breakfast! 

I seriously question whether there’s a really appropriate selection of vocabulary in most EGP textbooks 

(including at least some of my own), but I also know that it’s extremely difficult to decide on ‘general 

purpose’ vocabulary beyond very basic words. I suspect it may be better for writers of EGP textbooks 

to keep to a fairly limited ‘basic’ lexicon and let teachers expand it according to the needs and interests 

of their particular students (see 2 below). 

With more learner-centred textbooks, as opposed to EGP ones, it becomes much easier for writers to 

select appropriate vocabulary. English for Academic Purposes textbooks, for example, should have basic 

general vocabulary plus a lot of professional study, work and development vocabulary, much of it more 

formal than EGP vocabulary; English for Occupational Purposes (e.g. for Latin American Automotive 

Workers) should have basic vocabulary plus technical automotive vocabulary and vocabulary for 

automotive training workshops; and English for Specific Purposes should have basic vocabulary plus 

technical and professional vocabulary, e.g. medical or business vocabulary. 

Unfortunately, international EGP textbooks for adults are a much better commercial proposition, and 

usually cheaper for users, than different textbooks for every different student population, even 

substantial ones. With luck, however, new publishing technology and delivery systems (especially 

electronic ones) should eventually make learner-centred materials more commercially viable and 

enable materials writers to select vocabulary more appropriately for different student populations. 

 



2   EFL teachers 

Some teachers, and coordinators, consider that the grammar and vocabulary to be taught has been 

selected when a textbook is selected, and their job is to get students to learn it, and then test to check 

how much they have (and haven’t) learnt. They think it’s not their job to select vocabulary for the 

courses, but the textbook writer’s. Others, however, consider that it’s very much their job. 

For the latter, selecting a textbook is trying to find the best option (never perfect) among a limited 

number of options for their students and their teaching-learning context. Whichever textbook (usually 

a series) is chosen, it will almost certainly cover most of the basic grammar (though the teachers may 

not always handle that grammar as proposed in the textbooks), but the vocabulary is likely to require 

quite a lot of ‘learner-centred selection’ by teachers (or coordinators), which means both addition to 

and disregard of some textbook vocabulary. For example, if they happen to come in a selected book, 

builder, carpenter, cleaner, politician, security guard, brush your teeth, stay up until midnight and wake 

up (among other words) may be disregarded (i.e. not focused on or included in tests), and, if they don’t 

come in the textbook, computer programmer, dentist and graphic designer may be included if those 

professions are studied where the book is being used (e.g. a university), along with attend classes, do 

assignments, etc. (also university vocabulary). 

Teachers using an EGP textbook for teenagers or, especially, for adults should always modify the 

vocabulary selection in the book, responding to the characteristics and needs of their students and the 

local context. If there happens to be a cleaner in an international tourist hotel in a course (with the 

ambition of becoming a doorman and then go higher), the teacher should include cleaner and doorman 

in the course vocabulary if the student is open to that. If the course is in a technical high school, some 

general technical vocabulary should be included (workshop, factory, machine, device, etc.).  

If a more learner-centred textbook (EAP, EOP, ESP) can be selected, the teachers and coordinators in 

the institution may have little to do in terms of modifying the vocabulary selection in the book, but they 

should always be prepared to do so, especially in response to common requests for certain vocabulary 

from students, e.g. because it comes a lot in their native language in their professional studies. 

 

3   EFL students 

Coordinators and teachers can select EFL textbooks and, if they consider it necessary, modify the 

vocabulary selection in the books, thus largely determining what vocabulary is taught and tested in 

each course. But, in the final analysis, students that eventually reach a good level in English select the 

vocabulary they actually incorporate into their personal lexicons, whether through conscious learning 

or sub-conscious acquisition. And after the teaching stops, they continue as learner-acquirers of English, 

no longer students, usually increasing their fluency and vocabulary more than they did in classrooms. 

 

POSTSCRIPT: English Vocabulary Profile 

Based on a Council of Europe funded University of Cambridge research project, The English Vocabulary 

Profile indicates what words and phrases (and which specific meanings of each) are known by learners 

at each level of the CEFR. This pilot resource is available free from Cambridge University Press at 

http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists. 

http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists


I’ve no doubt that it will be of enormous interest and help to ELT professionals, but as I understand it, 

the Profile gives the words/phrases/uses known by many different learners at each level, not by all of 

them, so there’s no justification for trying to make all students learn all the words, only the ones they 

may need. For example, the English lexicons of B1-level secondary school students, medical students 

and hotel receptionists are likely to be significantly different. 

Note that teeth (or rather tooth), shower and wake up are included in the A1 level profile in The English 

Vocabulary Profile, but builder, carpenter, cleaner, journalist, pilot, politician, researcher, security 

guard, and brush, get dressed, spend and take care of are not. 
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