


Setting up the Wordlist Database: Report

1. Introduction

The aim of this part of the ELT Readers Project was to take existing wordlists for
readers and convert them into database form.

In an earlier report (July 9th 1994), it was suggested that, in order to be able to
analyze the lexical content of existing readers, we needed two databases: one
containing the wordlists themselves (the subject of this Report) and the other the
actual texts (or at least a subset of them).

The July report suggested that the requirement for the database of wordlists was for “a
simple flatform database: a complete alphabetical listing” of all the words from
publishers’ wordlists, Council of Europe wordlists, and possibly the Cambridge
English Lexicon.

This database has now been created, without Hindmarsh, but with the inclusion of
wordlists from Changes and the New Cambridge English Course.

This report outlines how the database was set up, and what initial analysis has
revealed. It is accompanied by a disc with compressed (“ZIPPED”) files of the
database itself and ASCII versions of the wordlists, together with a complete printout
of the raw data.

2. Setting up the Database

The database was created in three phases, as outlined below:

2.1 Typing in lists

A secretary was recruited to type in wordlists from the following sources:
e OUP: “Oxford Bookworms” (1988);

e Collins -CEL (no date);

e Longman “Structural Readers Handbook™” (1987);

e Penguin “Simply Stories” (no date);

e Macmillan “Guide to Rangers” (1974);

and, for purposes of comparison:

e Council of Europe: Waystage and Threshold (1990);

e CUP: “Changes” 1 & 2

e CUP: New Cambridge English Course 1 - 4 (1990 - 1993).

Each list was input as a separate wordprocessed file (using Word 6) in the format

“Word”, “Grammatical Category”, “Level” <carriage return>
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i.e. with comma separators and a hard return at the end of each line. The input process
was not straightforward, however, since the originals did not all conform to this
format. Some lists (e.g. Longman) were printed incrementally, with each level
including items from preceding other levels, whilst others (e.g. Macmillan) omitted
grammatical category.

2.2  Phase Two: List Editing

In Phase Two, I carried out preliminary editing of the files: spelling, checking for
consistency (e.g. of abbreviations for grammatical category etc) This turned out to be
very time-consuming!

It emerged clearly at this point that although the lists clearly drew heavily on each
other, they had been drawn up in very different ways. Some, such as the Macmillan
list, confined themselves to single words; others included phrases (“the day before
yesterday”). Some placed alternatives on a single line (“Dad\Daddy’’) whilst others
listed them as separate items. Variations in meaning were shown by a variety of
different conventions...... The list is a lengthy one.

Although I wanted to preserve the originals as far as possible, it was clear that some
editing was necessary. I tried to keep this to a minimum. Ithen saved the original lists
as ASCII files.

2.3  Phase Three: Porting into Paradox

I then wrote several scripts to (a) import the files into separate Paradox databases;
and (b) homogenize the names and lengths of the fields, delete blank fields etc. A
preliminary analysis revealed the following:

Wordlist Total Items Verbs Nouns
Longman 2592 1242 623
Macmillan 2226 1132 646
Penguin 3124 933 1695
CEL 4734 1263 2182
Oxford 3068 842 1225
Changes 1859 333 977
CEC 3534 676 1514
Waystage 928 159 338
Threshold 952 143 594

I then ported all 9 databases into a single database, adopting the structure suggested in
the July report:
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Word Category | Longman | Oxford | Penguin | etc | Notes -
cancel \% 3 4 4

car n 1 1 1

cashier v 3 4 0

etc

The readers were entered by level, the CUP coursebooks by book, and Threshold and
Waystage by a 0 (i.e. 0 if on the list, blank if not).

The publishers’ names were reduced to three-letter abbreviations to that data could be
viewed without scrolling. Where an exact match was found (identical word, identical
category) the appropriate level was entered in the appropriate column. Where the
match was not exact, a new record was inserted (in alphabetical order).

In some cases, this worked fine: “abroad, adv” for example, appears as LSR 3, CEL
4, OUP 4, PEN 3 etc. Unfortunately, however, the large number of ““similar but not
identical” entries resulted in a large number of “similar but not identical” records being
opened.

“Grandfather”, for example, appears in three separate entries:

e in “grandfather” itself (LSR 2, CHA 1, and THR)

e in “grandfather \ mother” (PEN 2) and

e in “grandmother \ father \ son” (CEC).

Implicitly, it appears in “grand - (son)” (CEL 2) and in “granddaughter etc) (MAC 6).

Appendix “A” illustrates the problem. The report purports to show which words
appear in Waystage but in none of the other readers lists. It comes up with a total of
51. Closer examination, however, reveals that “bathroom” appears in PEN 1 as “bath
/-room”; that “holiday(s)” appears as “holiday” in all lists etc.

I spent some time wrestling with this problem. Obviously, the database would be
more useful and easier to use if it were edited down to a greater degree of homogeny.
Indeed, a thorough edit would probably reduce the records by several thousand. On
the other hand, such an edit would require several days work. And, given that in the
majority of cases the target words are grouped together alphabetically, the problem is
probably not as great as at first it appeared.

I therefore saved the completed database as “CUPRAW?” (i.e. C.U.P Raw_Data), and
printed out the full list of 8122 items (attached).

2.4  Performance

Given a reasonably powerful PC (mine was a 486 with 8 MB of RAM), the database
can be interrogated without significant delays. A single-field sort of the whole
database takes less than 10 seconds. Locating a record takes about a second (although
the database has not been indexed).
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3. Analysis

3.1 Using the database with texts:

The value of the database will only really become apparent when used in conjunction
with the reader texts.

As a taster, I looked at the first paragraph of “Desert, Mountain, Sea” (Oxford
Bookworms 4). This opens with:

t was a beautiful Australian morning, sunny and clear. Not far from Alice
ISprings, in the centre of this huge country, a young woman started on a journey

that would take her 2800 kilometres across the central desert to the western coast
of Australia. With her was her dog, Diggity, and four camels. It was the beginning of
a very unusual adventure for the young woman, but it was also the end of many
months of preparation.

Analysing this against the database, we find:

Word In OUP List? In other lists?

Australian NO NO

sunny NO CEL, THR, CEC, CHA

huge Yes, but level 5

desert Yes, but level 5

western NO CEL

camel NO CEL

beginning NO CEL, LSR, MAC, CHA, CEC
unusual NO CHA, CEC

preparation NO LSR, PEN, MAC

There are just over 70 words in this paragraph, of which about 30 might be considered
“content words”. Of these, we have no less than 7 words which do not figure in the
OUP wordlist at all, and 2 which appear, but at a higher level!

3.2 Core Word List

An interesting starting point is to query what words are in ALL of the publishers
wordlists, and at what level. This is a simple Paradox query, and takes about 30
seconds to produce an answer. The full listing (1023 items) can be found in Appendix
“B”.

It is important to note that the listing is not completely reliable, for the reasons given
in2.3: “as”, for example, does not appear at all, since it is presented so differently
in each list.

What is in the list is less interesting than what is not: since most of the lists seem to
have been drawn up from other wordlists, it is not surprising that their is a high level of
commonality. Odd things stand out: why is “unfortunately” absent, for example?
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