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Abstract 

This paper presents a novel methodology to determine textbook readability. The method mainly 

relies on students' lexical coverage to determine the readability level of textbooks, taking into 

consideration that readability depends primarily on vocabulary knowledge and that it is a function 

of lexical coverage in teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL). The appropriateness of the 

reading material used is critical. If it is inappropriate, the chances that learners understand it are 
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substantially jeopardized. This study examined seven EFL textbooks currently in use in Algerian 

public schools to determine whether learners' lexical coverage is at the textbook readability level 

(Independent Reading Level), above it (Instructional Reading Level), or below it (Frustrational 

Reading Level). It adopted a multi-instrument computer-based approach. Results showed that all 

the textbooks have low lexical coverage and readability, which puts them at the frustrational level. 

Moreover, it was found that 4 out of 7 textbooks demonstrated a discrepancy in terms of lexical 

coverage as the rate of common vocabulary across all textbooks was very low. Comparing the 

lexical coverage of the seven textbooks to standard vocabulary lists revealed that students are not 

learning sufficient, useful, and appropriate vocabulary.  

 

Keywords: computer and web-based tools, lexical coverage, reading comprehension, readability, 

textbook evaluation 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Rationale  

One of the most recurring problems faced by teachers of English as a Foreign/Second Language 

(EFL/ESL) is to know whether a particular piece of writing is likely to be comprehensible to their 

students. Indeed, a daily concern for frontline teachers resides in the question of whether: the level 

of the instructional reading material is appropriate for learners or not.  

Assessing the instructional material to determine whether it is at the student's instructional level 

is of paramount importance as it serves to build more effective programs. Despite the introduction 

of technology in classrooms, the textbook, be it a soft or a hard copy, remains a cornerstone of 

most curricula. It constitutes the most essential aid, and maybe the only one in some cases, in the 

hands of the teacher and the learner even at university level (Wissing, Blignaut & Van den Berg, 

2016). For this reason, textbooks and text difficulty have then been the topic of a substantial body 

of research studies (Chall, Bissex, Conard & Harris-Sharples, 1996; Chambliss & Calfee, 1998; 

Alexander & Jetton, 2000; Linderholm, Everson, Mischinski, Crittenden & Samuels, 2000; 

Goldman & Rakestraw, 2000; Graves & Graves, 2003; Xia, Kochmar, & Briscoe, 2016; Britton & 

Black, 2017; Nurhamsih, 2017; Salehi & Naserieh, 2013; Odo, 2018; Turkben, 2019; Putra, 2019; 

Bansiong & Wan, 2019; Roberts, Abdul, & Effendi, 2020; Calafato & Gudim, 2020; Gül, Özay 

Köse & Diken, 2020; Liu, 2020) . The insightful penetrations of these findings confirmed 
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Vygotsky's idea of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978), which pointed out 

the importance of matching task demand and student level as well as Krashen's Input Hypothesis 

(Krashen, 1989). In terms of reading, this principle reflects Betts' concepts of instructional (Betts, 

1946), frustration, and independent levels. 

As far as English language teaching is concerned, selecting an appropriate reading passage is 

critical. If the choice is inappropriate, no matter what the reason is, the chances that learners 

understand that passage are substantially jeopardized. If a reading passage is higher than the 

student's level, it may be frustrating. If, on the other hand, the reading passage is far below the 

student's level, it may be felt too easy and perceived as boring and uninteresting. The aim is to 

have students read materials that are at a level that would cause neither frustration nor boredom. 

Reading materials should be challenging enough to build vocabulary and comprehension skills 

(Tourimpampa, Drigas, Economou & Roussos, 2018). In the absence of a reliable means of 

assessing students' reading level, teachers would rely on educated guesses for their decisions on 

the choice of the reading material they select for their learners taking into account: (1) the ease 

with which a reader can understand a text or (2) its readability. 

Being able to say whether a reading comprehension text, a test, or a lecture is likely to be 

understood will undoubtedly help teachers decide on the level of difficulty and make informed 

decisions to choose materials that will improve students' reading skills confidently. Hence, 

teachers with the help of technology (Dewi, Lengkanawati & Purnawarman, 2019) can take the 

guesswork out of matching readers with appropriate texts. To clarify this point, the aim of 

readability assessment as stated by Deutsch et al is to identify if the appropriateness of the reading 

level (Deutsch, Jasbi & Shieber, 2020). 

 Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) found that successful reading comprehension for 

foreign language learners is associated with vocabulary. This idea was supported in the work of 

many scholars (Bernhardt & Kamil, 1995: Nation 2006; Qian, 1999; Ulijn & Strother 1990; 

Castillo-Cuesta, 2020). The general conclusion is that understanding the words in a text makes it 

easier to understand the text as a whole. There is a consensus on one point, that is text difficulty is 

a function of the percentage of known or unknown words in a text, i.e., lexical coverage (Nation, 

2006) besides vocabulary scores, as stated by Masrai & Milton "…are strongly correlated" with 

text comprehensibility (Masrai & Milton, 2017, p. 139).  
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1.2 Research objectives 

Assessing text and textbook readability has been conducted by relying on three approaches: (1) 

readability formulas, (2) computational approaches, and (3) subjective assessment (Collins-

Thompson, 2014; Xia, Kochmar & Briscoe, 2016; Brunato, Cimino, Dell’Orletta, Montemagni & 

Venturi, 2020). The present study adopted an original approach comprised of assessing text and 

textbook difficulty through lexical coverage utilizing computer and web-based tools.  This study 

aims to find out if the readability level of seven government-approved textbooks, currently in use, 

in the Algerian educational system is within the range of the students' lexical coverage. The present 

research sought to investigate whether the textbooks are at, above, or below the students' lexical 

coverage, and so deduce the readability level.  

1.3 Research questions 

The following general research question was formulated: Are English textbooks at, above, or 

below students' lexical coverage? In the attempt to answer this main question, there is a set of other 

questions that this research endeavor asked to predict the textbook readability based on lexical 

coverage. These are:  

1. What is the lexical coverage of Algerian EFL textbooks? 

2. What is the readability level of Algerian EFL textbooks? 

3. Do these textbooks provide sufficient, useful, and appropriate vocabulary items? 

These are underlying questions that will undoubtedly interest frontline teachers, English 

syllabus designers, and education policymakers. They will certainly provide to these people 

pedagogical implications to decide what measures could be done to foster vocabulary learning. 

These questions could give insights for teachers to understand the effectiveness of textbooks. 

1.4 Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1: The EFL textbooks used by Algerian students are above the students' lexical 

coverage. If so, then the textbook readability is low (reading material is difficult).  

If Txb > lexCov ⇒ TxbRead = low ⇒ reading material is difficult  

Hypothesis 2: The EFL textbooks used by Algerian students are at the students' lexical coverage. 

If so, then the textbook readability is medium (reading material is of medium difficulty).  

If Txb > lexCov ⇒ TxbRead = low   ⇒ reading material is difficult  
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Hypothesis 3: The EFL textbooks used by Algerian students are below the students' lexical 

coverage.  

If so, then the textbook readability is high (reading material is easy).  

If Txb < lexCov ⇒ TxbRead = high   ⇒ reading material easy  

2. Literature review 

This study draws on literature related to the investigation of text readability, text difficulty, and 

corpus linguistics. Estimating the readability of text by examining its linguistic characteristics is a 

long-standing empirical tradition. Such a tradition holds that, first, learning vocabulary is the 

fundamental step to  learning a foreign language. Second, as already mentioned, vocabulary 

knowledge is the single best predictor of reading comprehension. Previous literature argues that 

prior knowledge in the topics (Kelsen, 2016) of a text, and vocabulary knowledge (Tseng, 2008) 

are relevant to reading comprehension. Yet, this paper examines only learner's knowledge of 

vocabulary concerning text readability and difficulty.  

Textbooks and text difficulty have then been the topic of a substantial body of research and 

writing. The literature is replete with studies aiming at assessing textbook difficulty, text difficulty, 

and text readability.1 Researchers have endeavored to develop methods of determining how easy 

or difficult a piece of writing is for a reader, the degree of difficulty in understanding a reading 

passage. On the other hand, some research confirms that reading is an interactive process that 

involves both the reader and the text. According to Alderson, reading comprehension can be 

affected by a set of factors which can be grouped into two categories: reader variables, and text 

variables (Alderson, 2000). The first category of variables includes factors internal to readers such 

as reader's background knowledge, reader's skills and abilities, and reader's motivation and 

attitude. The other category of variables comprises text variables related to the content, type, genre, 

organization, typographical features, and readability which are internal to texts rather than to 

readers. The level of reader comprehension of the text is, as research tends to confirm, determined 

by how well the reader variables interact with the text variables. Comprehension is then seen as a 

function of the difference between reader ability and text readability measured by relying primarily 

 
1 In this paper, the terms text difficulty, reading difficulty, and text readability are used interchangeably by the 
authors. 
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on readability formulas. Text readability is defined here as the ease with which a reader is able to 

understand a text.  

Studies of factors contributing to text difficulty have shown that among the text-based 

components, vocabulary is the most important and even the most crucial factor in reading 

comprehension (Nation, 1990). Understanding the words in a text makes it easier to understand 

the text as a whole. Confirmation of the existence of a causal relationship between vocabulary and 

reading comprehension has led researchers to conclude that the amount of unknown vocabulary is 

crucial for the foreign language learner to understand what s/he reads. Research has been directed 

towards determining how much unknown vocabulary can be tolerated in a text before it interferes 

with comprehension or lexical threshold. In the pursuit of achieving this aim, lexical or text 

coverage, that is “the percentage of running words in the text known by the readers” (Nation, 2006, 

p. 61), has emerged as a key concept. Another key finding was that only a relatively small number 

of words are used much more often than others. Consequently, for effective language teaching 

pedagogy, it became essential to determine which and how many words should EFL/ESL language 

learners know as well as what vocabulary a language learner needs.  

As regards how many words in a text a reader must know to understand in a text, it has been 

suggested that if a reading material has a lexical coverage equal to or higher than 95%, then it is 

below students' reading level (high readability, independent reading level) and the comprehension 

rate would be 95%. If the lexical coverage is equal to or lower than 95% and higher than 75%, 

then the material would be at students' reading level (medium readability, instructional reading 

level) is challenging but manageable for the reader. In this case, the comprehension rate would be 

90%. Finally, if lexical coverage is below 75%, reading material would be above the students' 

reading level (low readability and at frustration level). This means that the reader would be 

unfamiliar with more than one unknown word in every ten words (Laufer, 1992; Larson, 2017; 

Nation, 2006; Hu & Nation, 2000).  

Speaking of which words are necessary to know to reach 95% of lexical knowledge that enables 

reading comprehension, high-frequency words became the focus of investigation. It is axiomatic 

that EFL/ESL learners would not know much vocabulary when they start learning English. To 

teach vocabulary to ESL/EFL learners, teachers should be aware of the selection of vocabulary 

items to be taught. However, if a textbook is chosen and closely followed in teaching, the selection 

of vocabulary heavily depends on the textbook lexical coverage. The third question seeks to 
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examine the textbooks in terms of the appropriateness of lexical choice. The ultimate objective is 

to find out whether Algerian EFL textbooks provide learning opportunities for frequent vocabulary 

which they will use in their future life, particularly for academic purposes. It is axiomatic that some 

words can be used in a wide variety of contexts while others have limited use. Therefore, teaching 

useful vocabulary before less useful vocabulary gives learners the best reward for their learning 

effort. However, the question is how to define 'usefulness'? One measure of usefulness is word 

frequency, that is, how often the word occurs in normal use of the language. Nation described 

useful vocabulary as vocabulary that every English language learner needs whether they use the 

language for listening, speaking, reading, or writing, or whether they use the language in formal 

and informal situations as the most frequent 1,000-word families of English (Nation, 2003). Nation 

further explained that these 1,000-word families are so important and useful that they cover around 

75% of the running words in academic texts and newspapers, over 80 percent of the running words 

in novels, and about 85% of running words in conversation. In other words, these 1,000 words 

families (known as the '1k list') considerably help learner's communication. If a learner knows 

these words, they will comprehend a large proportion of the running words in either a spoken or a 

written text. The next most useful list is the second 1,000 words of English (known as the '2k list'). 

The classic list of high-frequency words is Michael West's (West, 1953) General Service List 

(GSL) which contains 2,000-word families. Knowing the first 2,000 most frequent word families 

in the language brings us up to 80% lexical familiarity with academic texts (Laufer, Ravenhorst-

Kalovski; 2010; Nation, 1990). Before the 2,000 high-frequency words, the most useful 

vocabulary depends on what the learner intends to use English for. If a learner plans to do academic 

study in a university, then The Academic Word List (AWL) (Coxhead, 2000) contains the next 

most useful vocabulary. The AWL is a list of 570-word families that frequently occur in a wide 

range of academic texts that meet the learner's needs for general academic vocabulary.   

It has become obvious that if we want to determine the lexical coverage of a reading text, it will 

be possible to infer its readability level. Such a procedure will necessarily rely on the familiarity 

of vocabulary to the reader. The more familiar words a text contains, the higher its readability level 

will be, and vice versa. The common measurement of vocabulary familiarity is word frequency 

which means the frequency with which a given word occurs in a sample of the target language. 

Word frequency and vocabulary difficulty are inverse in variation. The higher the word frequency, 

the smaller the vocabulary difficulty will be and vice versa (Litz, 2005). Similarly, if we can 
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identify the rate of most frequent words in a reading text, we can deduce whether the text does, or 

does not provide sufficient, useful, and appropriate vocabulary.  

The methodology proposed here relies on the idea that when a learner moves from one textbook 

to the next one or from one level to the other, the lexical items contained or encountered in the 

first book, or level, are likely to be familiar when encountered in the second book or level. At this 

point, a word of caution is necessary, and it should be pointed out that (1) the choice of the target 

lexis focused on is either determined by the syllabus designer or by the teacher, and (2) learning 

is idiosyncratic (Corder, 1967). Overall, teachers should be certain of which vocabulary is likely 

to be familiar with. 

3. Methods and procedures 

For the measurement of vocabulary levels of textbooks, a full list of the words occurring in each 

textbook is needed to form a basis of comparison. For the purposes of the study referred to above, 

a computer method needs to be adopted involving the use of software tools. The procedure is 

described below.  

3.1 Instruments 

This paper utilized four instruments, namely Range and Frequency Programs for Windows-

based PCs (Nation & Heatley, 2002), the Compleat Lexical Tutor (Cobb, 2000), Textmaster 

(TextMaster, 2009), and Textcompare (see Table 1). Below is a detailed explanation of these 

instruments.  

1) Range and Frequency programs for Windows-based PCs  

This is freely downloadable software. It is a vocabulary profiler (VP). Vocabulary profiling is a 

measure of the proportions of low and high-frequency vocabulary used in a written text. In addition 

to frequency information, other information such as the presence/absence of the set of words from 

the input text in word lists is provided. The VP divides the words of any text into four categories 

by frequency: (1) the most frequent 1000 words of English (level K1), (2) the second most frequent 

thousand words of English, i.e. 1001 to 2000 (level K2), (3) the AWL (the 570 words that are 

frequent in academic texts across subjects), and (4) the remainder which are not found on the other 

lists (off-list). The latest version of this tool is known as Range and Frequency Programs for 

Windows-based PCs. As explained in the instructions which come with the software, the program 

also includes the British National Corpus High-Frequency Word List (BNC HFWL 1st–14th 
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1,000) based on English words' occurring frequency and range. It can compare the vocabulary of 

up to 32 different texts at the same time. For each word in the texts, it provides a range or 

distribution figure (how many texts the word occurs in), a headword frequency figure (the total 

number of times the actual headword type appears in all the texts), a family frequency figure (the 

total number of times the word and its family members occur in all the texts), and a frequency 

figure for each of the texts the word occurs in. It can be used to find the coverage of a text by 

certain word lists, create word lists based on frequency and range, and discover shared and unique 

vocabulary in several pieces of writing. RANGE can also be used to compare a text against 

vocabulary lists created by the user to Fig. out what words in the text are and are not in the lists, 

and to find out the percentage of the items in the text that are covered by the lists, namely lexical 

coverage. The program has a function whereby it can ignore a list of words made into a file called 

stop-list. This list consists of function words such as he, will, should, if, prepositions (in, on, at, 

etc.), numbers (Arabic and Roman numerals), and any word added to the list. RANGE has been 

designed and used to answer the following questions: What common vocabulary is found in all 

these texts? How much vocabulary is needed to read this text? If a learner has a vocabulary of 

2,000 words, how much vocabulary in the text a learner is famialr with? Besides, which vocabulary 

in the text a learner is likely not to know? 

2) The Compleat Lexical Tutor (Lextutor) 

The second software is the Compleat Lexical Tutor (Cobb, 2000). It is a free web-based version 

of Nation's Range and Frequency programs. It includes 26 applications in addition to range and 

frequency. It also provides K1 words, K2 words, and AWL words. 

3) TextMaster 

TextMaster is a plain text editor freely downloadable from the Internet (TextMaster, 2009). Its 

chief feature is statistical analysis. Furthermore, it gives for each text: (1) the total number of 

characters, (2) the number of unique characters, (3) the total number of words, (4) the number of 

unique words, (5) the character frequency, and (6) the word frequency. It also generates a word 

list, makes the text lowercase, etc. 

4) TextCompare software  

This software was developed by the authors of this paper. Though simple, it can in seconds 

identify what words are potentially entirely new to the learners in the Algerian context. In other 

words, it compares Text1 and Text2 and finds out which words occurred in one text and not the 
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other (Text1 minus Text2, or Text2 minus Text1), and which words occurred in both texts. 

Additionally, it can then prove to be of valuable help to teachers in a variety of ways. For instance, 

it compares any text to any other one in the textbook or to the whole content of any of the seven 

textbooks in use in Algerian schools. The listing feature provides the user with lists of words 

occurring in each textbook that have been compiled file by file and book by book. It may thus be 

possible to find out useful information about vocabulary and exploit it.  

3.2 Procedure 

The procedure is comprised of corpus compilation and corpus analysis. The textbooks analyzed 

are the official textbooks currently in use designed by the Ministry of Education for pupils in their 

seven years of English study in middle and secondary schools. These textbooks are designed along 

with the principles of the competency-based approach which relies basically on project works, 

problem-solving situations and task-based-teaching or practices. The manuals in use in the middle 

school are: Spotlight on English in the first year, Spotlight on English Book Two in the second 

year, Spotlight on English Book Three in the third year, and On the Move in the fourth year. The 

books in use in the secondary school are: At the Crossroads (first year), Getting Through (second 

year), and New Prospects (third year). Contrary to the middle school books, where the didactic 

entity is the file, the books in the secondary school are organized in units. 

3.3 Corpus compilation 

The process of corpus compilation consisted of six steps before analysis began as explained 

below (see Table1 and Fig. 1). 

1) Step1: Scanning the books 

The purpose of this task is to convert a written text on paper to a machine-readable one. A 

practical procedure was to use a scanner with a built-in Optical Character Recognition (OCR) 

function to render a page printed on paper into a file 'read' by word processing software (Microsoft 

Word). The outcome is a copy of each book, as is, with text and illustration.  

2) Step2: Cleansing untreated text     

Pictures, diagrams, caricatures, and illustrations are unnecessary. Removing them is a very 

simple matter. The scanned material is simply saved in the word processor as 'plain text', that is, 

files with the extension '.txt'. In this way, the outcome consists of text only. However, scanning is 
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not without imperfections. The outcome of the scanning operation needs to be sifted or debugged 

to generate word lists. 

3) Step 3:   Generating word lists using vocabulary profilers  

The third step consists of making lists of words that appear in each textbook. The list of all 

words occurring in each book is then generated using the computer software TextMaster. 

4) Step 4: Refining the word lists 

Once lists of words occurring in each textbook are generated as described above, word 

families/headwords henceforth were extracted using the same software and Lextutor. The lexical 

analysis often uses concepts such as tokens (a count of every word in a text), types (unique words 

in a text), and word families (a headword, its inflected forms, and its closely related derived forms 

from affixation, etc.). The software Lextutor gives a list of headwords and another one of off-list 

words such as misspelt words, loan words, foreign words, non-English words, non-words, proper 

nouns, etc. The researcher must further sift the off-list words. Spelling errors should be corrected, 

logograms, acronyms (e.g., UNESCO, CONCACAF), proper names, articles, abbreviations e.g., 

BBC, a.m., UK, bros., months, days, names of countries, nationalities, loan/foreign words, rare 

words or oddities, etc. should be removed and made into a list. It should be noted here that the 

Range and Frequency programs have a function whereby it can ignore a list of words made into a 

file called stop-list. This list consists of function words such as he, she, will, should, if, 

prepositions, numbers, and any word added to the list. Hence, the stop-list available with the 

program is completed by adding to it the words removed from the lists generated from the 

textbooks in addition to a list of proper names copied from the Internet, metalanguage (adjective, 

noun, verb, etc.), and text language. The outcome of this step is a refined list consisting of the 

above-mentioned words. The whole process of corpus compilation and preparation for analysis 

can be summarized in the Table 1 and Fig.1: 

Table 1. Corpus compilation process 

Step Operation Instrument/tool Outcome 

1 Scanning the books 
Mustek 1248UB scanner Machine-readable text with 

illustrations 

2 
Cleansing the untreated 

text 

Microsoft Office Word 
Gross untreated text 
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3 
Generating word lists 

(headwords) 
Lextutor words in each textbook 

4 Refining word lists 
Lextutor Text Master 

Researcher 
Refined final lists + stoplist 

 

Fig. 1. Corpus compilation process 

 

3.4 Corpus analysis 

This stage consisted of attempting to answer the questions below, the first and second research 

questions are interrelated, as readability is deduced from lexical coverage which in turn determines 

the readability level (see 1.3). They were answered by determining the lexical coverage and then 

inferring the answer related to readability. The first task in the analysis was to find out the number 

of word families in each textbook (Book 1 through Book 7). The next step was, starting from Book 

1, to compare each book to the preceding one. After that, Book 2 was compared to Book 1, then 

Book 3 compared to Book 2 and to Book 2+ Book 3, and so on. Once text coverage identified 

(number of known or unknown words in a text by the reader), the data were exploited to assess 

readability by comparing lexical coverage to research standards: 

1. If the lexical coverage of a book is greater than or equal to 95%, then the textbook 

readability is high, and the textbook is at the independent level. 
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2. If the lexical coverage of a book is greater than 75%, but less than 95% then the textbook 

readability is medium, and the textbook is at the instructional level. 

3. If the lexical coverage of a book is less than 75%, then the textbook readability is low, and 

the textbook is at the frustrational level. 

4. The third research question (see 1.3) was answered by comparing lexical coverage to the 

criterion lists: AWL, GSL, BNC-HFW), a task done with the help of Lextutor. 

4. Results and discussion 

The lexical coverage for the seven books put together is displayed in Table 2 and Fig. 2 below. 

Evidently, there is a progression of lexical coverage through the seven textbooks. It was found that 

the textbook with the lowest text coverage, and least readable is Book 2 (second-year middle 

school). The textbook with the highest text coverage, and most readable is Book 7 (third-year 

secondary school). It was also noted that there is a regular progression of text coverage in Books 

five, six, and seven (secondary school textbooks).  

 
Fig. 2 Lexical coverage in all textboo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Lexical coverage in all textbooks 

Textbook level Lexical coverage (%) 

unknown Likely to be known 

Book 2 2MS 52.49 47.51 

Book 3 3MS 26.98 73.02 

Book 4 4MS 35.36 64.64 
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Another interesting fact revealed by the above diagrams is that there is a noticeable regular 

increase in text coverage of about 5% from Book 4 through Book 7. If the third-year middle school 

textbook (Book 3) had followed this rate, the progression through all the books would have been 

regular. That is when students move from one level to the other, the rate of vocabulary available 

for learning is 5% of the total items contained in the textbook they use. Had the rate of increase 

been the same for Book 3, the progression of lexical coverage through the seven books would have 

been linear.  

The lexical coverage of Book 2 (middle school second year) which is 47.51% reveals that when 

students move from the very beginning level (Level zero) to the next one, they might be 

overwhelmed by the number of words they encounter and likely to learn. 

However, it is inferred that in the ideal conditions secondary school textbooks are by far more 

readable than middle school textbook. The opposite scenario would help learners as they would 

move from the most readable to the least readable as the results of the study suggest. The linear 

progression of text coverage in secondary school textbooks can be considered as a 'positive' point 

since this progression is increasing the likelihood of known vocabulary. In other words, the 

percentage of the likely to be known vocabulary in third-year secondary school textbook (Book 7) 

is higher than that of the second year (Book 6) which in turn is higher than in first year (Book 5). 

Furthermore, there is a problem in the second-year middle school (Book 2) where students are 

likely to encounter more lexical items than in any other book, especially the book they had been 

using in first-year middle school. Learners moving from a beginning level (1MS) find themselves 

in front of a flood of new lexical items that they had never encountered before. Consequently, 

learners find it a hard task for them, and for the teacher to cope with such a jump in expected 

lexical coverage. 

As a result, it is concluded that textbooks used by Algerian EFL students are above students' 

lexical coverage.  Unexpectedly, Book 2 (2MS) is the textbook with the least lexical coverage. 

Book 5 1SS 30 70 

Book 6 2SS 25 75 

Book 7 3SS 18 82 

Key: MS stands for Middle School & SS stands for 

Secondary School 



TESOL International Journal Volume 16 Issue 2  21 
 
 
 

2021 TESOL International Journal Volume 16 Issue 2 | ISSN: 2094-3938 

The textbook with the highest lexical coverage is the last in the series, which is Book 7 in use in 

the last year of secondary school. Then comes the textbook of the preceding year (2SS) followed 

by Book 3 in use in third-year middle school. After that, we find the first-year secondary school 

textbook, the fourth-year middle school textbook, and in the last position the second-year middle 

school textbook. 

To sum up, if a student in an Algerian English class knows all the vocabulary contained in the 

textbook in use within an academic year, s/he would come across too many lexical items. Knowing 

that learners are not expected to learn or use all the lexical items encountered in Algerian EFL 

textbooks, It would be interesting to investigate the frequency of vocabulary repetition throughout 

all the textbooks, and also of equal importance to know whether learners have the opportunity to 

encounter and then are likely to learn the ‘right’ vocabulary. By ‘right vocabulary', it is meant the 

vocabulary contained in the GSL, the AWL, and the BNC-HFW. Hence, the task now is to answer 

the third research question: Do Algerian EFL textbooks provide sufficient, useful, and appropriate 

vocabulary items? 

 

The objective is to find out whether Algerian EFL textbooks provide learning opportunities for 

vocabulary which is used most frequently and which they will use in the future for academic 

purposes. It is axiomatic that some words can be used in a wide variety of circumstances while 

others have limited use. Therefore, teaching more useful vocabulary before less useful vocabulary 

gives learners the best reward for their learning effort. 

The 4434 headwords contained in all the textbooks under investigation were compared to the 

criterion lists, namely the AWL, the GSL, and the BNC-HFW. They were then analyzed by the 

computer programs. First, the list of headwords was processed using Range and Frequency 

programs, and the results were cross-checked using Lextutor as displayed in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Headwords contained in all the textbooks compared to standard lists 

 Results by Range Results by Lextutor 

# words % # words % 

First 1000 most frequent word /K1 849 19.16 853 19.22 

First 2000 most frequent word /K2 854 19.27 850 19.29 

The 3000 most frequent words/K1+K2 1703 38.43 1703 38.51 
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Academic /AWL Words 472 10.65 472 10.65 

not in the lists/ Off-List Words 2256 50.91 2254 50.85 

 

The results show evidence that the textbooks under investigation do not demonstrate the required 

level of vocabulary which should be known by the readers. Throughout seven years of study of 

English in a formal setting, Algerian EFL learners are likely to encounter only 19% of the first 

thousand most frequent words of English, and 19% of the second thousand most frequent words. 

This adds up to and yields a lexical coverage of 38%. Algerian EFL learners are likely to encounter 

38% of the 3000 most frequent words of English. Then, even in the 'ideal' situation with an 'ideal' 

student who would learn all the 38% of words discussed above, he/she would still have not been 

exposed to 62% of the most frequent words from the textbooks.  

As for the AWL, lexical coverage is roughly 11%. This means that an Algerian EFL learner has 

the opportunity to learn 11% of the words appearing in the AWL. An Algerian student entering 

university would have never had the opportunity to learn 89% of the useful vocabulary needed for 

academic studies. On the whole, a student attending school in the Algerian educational system is 

likely to learn only 40% of the sufficient, useful, and appropriate vocabulary advocated by research 

in English language pedagogy (see Table 3). The finding showed that 60% of such vocabulary 

remains out of the learners' reach knowing that these textbooks constitute for the overwhelming 

majority of students the sole source of vocabulary.  

5. Conclusion 

The analysis of the vocabulary in the textbooks reflected a level of difficulty that is inappropriate 

for Algerian EFL learners. It also revealed that learners' lexical coverage is far from the level 

advocated by researchers in the field of teaching and learning English as a foreign language. This 

certainly would make reading comprehension a daunting, if not an impossible task, for learners. 

Definitely, the design of the textbooks needs to be reconsidered in terms of lexical coverage and 

organized in a way that facilitates their learning. The analysis conducted in this research was not 

intended to criticize the vocabulary of the textbooks; however, most textbooks suffer from similar 

issues as those described above. There is not a perfect textbook to meet all the needs and interests 
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of each group of learners, let alone the "appropriate" lexical coverage for learners. Yet, textbooks' 

limitations can be reduced to a great extent in terms of vocabulary.  

As this study demonstrates, teachers can reduce these limitations by becoming familiar with the 

vocabulary contents of their textbooks. Overall, teachers do not have enough time to devote to 

vocabulary-focused instruction, i.e., formally presenting vocabulary items and providing activities 

that are designed to practice and reinforce the target vocabulary. Since the number of vocabulary 

items in any language is so large, only a small number can be dealt with through vocabulary-

focused instruction, and most will either have to be acquired through exposure or will not be 

learned at all (Schmitt, 2000). Consequently, these factors make it very important for teachers to 

be well-informed about the vocabulary in their textbooks, so that that they can make 

pedagogically-sound decisions regarding vocabulary instruction. The results point out to teachers 

which and how many words need to receive additional practice beyond the textbook to meet the 

vocabulary learning goals of the course.  

5.1 Pedagogical implications 

It is believed that the findings of the study are of pedagogical significance for the teachers who 

are using the textbooks investigated. The procedures of this study also give insights for teachers 

to examine and to choose their target lexis. The findings could inform teachers about the treatment 

of vocabulary and the limitations of the textbooks. Although the textbooks are prepared by writers 

and publishers, not classroom teachers, it is actually the teacher who is in a better position to decide 

what to teach and how. By understanding the hidden aspects of vocabulary treatments in a 

textbook, teachers could adapt the materials in the textbooks more effectively to teach vocabulary. 

This would also be very important in selecting or rejecting the vocabulary items according to their 

students' levels and needs.   

One merit of this study is to make teachers aware of the existence of vocabulary treatment 

software such as the ones used in this study. Besides, the Textcompare software conceived for this 

study can be used as a quick tool to compare the lexis occurring in a textbook file/unit to another 

one, or to the whole book, or even all the books. The results can be used for pedagogical purposes 

such as the selection of the target lexis, planning of lexis distribution across the curriculum or 

academic years. 
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When teachers know what words are or are not covered by the textbooks, they would be able to 

provide supplemental reading material. Without significant supplementation by the teacher to 

extend the vocabulary of the course beyond that offered in the textbook, students probably would 

have little chance of increasing their vocabulary to the 1000-word level. Based on the findings of 

the present study, textbook writers and EFL/ESL teachers could improve vocabulary teaching by 

paying closer attention to the systematicity of vocabulary selection. The number of new lexical 

items in each unit/file or textbook can be controlled for a better presentation and sequencing of 

vocabulary.  

The high-frequency words can be distributed in a well-informed way throughout all the 

curriculum, so that when learners leave secondary school to enroll at the university, they would 

have encountered and would have had the opportunity to learn at least the items included in the 

GSL and the AWL. Textbook designers should build vocabulary progression and gradation in one 

book based on the items presented in the previous one. This study provides data for doing so.  

The results and data of this study can further be exploited to bridge the gap, as far as lexical 

coverage concerned, readability, and consequently reading comprehension that exists on the one 

hand between middle school and secondary school as well as between secondary school and 

university. A secondary school teacher can utilize the list of headwords in middle school textbooks 

and the Textcompare tool to compare any reading material intended for secondary school against 

that list and deduce the lexical coverage to be able to predict the comprehension likeliness of the 

reading material. Similarly, university teachers of English would be able to 'gauge' their lectures 

or reading material in a similar way. 

 

5.2  Limitations of the study 

A few limitations of the study are worth noting before making some recommendations for future 

research. First, the results generated from the study will be restricted to EFL/ESL textbooks in use 

in Algerian schools. Second, the lexical coverage and readability findings will be limited to the 

texts contained in the textbooks used in this study. Next, this research was only a preliminary 

attempt to survey the Algerian EFL textbooks lexical coverage. Its focus was on the vocabulary 

component and does not imply that lexical coverage and readability are exclusive factors in 

designing a textbook for classroom use. 
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Through a lexical corpus study, this research hopes to draw the attention of EFL teachers and 

textbook designers to the vocabulary component of textbooks and how important it is to identify 

text readability and lexical coverage of a certain text to promote effective reading comprehension. 

Good command of vocabulary is essential for success at higher levels of education (Coxhead, 

2000). The current research data may serve as a basis for in-depth research into acquiring 

vocabulary or teaching material profiling only. Other parameters such as syntax and content area 

knowledge may be worth investigating but are beyond the focus of the current study. In a nutshell, 

vocabulary may not be the only component of an English course, but it is a component that learners 

notice and can occupy a lot of their learning time. It is a component that deserves more attention 

from course designers which this study has aimed to generate that attention. 

 

5.3 Directions for future research 

It may prove useful to further research the issues considered here through a qualitative analysis 

involving the actors in the learning situation, namely learners and teachers. Investigating students' 

perception toward language textbooks in relation to lexical coverage, readability, vocabulary load, 

and reading difficulty and eliciting teachers' opinions would certainly generate new insights that 

would hopefully confirm the findings of the present study. Another issue that can be exploited 

easily by using the data collected in this study is to examine the degree of repetition of words 

throughout all the seven textbooks. Research shows that it is necessary to encounter a word in a 

variety of contexts many times at regular intervals for the learner to have a realistic chance to 

increase the likelihood of learning the target word (Nation, 2001; Nation & Heatley, 2002). An 

analysis of the textbook can show if the target vocabulary frequently occurs enough and recycled 

over time to provide optimum vocabulary-learning conditions. The results can guide teachers in 

deciding how best to supplement the text with activities that will give learners exposure to target 

vocabulary that is not sufficiently presented in the textbook. How can learners succeed in reading 

comprehension when they are given material which they are likely to understand only 40%? 
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