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Background

As my interest in frequency lists and word lists have grown, | have stumbled upon interesting
subjects which deals with vocabulary size, frequency lists, and degree of comprehension. One of
these is the Academic Word List (AWL) which seems to have gotten a lot of credibility. The AWL,

"was developed by Averil Coxhead as her MA thesis at the School of Linguistics and Applied Language
Studies at Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand. The list contains 570 word families which
were selected according to principles. The list does not include words that are in the most frequent
2000 words of English. The AWL was primarily made so that it could be used by teachers as part of a
programme preparing learners for tertiary level study or used by students working alone to learn the
words most needed to study at tertiary institutions. The Academic Word List replaces the University
Word List." (Victoria University of Wellington, 2010)

It has been shown that with a knowledge of the top 2000 most frequent words plus the AWL, we can
understand 89.1% of a fiction text, 84.2% of a newspaper text, and 86.6% of an academic text written
in the English language (Nation, 2001; as cited in Batista, 2014, p. 6). As this has only been proven for
English, it might not be valid for other languages. Yet it might be interesting for intermediate learners
or students who plan to enter a university in a foreign language to have access to an Academic Word
List despite uncertainty regarding its exact utility. One such list is in fact available for Thai at Sealang
(http://sealang.net/thai/vocabulary/). But that list is a translation from the English AWL into Thai,
something which obviously has its limitations. | will not make an effort to criticize or analyze that list,
but rather present an alternative list here so that learners and students can have a look at both,
compare them, and hopefully learn new words.

Methodology

The list that follows is a Thai Academic Word List (abbreviated to TAWL from now on). It was
compiled from the Chulalongkorn University's frequency list once available for download at their
website (currently unavailable). Therefore, credit should be given to them for compiling the list.
However, as the list was sorted according to raw frequency with no cleaning, extensive work has
been put into it (adding IPA, rebalancing, translating, adding example sentences and so on). The
TAWL presented here contains 548 words which are all among the top 4000 most frequent words.
59% of them are between the 2000 and the 4000 range, although it should be noted that since the
corpus is heavily based on academic texts, this is likely a bit skewed. A more balanced list would
probably have more of them fall outside the top 2000 range.

Words were chosen based solely on mathematical principles. The rationale is as follows. Any word
that appears more often in the academic corpus than it should given perfect distribution might be
considered an academic word. Additionally, a cutoff point was chosen so that words only slightly
leaning towards the academic corpus did not make the list. The cutoff point was chosen at 20
percentage points. This means that an academic word is defined as any word that appears 20
percentage points more often in the academic corpus than it would have given perfect distribution.

To explain further, we can use gaa1%nN3554 as an example. The academic corpus constitute 28.6% of

the total corpus. Thus, 28.6% of the frequency count for gaa11nssu should be in the academic

corpus. The actual figure is 51%, thus being around 22 percentage points above the expected rate



and therefore making the cut and definition as an academic word in this list. | have not removed
some common words that are not really academic. Just as the original list of Coxhead, some common
words manage to sneak in when following the simple principles laid out. Still | think that for people
familiar with the Thai language, most of the words in the list are indeed recognized as words figuring
heavily in academic writings.
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