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1. Introduction and aim  

Vocabulary acquisition is a vital part of learning and mastering a second language (L2) and 

knowledge about students’ vocabulary acquisition and production is an essential part of teaching 

a second language. Meara (1996: 37) writes: 

 

“All other things being equal, learners with big vocabularies are more proficient in a wide 

range of language skills than learners with smaller vocabularies, and there is some evidence 

to support the view that vocabulary skills make a significant contribution to almost all 

aspects of L2 proficiency.”  

 

In light of this, it is alarming that L2 teachers identify students’ vocabulary as a problem and that 

teachers and textbooks lack an adequate systematic approach to vocabulary teaching (Walker and 

Allan 2018: 194; Schmitt and Schmitt 2014: 498–499). The importance of students’ vocabulary 

acquisition and production cannot be stressed enough, since a well-developed vocabulary furthers 

their reading comprehension, overall academic success, and access and opportunity to succeed in 

higher education (see section 2.1). 

The aim of this investigation is to contribute with new knowledge concerning the vocabulary 

of Swedish upper secondary school students studying English 5, which is a mandatory course, at 

a preparatory programme in Sundsvall and the implications of the results for teaching and learning 

vocabulary.1 This will be achieved by analysing and comparing 30 essays each from two upper 

secondary schools in Sundsvall. The focus will be on the groups as a whole, but two essays from 

each group have been analysed in depth to show the range of proficiency, in terms of vocabulary, 

within each group. The answers to the two following questions will be sought:  

 

1. Which CEFR level does each group’s vocabulary meet after excluding K1 and K2 words?  

2. How accurate is the vocabulary production of the two groups in relation to each CEFR 

level? 

 

The first group of students that has participated in this investigation had studied the course English 

5 for almost four months longer than the second group, and thus, I hypothesize that the first group 

                                                 
1 Preparatory programmes are preparatory in the sense that they prepare students for higher education. 
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of students may be more proficient in terms of vocabulary production. Furthermore, the first group 

may also be more proficient since they are studying the Natural Science programme, which is a 

more theoretical and advanced programme compared to the Economics programme that the second 

group attended.  

 In section 2, I describe vocabulary acquisition, previous research on errors related to second 

language acquisition, the Common European Framework of Reference and the course English 5, 

which is mandatory in Swedish upper secondary school. Thereafter, the material for this 

investigation will be described (3), followed by a description of the method used to analyse the 

material (4). The results are then presented in section 5. In section 6, there is a discussion of the 

results and the validity of the hypothesis. Finally, in section 7, I conclude the investigation.  

 

2. Background 

Vocabulary acquisition and production is the focal point of this investigation. Therefore, I describe 

what it means to know and learn a new word in section 2.1 while section 2.2 contains information 

about previous research made about errors related to L2 vocabulary acquisition and production. 

Lastly, section 2.3 and 2.4 is where I describe the Common European Framework of Reference 

(CEFR) and English 5 respectively, which are two essential parts for the aim of this investigation.  

 

2.1 Vocabulary acquisition  

Word knowledge and learning burden are two parts of vocabulary acquisition and production and 

these are described in section 2.1.1 Word frequency is an integral part of teaching and learning an 

L2 and is dealt with in section 2.1.2, and the final section, section 2.1.3 is where I describe the 

benefits of knowing mid-frequency and low-frequency word families, which is highly beneficial 

for Swedish upper secondary school students, and teaching approaches for the specific frequencies.   

 

2.1.1 Word knowledge and learning burden 

Word knowledge is a complex process as there are a number of features of a word a learner must 

be familiar with.  
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Figure 1. Illustration of word knowledge (Allan 2019). 

 

Figure 1 shows three key components of word knowledge: receptive knowledge, productive 

knowledge and automaticity. Receptive knowledge means that a learner may be able to understand 

and recognize a word in a discourse, but is unable to, for example, spell it. Productive word 

knowledge is incremental and refers to the learner’s ability to produce the word accurately in 

different contexts. Automaticity concerns the learner’s ability to use and recall the word fast, 

effortlessly, and to a certain degree, unconsciously in a discourse (Walker and Allan 2018: 195; 

Gass and Selinker 2008: 231).  All in all, the three key components combined are essential for 

productive mastery of a specific word as it requires knowledge of different variables such as 

meaning, form, collocation, grammar, associations and register (Nation 2001: 27). In addition, the 

demands of productive mastery suggest that learners will know more word families receptively 

than productively; on the other hand, research carried out on this topic has failed to support such 

a claim (Schmitt and Schmitt 2014: 484–503). However, productive mastery is also complicated 

by the words themselves since some words are harder to learn than others. 

The challenge of learning a new word is connected to learning burden as some words are 

more difficult to learn than others. How difficult it is to learn a specific word is connected to 

several intralexical and interlexical variables. Intralexical variables are concerned with the 

demands of the actual word itself and refers to its orthography, pronounceability, morphology, 

semantic features and synformy (as well as word form and word length) – adverbs are considered 

to be the hardest words to learn and nouns the easiest (Laufer 1997: 140–155).  Learning burden 
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may also be increased or decreased by the learner’s L1 and its distance or closeness to the L2; if 

the two languages share interlexical features, like degree of congruency in word usage, it will 

decrease the learning burden (Laufer 1990: 577–582). Furthermore, learning burden can also be 

decreased or increased by cultural differences as L2 words without any equivalent in the L1 may 

create a lexical void or produce unlike connotative meanings (Laufer 1990: 582–583). In other 

words, some words are more difficult to learn than others, but how many words a learner must 

know depends on what the person intends to do with the L2 (see section 2.1.2). 

 

2.1.2 Word frequency  

Learners must have a certain number of words in their vocabulary to be able to function in English. 

In language teaching pedagogy, word frequency is used to identify the vocabulary a learner must 

know to function in certain contexts (Walker and Allan 2018: 194). Traditionally, high-frequency 

vocabulary has been regarded as the 2,000 most frequent word families and low-frequency 

vocabulary as being beyond the 10,000 frequency level (Schmitt and Schmitt 2014: 484).2 

However, in more current research, Schmitt and Schmitt (2014: 484) propose that word frequency 

levels should be reassessed on pedagogical grounds: high-frequency vocabulary should consist of 

the 3,000 most common word families, low-frequency vocabulary of words at the 9,000 level and 

the word families in-between 3,000-9,000 should be labelled as mid-frequency vocabulary.  

 

    

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Word frequency continuum (Schmitt & Schmitt 2014: 495). 

 

Figure 2 illustrates Schmitt and Schmitt’s word frequency continuum from left to right: 0-3,000 

most common word families are referred to as high-frequency vocabulary (K1 and K2), the 3,000-

9,000 word families in the middle are labelled as mid-frequency vocabulary (K3-K8) and word 

families beyond level 9,000 are named low-frequency vocabulary.  

                                                 
2 One word family consists of the root form of a word, regular derivations, inflections and cognates. 
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Frequency levels relate to how much of a discourse a learner may understand. Adolphs and 

Schmitt (2003: 425) suggest that a learner must know 2,000-3,000 of the most common word 

families in order to understand 95 percent of spoken conversation. Yet, newer research, as 

mentioned above, recommends that a learner should know the 3,000 most common word families 

in order to engage in daily conversation and in “a wider range of situations” (Schmitt and Schmitt 

2014: 492). Furthermore, Webb and Rodgers (2009: 335) put forward that a learner who knows 

the 3,000 most common word families will understand 95 percent of various television shows. 

However, in order to cover 98 percent of authentic written discourse (i.e. two words in 100 

unknown), a learner must know in-between 8,000-9,000 of the most frequent word families 

(Nation 2006: 59). Written discourse is also more challenging as it tends to contain more low-

frequency vocabulary than spoken discourse (see Schmitt and Schmitt 2014). It should be 

emphasized that the number of word families a learner must know is by no means clear-cut as it is 

connected to what the learner intends to do with the language and that the mentioned figures 

concern word families known receptively (Schmitt and Schmitt 2014: 495–496). The focus of this 

investigation is on students studying preparatory programs, which prepares the students for higher 

education, and therefore, section 2.1.3 describes how important learning and teaching mid-

frequency and low-frequency vocabulary is. 

 

2.1.3 The benefits of knowing and teaching mid-frequency and low-frequency word families  

Mid-frequency and low-frequency vocabulary is of particular interest to this investigation as 

learners with command of mid-frequency and low-frequency word families have a greater general 

language proficiency. Learners tend to have a greater general language proficiency if they know 

an extensive number of words as it increases their lexical diversity, and thus, it is likely that their 

written and spoken proficiency will be of higher quality (Yu 2009: 236).3 Moreover, at universities 

it is not uncommon that subject textbooks and articles are in English even for students obtaining a 

degree in their L1 (Pecorari et al. 2011: 313). According to Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010: 

25), Israeli students needed 98 percent text coverage (6,000-8,000 word families) to pass the 

entrance exam to university in order to prove that they could read academic material 

independently. In the same study, Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010: 25) also concluded that 

                                                 
3 Lexical diversity is loosely defined as the quality of one aspect of a product in spoken or written discourse related 

to the range of vocabulary (Yu 2009: 238). 
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students with knowledge of only high-frequency vocabulary (around 3,000 word families) 

struggled with reading academic material in English even after additional courses focusing on 

reading academic English. In addition, knowledge of mid-frequency and low-frequency 

vocabulary increases learners’ fluency and their ability to process information quicker. McMillion 

and Shaw (2008: 123) found that British and Swedish students of biology could read English texts 

at the same level of comprehension. However, the Swedish students, who were advanced learners 

of English, read the texts at rates 25 percent slower than the British. Consequently, the Swedish 

students are disadvantaged in two ways: they need 25 percent more time to read in order to keep 

up with the British students, and certain situations, such as formal university exams where reading 

comprehension issues may disadvantage students and their academic output (McMillion and Shaw 

2008: 123). In other words, Swedish students need to develop their mid-frequency and low-

frequency vocabulary to develop lexical diversity, the ability to work independently with academic 

texts in English and to be able to process information in English faster in order to maximize their 

academic input and output. In order to help students succeed in these areas, teachers must have a 

developed strategy to help students learn mid-frequency and low-frequency vocabulary. 

There is, however, a lack of a structured teaching approach to the teaching of mid-

frequency vocabulary. As previously mentioned, there are positive effects of developing mid-

frequency and low-frequency vocabulary. Nevertheless, Schmitt and Schmitt (2014: 498) argue 

that many learners still do not even master high-frequency vocabulary after 1,000 hours of English 

instruction, and therefore, English language programs should focus on teaching high-frequency 

vocabulary to frequency level 3,000 (Laufer 2000: 47–48). Furthermore, mid-frequency 

vocabulary is regarded as even more problematic since it is not discussed pedagogically: “some 

teachers might assume that vocabulary will somehow be ‘picked up’ from exposure to various 

language activities within the classroom and from natural input outside the classroom” (Schmitt 

and Schmitt 2014: 498). In light of this, it is not odd that research suggests that vocabulary needs 

to be taught more explicitly in the L2 classroom, and right now, teachers and textbooks do not 

have an adequate systematic approach, which is highly problematic (see section 6 for further 

discussion; Schmitt and Schmitt 2014: 498–499). In the next section (2.2), I will describe common 

errors made by learners in their process of L2 vocabulary acquisition. 
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2.2 Previous research on errors related to L2 vocabulary acquisition  

Section 2.2.1 firstly describes typical errors committed by L2 learners since this investigation will 

analyse students’ use of vocabulary in terms of accuracy and section 2.2.2 elaborates on 

compensatory strategies used by L2 learners when they, for example, have not mastered a word 

completely.  

 

2.2.1 Errors committed by L2 learners  

The analysis of error in students’ written compositions is an essential part of understanding how 

students struggle to learn certain words and the errors found in L1 and L2 writing are fairly similar. 

Wilcox et al. (2014: 1086) found that L1 students made 4.07 errors per 100 words and L2 students 

made 6.95 errors per 100 words. However, their investigation was carried out in the target language 

environment, and thus, it is likely that the L2 participants were more proficient in English (Walker 

and Allan 2018: 198; Wilcox et al. 2014: 1084–1085). Their study focused on eight error types: 

capitalization, spelling, incorrect or inappropriate word, missing comma after introductory element 

(such as a phrase or clause), missing word, incorrect verb inflection, inappropriate or missing 

punctuation and wrong form of the word (Wilcox et al. 2014: 1080–1084). In their sample, 

misspelling was the most frequent error and small differences (but statistically insignificant) were 

found in regard to the categories singular/plural forms and verb tenses (Wilcox et al. 2014: 1087). 

Furthermore, Wilcox et al. (2014: 1088) suggest that more research about spelling, despite the 

difficulty of carrying out such research, is needed, since 11 percent of the L1 students’ errors and 

13 percent of the L2 students’ errors were spelling mistakes; such numbers might be cause for 

concern if they extend beyond their limited study. Lastly, Wilcox et al. (2014: 1086) problematize 

the possibility of drawing conclusions about “‘students’ writing ability or their understanding of 

the conventions of written English without attention to the circumstances within which the students 

produced the writing”; specifically since students’ writing ability can be affected by the given topic 

or the nature of the task at hand (Wilcox et al. 2014: 1083).  

Research carried out by the use of Uppsala Learner English Corpus (ULEC) and the ULE 

project are also of particular interest to this investigation as both concern Swedish learners of 

English in upper secondary school. ULEC has been used by teacher trainees in their degree projects 

to investigate, amongst other things, students use of grammar and spelling; unfortunately, these 
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studies have not focused explicitly on vocabulary (Johansson and Geisler 2009: 181–185). 

Swedish students in upper secondary school particularly struggled with verb forms (mostly 

subject/verb agreement), and also with the ’s-genitive, article usage and capitalization (Johansson 

and Geisler 2009: 183–184). In addition, the teacher trainees identified that Swedish students in 

upper secondary school use discourse markers frequently and “write like they speak” by using 

simple sentence structures (Johansson and Geisler 2009: 183–184). The ULE project (Walker and 

Allan 2018: 191–212) focused on the vocabulary usage of Swedish students in upper secondary 

school. This discovered that the participating students studying English 6 successfully handled 

high-frequency and low-frequency vocabulary: 75 percent of the words were used accurately and 

the errors that occurred were related to misspelling (influenced by pronunciation) and word form 

(Walker and Allan 2018: 206; see section 6 for further discussion).  

 

2.2.2 Compensatory strategies used by L2 learners 

L2 students use a variety of compensatory strategies connected to cross-linguistic influence from 

their L1 to make up for their lack of vocabulary knowledge in certain discourses.  There are two 

main compensatory strategies that L2 learners turn to in order to further their interlanguage: 

avoidance strategies and achievement strategies (Olsen 1999: 193). Avoidance strategies refer to 

how L2 learners shorten the intended message by excluding linguistic features they find 

problematic and achievement strategies concern how L2 learners “produce language by using 

alternatives for the words or structures that they do not know” (Olsen 1999: 193). Furthermore, 

Olsen (1999: 202) found that five strategies were used by students to avoid error: avoidance, 

description, generalization, language mixing and code-switching. Avoidance refers to how weaker 

students write shorter texts in order to avoid sophisticated vocabulary and complex sentences. 

Description is when the student manipulates a concept when the actual word itself is unknown. 

Learners may also generalize based on knowledge of their L1 and the process of doing so is called 

generalization; this strategy might be successful in some cases, but may fail if overused. Weaker 

learners may also use the strategy called language mixing: they mix the L1 and L2 in terms of, for 

example, syntactical structures, spelling and grammatical rules. Finally, code-switching refers to 

how students simply write an L1 language word in, for example, an L2 text without any attempt 

of making it look more like the L2 (Olsen 1999: 202). However, Olsen’s study focused on 

Norwegian learners of English; Köhlmyr (2003: 353–357), on the other hand, studied Swedish 
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learners of English and concluded that they were more prone to overgeneralize, yet other errors 

were still present too (see section 6 for further discussion). But then again, Köhlmyr’s thesis (2003) 

did not investigate vocabulary per se as its focus was on grammatical errors made by Swedish 16-

year-old learners. Yet, her findings may serve as an indicative predecessor in terms of how 

Swedish learners of English cope when the task of learning English is too challenging. 

 

2.3 The Common European Framework of Reference  

The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) is a scale that describes a learner’s 

proficiency ranging from basic to proficient in Europe and other continents, intended to facilitate 

language teaching and learning. The CEFR “was designed to provide a transparent, coherent and 

comprehensive basis for the elaboration of language syllabuses and curriculum guidelines, the 

design of teaching and learning materials, and the assessment of foreign language proficiency” 

(Council of Europe 2019a). It was not designed to tell teachers “what to do” or “how to do it” as 

it is a reflective tool meant to assist practitioners in order to promote transparency, quality and 

coherence by creating a common and shared metalanguage “and common scales of proficiency”. 

The CEFR is based on longitudinal research carried out by the Council of Europe (see Council of 

Europe 2001 and Council of Europe 2019b). Furthermore, the CEFR consists of six levels, and 

these levels can be subdivided further depending on the context, but three broad descriptions of 

the levels are Basic User (A1-A2), Independent User (B1-B2) and Proficient User (C1-C2) 

(Council of Europe 2019d). Several descriptors and tests have been created in order to measure 

and establish which CEFR level a learner’s ability corresponds to: these descriptors and tests are 

also used to guide the teacher in the student’s learning process (Council of Europe 2019c).  

The CEFR together with developed descriptors depict what learners are capable of doing 

with English, and other languages too, at various stages (context bound) of their development 

(Council of Europe 2001). Subsequently, there “has been a move to try to establish what 

grammatical and lexical items are typically learned at each CEFR level by the English Profile 

project, a collaborative project led by the Council of Europe” (Walker and Allan 2018: 196). The 

English Profile project will be of particular importance to this investigation (see section 4). 

 The Swedish National Agency for Education took CEFR levels into account when they 

created course plans for the English subject within the Swedish curriculum. The reason for this is 

to make sure that Swedish students learn, for example, an equal amount of English compared to 
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other foreign students and to give students the opportunity to study abroad as their grades will 

correspond to a certain CEFR level, and thus, can be validated in a different country (Swedish 

National Agency for Education 2011b). The relation between CEFR levels and the English subject 

in the Swedish educational system is illustrated in Figure 3.  

 

 

 

Figure 3. CEFR levels and the English subject in the Swedish educational system (illustration 

reproduced from the Swedish National Agency for Education 2011b).4 

 

Figure 3 shows that students attending upper secondary school (step 5, step 6, and step 7) have the 

opportunity to study English 5, 6 and 7, which should reflect CEFR level B1.2, B2.1 and B2.2 

respectively. Thus, the highest CEFR levels, C1 and C2, are not a part of Swedish upper secondary 

                                                 
4 STEG = step, GERS = CEFR, Engelska = English, Åk = Year. 
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school. In Sweden, there are two main types of programmes that students in upper secondary 

school attend, preparatory programmes (preparatory programmes that prepare students for higher 

studies) and vocational programmes (programmes that prepare students for manual labour). 

Students attending preparatory programmes are required to study English 5 and 6, and students 

studying a vocational programme only have to study English 5. English 7 is always optional, but 

gives an important point of merit, which attracts more ambitious students with a desire to get 

accepted to sought after university programmes (doctor and lawyer etc.) (Swedish National 

Agency for Education 2011b). In addition, the students that participated in this investigation were 

attending two different preparatory programmes: the Natural Science programme and the 

Economics programme; the former is more theoretically advanced as the students are required to 

study physics, biology and chemistry while the latter is concerned with basic economics and law 

(Swedish National Agency for Education 2011c; Swedish National Agency for Education 2011d) 

(see section 6 for further discussion). It should be emphasized here that English 5 is the most 

important course for this investigation, and thus, it is essential to see how CEFR levels and the 

Swedish grades in English 5 correspond to each other with a focus on vocabulary (see section 2.4).  

 

2.4 English 5  

Swedish students attending their first year of upper secondary school studying English 5 need to 

reach certain levels of oral and written proficiency in order to receive a pass grade (E) or the 

highest grade (A) at the end of the course.5 These knowledge requirements are the same for both 

preparatory and vocational programs. To receive the grade E or A, students must fulfil the 

following knowledge requirements (Swedish National Agency for Education 2011a):6 

 

In oral and written communications of various genres, students can express 

themselves in relatively [-] varied ways, relatively [-] clearly and relatively [-] coherently 

[and structured]. Students can express themselves with some [-] fluency and to some 

extent [some adaptation] adapted to purpose, recipient and situation. Students work on 

and make [well grounded and balanced] improvements to their own communications. 

[…] In oral and written interaction in various, and more formal contexts, students can 

                                                 
5 My discussion of English 5 reflects Walker and Allan’s (2018: 198–199) exploration of English 6. 
6 The bold face within parentheses concerns grade A, whereas the bold face outside parentheses concerns grade E. 
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express themselves clearly [relatively freely] and with some [-] fluency and some [-] 

adaptation to purpose, recipient and situation. In addition, students can choose and use 

essentially [well] functional strategies which to some extent [-] solve problems and 

improve their interaction [and take it forward in a constructive way]. […] Students 

discuss in basic terms [in detail and in a balanced way] some features in different 

contexts and parts of the world where English is used, and can also make simple [well 

developed and balanced] comparisons with their own experiences and knowledge. 

 

The knowledge requirements above should reflect CEFR level B1.2. However, there is nothing 

explicit about what grammatical or lexical features students should learn. Essentially, in order to 

receive the grade E and pass the course, students must be able to “express themselves in relatively 

varied ways, relatively clearly and relatively coherently” and “express themselves clearly and with 

some fluency and some adaptation to purpose, recipient and situation. In addition, students can 

choose and use essentially functional strategies which to some extent solve problems and improve 

their interaction”. These knowledge requirements reflect CEFR level B1.2 in terms of vocabulary 

range (“Has a sufficient vocabulary to express him/herself with some circumlocutions on most 

topics pertinent to his/her everyday life such as family, hobbies and interests, work, travel, and 

current events”) and control (“Shows good control of elementary vocabulary but major errors still 

occur when expressing more complex thoughts or handling unfamiliar topics and situations”) 

(Council of Europe 2001: 112). However, in order to receive the grade A, students must “express 

themselves clearly, relatively freely and with fluency and adaptation to purpose, recipient and 

situation. In addition, students can choose and use well functioning strategies to solve problems 

and improve their interaction and take it forward in a constructive way”. In other words, the 

knowledge requirement for the grade A is close to CEFR level B2 in terms of vocabulary range 

(“Has a good range of vocabulary for matters connected to his/her field and most general topics. 

Can vary formulation to avoid frequent repetition, but lexical gaps can still cause hesitation and 

circumlocution”) and control (“Lexical accuracy is generally high, though some confusion and 

incorrect word choice does occur without hindering communication”) (Council of Europe 2001: 

112). All in all, students studying English 5 should be accomplished basic users and, to a certain 

degree, independent users at the end of the course; especially if they are attending a preparatory 

program since they are required to study English 6 (which reflects CEFR level B2.1) the following 
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year. In addition, the material used to fulfil the aim of this investigation (see section 3) was written 

by students studying English 5, and thus, the aforementioned relation between the grading criteria 

and CEFR levels is of great importance.  

 

3. Material  

In order to fulfil the aim of this investigation, I compiled a corpus with the help of local upper 

secondary school teachers active in the region of Sundsvall. CLEC (Christian’s Learner English 

Corpus) currently consists of 163 descriptive essays written by Swedish upper secondary school 

students that were studying English 5, 6 or 7.  

For the purpose of this investigation, two groups at two separate upper secondary schools 

were chosen from the corpus to be compared and analysed. The teachers and students involved 

participated voluntarily, with the approval of their respective principal, and the students were asked 

to sign a consent form (Appendix 1) (most of the participating students were minors at the time, 

but their principals stated that consent from a guardian was not required since the essays were 

anonymised and do not contain sensitive information). Specifically, the primary material for this 

study consists of 60 essays written on the same topic by students studying English 5 (see Appendix 

2).7 The first 30 essays (7,124 words) were written by students studying the Natural Science 

programme and collected in March 2019 and the other 30 essays (6,687 words) were written by 

students studying the Economics programme and collected in October 2019. Furthermore, the 60 

essays were written by hand on paper without access to dictionaries, spell-checking programs and 

mobile devices etc. and was not regarded as a graded task that would affect their final grade on the 

course English 5. The teacher was asked not to help the students unless they got completely stuck. 

Once the students had completed the task, their teacher submitted their texts to me and I digitalised 

the material by manually typing their texts into Microsoft Word to be able to analyse the material. 

The digitalised material was checked twice to make sure that it was true to the handwritten original 

(see the method used to analyse the material in section 4).  

 

4. Method 

This investigation utilizes Walker and Allan’s method (2018: 191–212), with a small adaptation 

as regards the treatment of contractions (see further below), as it allows one to analyse vocabulary 

                                                 
7 Only one of the participating students, in the Natural Science group, did not have Swedish as a native language.  
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usage by determining the frequency levels and CEFR levels of a text in terms of accuracy, which 

is the aim of this investigation. 

To begin with, in order to establish each group’s vocabulary level, the online resource, 

Compleat Lexical Tutor (https://www.lextutor.ca) was used (specifically VocabProfiler VP-

Compleat). In addition, to discover the groups’ “actual vocabulary” level, I used the Text Lex 

Compare interface (http://www.lextutor.ca/cgi-bin/tl_compare/index.pl); firstly, I inserted the 

task’s instructions as “first text” (Appendix 2) and then I corrected all the spelling errors for the 

Text Lex Compare to work and inserted the students’ texts as “target texts” – the result was a list 

of words that were the students’ own and not picked up from the instructions. Thereafter, I 

examined each word in context to sort out all proper nouns or adjectives (France, Hawaiian). In 

addition, VocabProfiler VP-Compleat regards contractions such as can’t and won’t as two words 

(can and not, and will and not): consequently, I decided to manually remove contractions 

beforehand to make it easier for the programme by searching for them in Microsoft Word using 

the (CTRL+B) function. When contractions were found, they were written out (won’t became will 

not etc.). Lastly, I used VocabProfiler VP-Compleat (http://www.lextutor.ca/vp/comp) to 

determine the vocabulary level of the list of words produced by the students. I chose BNC-COCA-

25, which consists of 25 separate levels and is based on the British National Corpus and the Corpus 

of Contemporary American English and pasted the list of words in the input box for analysis. 

Next, I used the English Profile interface to determine the CEFR level of each word on the 

list (see http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists). The focus of this investigation is on word 

frequencies beyond the 3,000 word level (K3), and thus, words on the list belonging to word level 

0-1,000 and 2,000 (K1 and K2 respectively) were excluded and not checked for CEFR level since 

the focus was not on these. In light of this, the remaining words were checked for CEFR level by 

manually inserting each word into the English Profile interface – words that did not exist in the 

interface were categorized as “X”. Thereafter, each word was analysed by manually searching in 

the text document created in Microsoft Word (by using the program’s search function CTRL+B) 

to see if the students used the word correctly, incorrectly or a mixture of both. Furthermore, in 

order to demonstrate the range of proficiency within each group, two essays from each group were 

singled out, the least proficient and the most proficient; these essays were chosen based on the 

accuracy of their vocabulary usage in relation to frequency levels and CEFR levels. Students’ 

usage of compensatory strategies (see section 2.2.2) were also taken into consideration (see section 

https://www.lextutor.ca/
http://www.lextutor.ca/cgi-bin/tl_compare/index.pl
http://www.lextutor.ca/vp/comp
http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists
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5.4). Finally, the results are presented in section 5 and discussed in relation to the background 

section of this study in section 6.  

This investigation has several limitations. Firstly, the task (Appendix 2) was not originally 

designed to go together with the method used to conduct this investigation (the topic “My dream 

vacation” produced a lot of proper nouns, which do not reflect vocabulary knowledge per se and 

were therefore removed). A different topic might have produced different results. Secondly, due 

to the scope of this investigation, the material is limited to 60 essays, and thus, it is impossible to 

draw general conclusions from the results. However, it is possible to use the results to inform 

future vocabulary teaching, learning and research. Lastly, the material was gathered under exam 

conditions with the help of their teacher (Appendix 2). Unfortunately, I was not present during 

this, which means that I cannot know if the teacher followed the instructions; on the other hand, I 

did have a meeting with the involved teachers where the instructions were discussed thoroughly, 

consequently, they should have been followed accordingly.  

 

5. Results  

This section contains the result of my investigation of Swedish upper secondary school students’ 

vocabulary. Section 5.1 presents the frequency levels of the list produced by each group discovered 

with VocabProfiler VP-Compleat. Section 5.2 shows how the students’ vocabulary relates to 

CEFR levels determined by the English Profile interface after excluding K1 and K2 words. Finally, 

section 5.3 displays the students’ usage of vocabulary in terms of correctness, in light of CEFR 

levels, and section 5.4 contains a demonstration of the range of proficiency within each group in 

terms of vocabulary usage proficiency. 

 

5.1 Frequency levels 

The frequency levels of the students’ texts were determined by VocabProfiler VP-Compleat and 

the results are displayed in Table 1, which shows the levels in intervals consisting of a thousand 

words (K) for every vocabulary type.8 Overall quantity of individual occurrences (tokens) is not 

shown as the focus is on distinct words (see the entire output from VocabProfiler VP-Compleat in 

Appendix 3 and 4). 

                                                 
8 Word type refers to the number of distinct words found in the material overall and not the overall number of 

occurrences (tokens) of that specific word.  
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Table 1. Frequency levels in the students’ texts (raw figures and percentages)9 

 Natural Science Economics 

Frequency level Types Types 

K1 461 (62%)       378 (68%) 

K2 135 (18%) 75 (13%) 

K3 53 (7%)    37 (7%) 

K4 27 (4%)            19 (3%) 

K5 14 (2%)        16 (3%) 

K6 6 (0.8%)     9 (2%) 

K7 5 (0.7%)      1 (0.2%) 

K8 4 (0.5%)         3 (0.5%) 

K9 3 (0.4%) 2 (0.4%) 

K10 2 (0.3%)       1 (0.2%) 

K11 — 3 (0.5%) 

K12  1 (0.1%)     1 (0.2%) 

K13 — 1 (0.2%) 

K14 —                  — 

K15 1 (0.1%)   — 

K16 — — 

K17 2 (0.3%) — 

Off-list10 9 (1%) 5 (1%) 

Total 741 (100%) 557 (100%) 

 

Table 1 shows that K1 and K2 words are used the most by the participating students (80 percent 

and 81 percent respectively). The words predominantly used by students attending the Natural 

Science programme above K1 and K2 were K3 words (7 percent), K4 words (4 percent) and K5 

words (2 percent). Words above K1 and K2 used by the students studying Economics, on the other 

                                                 
9 All percentages are rounded-off to the nearest decimal. 

10 The Off-list consists of words not found by VocabProfiler VP-Compleat.  
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hand, were primarily K3 words (7 percent), K4 words (3 percent), K5 words (3 percent) and K6 

words (2 percent).  

There are differences between the two groups’ vocabulary usage. The Economics group 

used 557 word types while the Natural Science group used 741 word types overall – this difference 

suggests that the latter group has a greater lexical diversity, and thus, they are more proficient as a 

group and their texts are of greater quality, in agreement with my hypothesis. It should also be 

mentioned that after excluding K1 and K2 words, the Natural Science group used 127 different 

word types and the Economics group 98 word types. This is interesting for several reasons, for 

example, this proposes that the Natural Science group may be eligible for higher grades (see 

section 6 for further discussion of these findings).  

 

5.2 CEFR levels after excluding K1 and K2 words 

The English Profile interface was used to manually check for the CEFR level of each word. As the 

focus of this investigation is on frequency level K3 and above, words belonging to frequency level 

K1 and K2 were excluded. However, the Off-list was not excluded since it contained interesting 

words like cubers, sunbath and curriculum vitae. As a result of the exclusion, the list of words 

checked for CEFR levels belonging to the Natural Science group consisted of 127 words and the 

list of words belonging to the Economics group consisted of 98 words. The results after using the 

English Profile interface are presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. CEFR levels of words at frequency level K3 and above (raw figures and percentages) 

 Natural Science Economics 

CEFR level Types Types 

A1 3 (2%) 2 (2%) 

A2 8 (6%) 8 (8%) 

B1 24 (19%) 36 (37%) 

B1/B2 2 (2%) 1 (1%) 

B2 25 (20%) 16 (16%) 

C1 8 (6%) 4 (4%) 

C2 9 (7%) 6 (6%) 

X 48 (38%) 25 (26%) 
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Total 127 (100%) 98 (100%) 

 

Table 2 shows that both the groups’ vocabulary range from CEFR level A1 to C2 (the category X 

refers to words not found in the English Profile interface). Both the groups’ high usage of 

vocabulary belonging to category X is very interesting (38 percent and 25 percent respectively) 

and correlates with the frequency levels in section 5.1: if the word belongs to a low-frequency 

word family, it is less likely to be found in the English Profile interface. In addition, in category 

X, words such as hike (K5), glacier (K6), astronaut (K7) and hobbit (K12) were found, not only 

does this finding demonstrate the Natural Science group’s greater lexical diversity, but it also 

questions the depth of the English Profile interface. Another interesting finding is that the 

Economics group’s vocabulary usage in terms of CEFR levels primarily ranges between B1-B2 

(53 percent), which is expected at their stage of learning, while the Natural Science group use 41 

percent of words between CEFR levels B1-B2; the Natural Science group appears more eager to 

use more difficult vocabulary (as seen in the differences between C1-C2 and X).   

 

5.3 The students’ usage of vocabulary 

The students’ usage of vocabulary in terms of correctness was then checked following the use of 

the English Profile interface to determine the CEFR level of each word. Thus, the focus expanded 

beyond word types as each token was investigated in all of the student texts.  Words were labelled 

as either correct, incorrect or mixed (i.e. when a word was used incorrectly in terms of meaning, 

syntactic form, spelling or collocation but occasionally was used correctly). The results are shown 

in Table 3 (once again, the table shows types and not tokens).11 

 

Table 3. The students’ usage of vocabulary in terms of CEFR levels and correctness after excluding 

K1 and K2 words (raw figures and percentages) 

 Correct usage Mixed usage Incorrect usage Total 

CEFR level Nat. Sci. Econ. Nat. Sci. Econ. Nat. Sci. Econ. Nat. Sci. Econ. 

A1 3 (100%) 1 (50%) — — — 1 (50%) 3 (100%) 2 (100%) 

A2 5 (63%) 3 (38%) — 1 (13%) 3 (38%) 4 (50%) 8 (100%) 8 (100%) 

B1 17 (71%) 28 (78%) 3 (13%) — 4 (17%) 8 (22%) 24 (100%) 36 (100%) 

                                                 
11 The Natural Science programme has been abbreviated as Nat. Sci. and the Economics programme as Econ. 
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B1/B2 2 (100%) 1 (100%) — — — — 2 (100%) 1 (100%) 

B2 21 (84%) 10 (63%) 2 (8%) 2 (13%) 2 (8%) 4 (25%) 25 (100%) 16 (100%) 

C1 5 (63%) 3 (75%) 3 (38%) — — 1 (25%) 8 (100%) 4 (100%) 

C2 6 (67%) 5 (83%) — — 3 (33%) 1 (17%) 9 (100%) 6 (100%) 

X 31 (65%) 11 (44%) 3 (6%) 3 (12%) 14 (29%) 11 (44%) 48 (100%) 25 (100%) 

Total 90 (71%) 62 (63%) 11 (9%) 6 (6%) 26 (20%) 30 (31%) 127 (100%) 98 (100%) 

  

The results displayed in Table 3 show that the Natural Science group’s vocabulary production is 

accurate 71 percent of the time while the Economics group’s production is accurate 63 percent of 

the time. These figures are particularly interesting since they support the hypothesis and findings 

so far that the Natural Science group is more proficient and appears to be in the process of learning 

more advanced vocabulary with varying results – they struggle with producing C1, C2 and X words 

accurately and most of the errors are related to L1 influence (e.g. veterancars, majestatic).12 These 

findings correspond well to those mentioned in section 5.2: the Natural Science group is more 

ambitious and produce more difficult words, which is a good thing since they will be more 

prepared for English 6 and for higher education. In addition, most of the errors committed by both 

groups are related to L1 influence, but some students have also used different compensatory 

strategies in their texts (see section 2.2.2; see section 5.4 for student examples).  

Overall, both groups appear to be producing vocabulary at the expected level. The 

difference between the two groups, on the other hand, may be caused by how the Natural Science 

programme attracts more ambitious students than the Economics programme and due to the fact 

that the Natural Science group’s texts were collected in March while the Economics group’s texts 

were collected in October – the former has studied English 5 almost five months longer. It is 

important to mention that the groups, so far, have been analysed as a whole. In section 5.4, 

individual texts are analysed and it becomes evident that the degree of proficiency varies within 

both of the groups, as might be expected. 

 

5.4 Demonstration of the range of proficiency within the groups 

The purpose of this section is to demonstrate how the degree of proficiency in terms of vocabulary 

within each group can vary because the two groups have been analysed as a whole so far. The two 

                                                 
12 Veteranbilar and majestätisk in Swedish (correct English spelling: veteran cars and majestic). 
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analysed texts from each group were singled out based on the accuracy of their vocabulary usage 

in relation to frequency levels and CEFR levels (and in relation to their results as a whole displayed 

in section 5.3). Section 5.4.1 shows the least and the most proficient student in the group of 

students attending the Natural Science programme and section 5.4.2 the least and the most 

proficient in the group of students studying Economics.  

 

5.4.1 The Natural Science programme   

The students attending the Natural Science programme have proven to be the most proficient group 

in this investigation of vocabulary usage. But the degree of proficiency varies within both groups, 

which can be seen in the two following texts, examples (1) and (2), written by the least and the 

most proficient student respectively: 

 

 (1) Text by a student attending the Natural Science programme 

My dream vacation is a trip to a beautiful exotic country with hot temprature, clear blue 

wayer with white (sand). I think it a beautiful country is Bahamas or Fiji. Because there is 

hot ther and I have see on pictures at this countries have clear blue water with white (sand). 

om my dreaming vacation so will I trip with my family or my friends. I will stay in my 

exotic country two to three weeks not longer than three weeks. on my trip so will I have a 

expensive weeks with that mean I at I will live on a five star hotel with all in clusive and 

have a swiming pool and near to the sea on the hotel. And of curse good (utsikt) over the 

sea. In my trip so will I relax with the swiming pool and on the sea in the sun. I will also 

do turist atrations that hotel have to (erbjuda). I will also shop little in the city. But I believe 

that the city not have so good shops. I think and I have heard at the tourist exotic countries 

don’t have so good shops. You trip to a exotic country for relaxing not for shopping. I hope 

that hotel have something that called “water country” with (rutschkanor) because I think it 

to be little funny to wear ther with my family or friends. I hope that my dream vacation is 

being true. Who knows?  

 

Example (1) is full of different errors, but the student’s usage of vocabulary is the focal point of 

this investigation. This Natural Science student struggles with, amongst other things, spelling high-

frequency and mid-frequency words (e.g. temprature – error influenced by pronunciation – the 



21 

 

student should know how to deal with the word since it belongs to CEFR level A2); the student’s 

misspellings are also inconsistent (wayer and water, turist and tourist). It might be because the 

student wrote the text by hand without any spell-checking program, therefore, it becomes evident 

that the student has not fully mastered the different words yet. But these occurrences could also be 

typos, which are not related to vocabulary proficiency. Furthermore, the student also utilizes 

various compensatory strategies such as code-switching and description (see section 6 for further 

discussion). The presence of code-switching becomes evident by the occurrence of Swedish words 

in parenthesis (utsikt, erbjuda, rutschkanor).13 Description is used only once: “hotel have 

something that called ‘water country’” – the student is unable to use the correct word water park 

and instead tries to describe it by anglicizing the Swedish word vattenland. In contrast, example 

(2) was written by the most proficient student in the Natural Science group has errors, but is of 

higher quality: 

 

 (2) Text by a student attending the Natural Science programme 

The one place in the world where i would like to travel the most is to space. It’s one of my 

biggest dreams to experience the zero-g and the star filled void that it is. The reason I would 

love to travel to space is because you get a whole new view of how small we actually are. 

Many astronauts whos been to space often share the same experience of almost becoming 

a new person because of their newfound world perspective. Space would be my first pit & 

stop on my travel itinerary, the second would be mars. The first thing i would do on mars 

is to look back at the tiny dot in the sky wich is earth. I would then reflect over that every 

single person in the history of time has been born there, every historic event that changed 

our lives has taken place there and all the cultures, art and musical compositions has had 

their roots there. I just think it’s stunning that people are so scared of doing something 

different and standing out when all we are is a tiny speck on the canvas of the universe.  

 

While the first Natural Science student uses four words above frequency level K1 and K2, the 

second student uses fourteen (compositions, gravity, initially, perspective, pit, reflect, stunning, 

universe, canvas, itinerary, dot, void, astronauts, speck). Furthermore, the vocabulary usage in 

this text, in terms of accuracy, varies: there are several mistakes present, such as, pit & stop (pit 

                                                 
13 English translation: (view, offer, slides). 
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stop). Yet the student produces several mid-frequency words with a high learning burden correctly 

(i.e. speck, canvas, dot, void, itinerary). This also means that the second text would receive a higher 

grade and as belonging to a higher CEFR level (see section 6 for further discussion).  

 

5.4.2 The Economics programme 

The students studying the Economics programme are, as a group, progressing at an expected level 

considering that they only have taken the course English 5 for two and a half months. However, 

this also means that their vocabulary usage is less developed than the group of students attending 

the Natural Science programme, which becomes evident in the two following texts, examples (3) 

and (4), written by Economics students: 

 

 (3) Text by a student attending the Economics programme 

I would like to go somewhere warm and sunny. Not in the future or the past, just the 

present. A beach and a ocean with big waves. Worm water so you would not need a towell 

when you get out of the water. The beach will have coconuts all around the beach with 

palm trees you can stay under when it’s to warm.  

I would live in a little house on the beach with a tree bridge leading out to the water.  

I would bring my friends and we would stay for 2 weeks. On the mornings we would eat 

exotic food under palm trees and just talk. Play football and swim all day long and  

Haven’t finished 

 

Example (3) is written by the least proficient Economics student. Although the student manages 

to produce words above the K3 frequency level (ocean, palm, exotic, coconuts), the student still 

struggles to use several words appropriately. Thus, it is possible that the student has encountered 

these words before, but not enough to develop productive mastery. Interestingly, the student 

explicitly states that he/she did not finish, there might be a reasonable explanation for this like 

arriving late, or it can be regarded as a compensatory strategy called avoidance in combination 

with an undeveloped vocabulary (see section 2.2.2; see section 6 for further discussion). Avoidance 

is a strategy used by weaker students in order to avoid using sophisticated vocabulary and complex 

sentences, to avoid this challenge, they simply write shorter texts; the analysed example is only 

118 words and they were asked to write between 200-300 words (see Appendix 2). Yet, there are 
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Economics students that have managed to produce texts with a more developed vocabulary, as 

shown in example (4): 

 

 (4) Text by a student attending the Economics programme 

I think my dream vacation would be to travel back in time to Auschwitz 1943. That would 

be a cool thing on your CV. I think I would stay there until right before enemy troops 

stormed Auschwitz and shut down the business. I would take my lovely friend x14 with me. 

I think me and x can fit in really well as guards in Auschwitz. I mean my dreamwork as a 

kid was to be a police and now i can be a Nazi troop. That’s kinda the same thing i guess. 

I would be a good guard and take my duty to the next level. Making sure every prisoner 

behave good and don’t try to ran away or maybe i could work as a engineer and improve 

the zyclon B. I mean I got a D in chemistry class so I know what I’m doing. Another job i 

would be great as is being the one who controls the train to and from Auschwitz. The reason 

I think it would be easy is because I have a driver licens for moped now. It’s kinda the 

same.  

I think I would be a good opportunity for Germany and their troops. I will always do my 

best and I have read german in school for three years. So I think Germany would be the 

dominating country in the world if this was possible. Good bye!  

 

This student would be required to rewrite the text under actual exam conditions due to its content 

in order to receive a grade. However, despite the student’s poor use of irony (which was stated in 

the corner of the paper on which it was written), he/she has produced several words, with varying 

results, above frequency level K3 (behave, dominating, troop, chemistry, moped,) and one word 

found in the Off-list (curriculum vitae). This student has not used any compensatory strategies, 

unless one considers irony an avoidance strategy. But, the student’s text is an excellent example 

of how “students’ writing ability can be affected by the given topic or the nature of the task at 

hand” (Wilcox et al. 2014: 1083). It is possible that the student could have used more sophisticated 

vocabulary if he/she would have taken the task seriously. Overall, the four analysed student 

examples demonstrate how the students attending the Natural Science programme have a more 

                                                 
14 The name of a student was mentioned and therefore anonymised as ”x”. 
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developed vocabulary, but that there still is a variation of proficiency within the groups. These and 

aforementioned findings and their implications are further discussed in section 6.  

 

6. Discussion 

This section will first contain a brief summary of the results demonstrated in section 5 in relation 

to the research questions I sought to answer in this investigation. Thereafter, to explain the possible 

reasons for the results in section 5, I will discuss L2 vocabulary acquisition, typical errors and L2 

learners’ use of compensatory strategies. Next, I will discuss the results in light of CEFR levels 

and the knowledge requirements of the course English 5, and the validity of the hypothesis. Finally, 

I will argue that this investigation has several implications for the future of vocabulary teaching 

and learning in Swedish upper secondary school.  

The aim of this investigation was to contribute with new knowledge about the vocabulary 

of Swedish upper secondary school students studying English 5 at a preparatory programme in 

Sundsvall by answering two research questions: Which CEFR level does each group’s vocabulary 

meet after excluding K1 and K2 words? How accurate is the vocabulary production of the two 

groups in relation to each CEFR level? It was concluded in section 5, firstly, that the Natural 

Science group used more word types overall (741) compared to the Economics group (557), and 

after excluding K1 and K2 words, the Natural Science group used 127 word types (41 percent 

between CEFR levels B1-B2, and ambitiously, 51 percent between C1-C2 and X).15 The 

Economics group used 98 word types at the K3 level and above (53 percent ranging between CEFR 

levels B1-B2). Secondly, in terms of accuracy, the Natural Science students’ vocabulary 

production was accurate 71 percent of the time, but they struggled with producing C1, C2 and X 

words accurately. In contrast, the Economics group were accurate 63 percent of the time and 

struggled with producing A2, B2 and X words the most. Most of the errors made by both groups 

were caused by misspelling. Furthermore, it was demonstrated in section 5.4 that the range of 

proficiency within each group varies; however, as hypothesized, the Natural Science group was 

more proficient overall.  

Vocabulary acquisition is a complex process and is affected by a number of aspects. The 

Swedish upper secondary school students who participated in this investigation are greatly 

benefitted in their acquisition of English vocabulary since their L1, Swedish, like English, is a 

                                                 
15 Category ”X” refers to words not found in the English Profile interface. 
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Germanic language (see section 2.1.1). This closeness, together with the two languages’ similar 

Western cultures, reduces the learning burden of words and increases the students’ opportunity to 

reach productive mastery, which is the opposite of, for example, the situation of Chinese learners 

of English (see section 2.1.1; see Schmitt 2008: 332). Yet, learning L2 vocabulary may be a 

challenging task even for fortunate students and Swedish learners of English in upper secondary 

school are prone to certain errors.  

The errors made by the students who participated in this investigation are in line with 

previous research as I will demonstrate below. However, there was variation between the two 

groups: the primary error made by the Natural Science group (with certain individual exceptions) 

was misspelling influenced by pronunciation, while the Economics groups struggled with 

misspelling and several different aspects (singular/plural forms, syntactic form and semantics). 

Interestingly, the Economics group also compounded several words in the wrong way by applying 

the Swedish form of the word to the English form of the word, which is in line with findings 

reported by Köhlmyr (2003: 353–357); the Economics group’s use of generalisation further 

demonstrates their lesser proficiency (see section 5.3). Wilcox et al. (2014: 1088) highlight 

misspelling as a possible area of concern, but the material gathered for this investigation was 

written by hand.16 The Natural Science group’s vocabulary production was accurate 70 percent of 

the time and the Economics group was accurate 63 percent of the time – it is likely that both of the 

groups’ accuracy would have been better if the texts were written in, for example, Microsoft Word. 

In addition, when studying the English subject in Swedish upper secondary school, it is common 

to work with a text for a longer period of time and, for example, peer-review other students’ texts, 

which improves the quality of the texts if done correctly (see below); however, the material 

gathered for this investigation was written under exam conditions without any access to 

dictionaries, spell-checkers or mobile devices. Consequently, the students’ vocabulary production 

may have been affected and it is reasonable to assume that the students’ use of vocabulary would 

have been more advanced in relation to CEFR levels and more accurate if they had been given the 

opportunity to work with the texts for a longer period of time. 

In the ULE project, Walker and Allan (2018: 206) primarily investigated the vocabulary of 

Swedish students in upper secondary school studying English 6. They found that the errors made 

by the participating students were connected to word form and misspelling (Walker and Allan 

                                                 
16 Again, a part of the errors made might be typos, which does not relate to vocabulary proficiency. 
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2018: 206; see section 5.3), which is similar to the findings of this investigation. Furthermore, the 

students in their investigation “successfully used lower frequency vocabulary. Analysis of the lexis 

used at these lower frequency levels (K3+) demonstrated that the majority of these words were 

categorised by English Profile as being B2 / C1 level (52% in total), although some extended into 

C2 level (10%). Most words (75%) were used correctly” (Walker and Allan 2018: 206). There are 

higher expectations of students studying English 6 than English 5 and it might seem obvious that 

students studying the former course should be more proficient than those studying the latter. Yet, 

while the students in Walker and Allan’s investigation are explicitly more proficient than the group 

of students studying Economics in this investigation, the well-developed proficiency of the Natural 

Science group is highlighted in comparison (see section 5.3), especially if one considers that 

Walker and Allan’s group wrote their texts digitally during a longer period of time with the 

opportunity to edit them. This finding has important implications for vocabulary teaching and 

learning and is discussed below, particularly when it comes to grading in agreement with the 

knowledge requirements of English 5 (see section 2.4).  

The texts written by the Natural Science group would deserve higher grades overall than 

those written by the Economics group. Both of the groups that participated in this investigation 

were studying English 5, which should reflect CEFR level B1.2 for the pass grade E (see section 

2.3 and 2.4). As a group, the two groups of students produced vocabulary at an expected level (as 

seen in section 5.3), yet, unsurprisingly, there were students in each group who produced 

vocabulary above and below expectations (section 5.4). Example (1) (5.4.1) could be considered 

as reflecting CEFR level B1.2 in terms of vocabulary range and control. This also means that the 

student’s text would receive the pass grade E in relation to the knowledge requirements of English 

5 with regards to vocabulary. Although, due to the presence of various compensatory strategies 

and errors in the text, it would be advisable, from a learning perspective, to let the student rework 

the text with the help of, for example, a dictionary (see below). In addition, the aforementioned 

essay is far below the group average. Example (2) (5.4.1) can be interpreted as reflecting CEFR 

level B2.1 in terms of vocabulary range and control, and grade A in relation to the knowledge 

requirements of English 5. The text is, by far, the most developed and detailed of all 60 essays that 

were analysed in this investigation and the student’s vocabulary usage could be interpreted as 

illustrative of how the Natural Science programme is more theoretical and advanced than the 

Economics programme. In contrast, example (3) (5.4.2) would not receive the pass grade E. There 
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are four occurrences of K3 words and above in the text, but the vocabulary range and control 

overall is not sufficient enough (see section 2.4). The student also, possibly, utilized the strategy 

of avoidance, and thus, the text is too short and undeveloped. Concurrently, example (4) (5.4.2) 

would not receive the pass grade E; the student’s vocabulary usage reflects CEFR level B1.2, but 

the content of the text is not acceptable in light of the moral values reflected in the Swedish 

curriculum (see Swedish National Agency for Education 2020). In other words, the Natural 

Science group has outperformed the Economics group, but there are numerous things, from a 

teacher perspective, that could be done to enhance all students’ vocabulary acquisition and 

production.  

This investigation has several implications for the future teaching and learning of English 

vocabulary in Swedish upper secondary school. Firstly, a structured teaching approach concerning 

mid-frequency and low-frequency vocabulary will benefit both weaker and stronger students (see 

section 2.1.3). For example, the weakest student of the Economics group might never learn to 

produce vocabulary at the expected level unless he/she is explicitly and systematically taught what 

the expected vocabulary level is. This could be achieved by the use of more direct teaching 

methods, glossaries related to a text and digital tools, such as, various vocabulary apps. In addition, 

using vocabulary notebooks in the process of vocabulary acquisition has also proven efficient as 

it promotes acquisition and retention (see Dubiner 2017: 456–466). Furthermore, the chances of a 

student learning new vocabulary are greatly increased if he/she has the opportunity to work with 

the words several times from different perspectives (singular/plural forms, syntactic form and 

semantics etc.); specifically since a learner needs to encounter the word eight to ten times in order 

to remember it (Pellicer-Sánchez and Schmitt 2010: 31–55). If the student, however, is not 

explicitly and systematically taught mid-frequency and low-frequency vocabulary, he/she will be 

continuously disfavoured in educational settings where knowledge of English is essential (see 

section 2.1.3). Also, the lack of a structured teaching approach might be in conflict with the 

Swedish Curriculum for Upper Secondary School as it clearly dictates that all students have the 

right to reach their full potential in terms of learning (Swedish National Agency for Education 

2020). Secondly, the results shown in sections 5.3–5.4, and in relation to Walker and Allan (2018), 

indicate that students benefit from writing longer texts in a program such as Microsoft Word, for 

a longer period of time with the chance to peer-review other students and edit their own work. This 

is essential to consider as a teacher when grading in agreement with the knowledge requirements: 
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certain tasks written under certain conditions will produce certain material and the knowledge 

requirement/s one decide/s to connect to the specific task must be considered. For example, it is 

fairer (and advantageous from a learning perspective) to grade texts that are written digitally during 

a longer period of time, compared to those written in exam conditions, in agreement with the 

knowledge requirements used in this investigation. This might seem obvious, but has not been 

addressed in my own upper secondary school teacher education, which I consider a possible cause 

for concern. Thirdly, and lastly due to the scope of this investigation, the results of this 

investigation have shown that the degree of vocabulary proficiency can vary greatly within a group 

(see section 5.4.1). This raises the question of how teachers deal with high-achieving students in 

terms of vocabulary teaching and learning in Swedish upper secondary school. Also, it is an 

interesting area of research to study in the future because, as mentioned before, the Swedish 

Curriculum for Upper Secondary School states that all students have the right to reach their full 

potential (Swedish National Agency for Education 2020). 

Finally, this investigation hypothesized that the students attending the Natural Science 

programme would be more proficient than those attending the Economics programme because the 

former have studied English 5 for a longer period of time and attend a more theoretical and 

advanced programme than the latter. This hypothesis was supported by my results, but there are 

several variables at play in a formal educational setting and it is hard to say that time and type of 

programme are the only reasons for my findings; for example, the Natural Science group was 

taught English 5 by a senior teacher with 20 years of teaching experience while the Economics 

group’s teacher was a substitute with no previous experience of teaching English and who had not 

studied English at university level. It is also hard to say that the results would be the same if I had 

used different material, as the quality of students’ learning and teachers’ teaching can vary from 

year to year and is deeply affected by, for example, funding. Yet, my findings in this context still 

raise important questions concerning teaching and learning English vocabulary that may be cause 

for reflection among teacher candidates and active practitioners. 

 

7. Summary and conclusion 

The aim of this investigation was to contribute with more knowledge concerning the learning and 

teaching of English vocabulary in Swedish upper secondary school in Sundsvall by answering the 

following research questions: Which CEFR level does each group’s vocabulary meet after 
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excluding K1 and K2 words? How accurate is the vocabulary production of the two groups in 

relation to each CEFR level? I also hypothesized that the group of students attending the Natural 

Science programme would be more proficient than the group attending the Economics programme 

since the former had studied the course English 5 longer and attend a more theoretical and 

advanced programme than the latter. Therefore, I gathered 30 essays from students attending the 

Natural Science programme at one school and 30 essays from students attending the Economics 

programme at another school to be analysed and compared. To analyse the material, I utilized 

Walker and Allan’s (2018) method which allows one to analyse vocabulary usage in relation to 

frequency levels and CEFR levels. The results demonstrated that the Natural Science group was 

more proficient than the Economics group, which also supported my hypothesis; however, there 

was variation in proficiency between students within both of the groups. The results had several 

implications for future teaching and learning of vocabulary in Swedish upper secondary school 

and these were primarily concerned with different ways of teaching weaker and stronger students 

mid-frequency and low-frequency vocabulary. In the future, it would be interesting to investigate 

how high-achieving students are taught mid-frequency and low-frequency vocabulary.  
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Appendix 1. Consent form 

 

Samtyckesblankett avseende deltagande i studie om svenska elevers engelska ordförrådsutveckling 

 

Uppsatsens titel: Bridging the gap revisited: a corpus-based investigation of Swedish students’ English 

vocabulary development.  

 

Forskare: Christian Holmberg Sjöling, studerar fjärde året på Ämneslärarprogrammet med inriktning 

Svenska och Engelska vid Mittuniversitetet.  

 

Handledare:  

Syftet med denna studie är att undersöka hur svenska elever i högstadiet och gymnasiet, studerandes i 

Sundsvall Kommun, utvecklar sitt engelska ordförråd. Detta kommer att undersökas genom att elever vid 

högstadium och gymnasium får skriva en beskrivande text mellan 200-300 ord. Texterna kommer sedan att 

insamlas och digitaliseras för analys utifrån olika faktorer. Deltagarna kommer att skriva den beskrivande 

texten under lektionstid för hand tillsammans med sin lärare och har mellan 30-60 minuter tillgodo. 

Eleverna kommer inte att skriva sitt namn utan enbart andra variabler såsom ålder och kön. Tillgång till 

deltagarnas avidentifierade texter kommer att vara begränsad till forskaren, hens studiekamrater, hens 

universitetslärare och deltagarnas lärare. Det är frivilligt att delta i denna studie och deltagarna har rätt att 

avbryta när som helst och utan att behöva förklara sig. Som deltagare är det också tillåtet att ställa frågor 

till sin lärare och deltagare välkomnas dessutom till att ställa frågor till forskaren i framtiden.  

 

Namnteckning 

______________________________ 

 

Namnförtydligande 

______________________________ 

Ort och datum 

______________________________ 

 

 

Christian Holmberg Sjöling 

Chsj1600@student.miun.se 

+46 70 539 06 84 

 

mailto:Chsj1600@student.miun.se
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Appendix 2. The task and teacher instructions  

 

The task 

Write 200-300 words about your dream vacation:  

 

My dream vacation  

The world is getting smaller. Today we can go travel all over the world and who knows where we 

can go in the future; maybe we will be able to take a weekend trip to the moon? Where would you 

go and why? Would you go alone or take someone with you? What would you do there and for 

how long would you stay? These are just a few things you can write about. It is possible to travel 

in time as well, the sky is the limit so let your imagination run free.  

 

Write your age and gender at the top of your paper.  

 

 

Följande text är till för lärare och kan raderas innan uppgiften delas ut till eleverna: 

1. Eleverna använder sig av papper och penna (var noga med att de har skrivit under 

samtyckesblanketten innan – ett förslag är att ni går igenom blanketten med dem för 

tydlighetens skull).  

2. Läraren kan hjälpa till om eleven fastnar: undvik dock att stötta alldeles för mycket då det 

påverkar resultatet. 

3. Samla in elevernas text efter 30-60min. 

4. Var noga med att samla ihop alla texter och samtyckesblanketter. Notera vilken kurs, vilken 

årgång, vilket program eleverna studerar och vilket datum texterna skrevs.  

5. Samla allt i en plastficka. 

6. Lämna över texterna till Carina (om hon tycker detta är en bra idé) under ett 

ämneskollegium alternativt kontakta Christian direkt på 070-539 06 84. 

7. Vid frågor kontakta Christian på tidigare nämnda telefonnummer eller maila honom på 

Vklass (eller på chsj1600@student.miun.se). 

 

Väl mött!  

 

Med vänlig hälsning,  

Christian Holmberg Sjöling  
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Appendix 3. VocabProfiler output: The Natural Science Programme 
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Appendix 4. VocabProfiler output: The Economics Programme 

 


