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Abstract

	 This study aimed to develop a high frequency content word 
list discovered in social science research articles, henceforth referred 
to as the Social Science Word List (SSWL) from the Social Science 
Corpus (SSC). The SSC was compiled from 64 open-access English 
social science research papers from 11 journals in the General Category, 
published during 2013-2015 on the ScienceDirect website. 
AntWordProfiler 1.4.0 and AntConc 3.4.3 were employed to calculate 
the ranges and frequencies of words occurring in the social science 
corpus, in comparison with the New General Service List (NGSL) 
and the Academic Word List (AWL). By using Coxhead’s range and 
word frequency criteria, the results revealed that 394 high frequency 
content headwords and 1,120 word members were obtained. The 
validation results corroborated that the SSWL can assist teachers in 
selecting appropriate words. Also, the SSWL is worth introducing to 
students to familiarize them with essential words for the reading and 
writing of social science research papers in vocabulary pedagogy, as 
it exhibits twice the coverage of the AWL in the validating corpora.
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	 	 	social science word list, word list
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บทคัดย่อ
	 งานวิจัยนี้มีวัตถุประสงค์เพื่อพัฒนารายการค�ำแสดงเนื้อหาที่พบบ่อยใน

บทความวิจัยด้านสังคมศาสตร์จากคลังข้อมูลบทความวิจัยด้านสังคมศาสตร์ที่สร้างจาก

บทความจ�ำนวน 64 บทความ จากวารสารทางวิชาการแบบเสรี 11 ฉบับ ทีต่พีิมพ์ระหวา่ง

ปี 2556-2558 และถูกจัดอยู ่ในประเภททั่วไปในฐาน ScienceDirect โปรแกรม 

AntWordProfiler 1.4.0 และ AntConc 3.4.3 ใช้ค�ำนวณหาค่าความถี่และพิสัยของค�ำที่

ปรากฏในคลงัข้อมลูบทความวจิยั โดยเปรยีบเทยีบกบัรายการค�ำทีพ่บบ่อยในภาษาองักฤษ 

(New General Service List) และรายการค�ำทีพ่บบ่อยในงานทางวชิาการ (Academic Word 

List) โดยใช้เกณฑ์พิสัยของ Coxhead และความถี่การปรากฏของค�ำ  ผลการวิจัยพบ	

ค�ำแสดงเนื้อหาที่พบบ่อยในงานวิจัยด้านสังคมศาสตร์ จ�ำนวน 394 ค�ำหลัก และสมาชิก

ของค�ำหลัก 1,120 ค�ำ นอกจากนี้ ผลการตรวจสอบพบว่าค�ำแสดงเนื้อหาที่พบส่วนใหญ่

นัน้เป็นค�ำทีป่รากฏในเอกสารทางวชิาการ และรายการค�ำทีไ่ด้นีค้รอบคลมุค�ำในคลงัข้อมลู

ทดสอบบทความวจิยัด้านสงัคมศาสตร์โดยมากกว่ารายการค�ำทีพ่บบ่อยในงานทางวชิาการ

ประมาณสองเท่า จึงเห็นได้ว่ารายการค�ำแสดงเนื้อหาที่พบบ่อยในบทความวิจัยด้าน

สงัคมศาสตร์นี้ เหมาะสมทีจ่ะแนะน�ำให้นกัเรยีนได้คุน้เคยกบัค�ำศพัท์ทีจ่�ำเป็นในการอ่าน

และเขียนงานวิจัยทางด้านสังคมศาสตร์ 

ค�ำส�ำคัญ:	 คลังข้อมูล, การศึกษาค�ำศัพท์โดยใช้คลังข้อมูล, รายการค�ำที่พบบ่อยทาง

สังคมศาสตร์, รายการค�ำ
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Introduction

	 Vocabulary knowledge is a key aspect in reading proficiency 
(Nation, 2001; Chanier & Selva, 1998; Groot, 2000). The importance 
of vocabulary is affirmed in a famous quotation from David Wilkins, 
who wrote that “…while without grammar, very little can be conveyed. 
Without vocabulary, nothing can be conveyed” (Wilkins, 1972, pp. 111-
112). Like Wilkins, Lewis (1993, p. 89) declared that “Lexis is the 
core or heart of language”. These quotations exemplify that without 
sufficient knowledge of vocabulary, English learners can neither 	
understand a text nor convey their own ideas. Vocabulary acquisition 
is regarded as a vital factor in learning a foreign language since 	
vocabulary knowledge has a direct effect on the reading and writing 
proficiency of English learners (Nation, 2001). For academic purposes, 
learning vocabulary aids students’ academic achievement because 	
vocabulary greatly contributes to reading comprehension and proficiency 
(Chanier & Selva, 1998; Tozcu & Coady, 2004). Students who have 
better vocabulary knowledge generally perform better in reading 	
comprehension. Previous vocabulary knowledge also has a considerable 
effect on the reading comprehension of university students (Constan-
tinescu, 2007). Students who have high levels of previous vocabulary 
knowledge can read faster than those who have a limited vocabulary 
(Calvo, Estevez, & Dowens, 2003). Additionally, vocabulary knowledge 
is very closely and positively related to reading comprehension (Stahl, 
1990; Salah, 2008; Anjomshoa & Zamanian, 2014). Vocabulary 	
knowledge can assist reading comprehension, and reading can in turn 
contribute to an increase in vocabulary size (Chall, 1987). Similarly, a 
substantial vocabulary size can contribute to reading comprehension 
(Groot, 2000). It is impossible to understand texts either in one’s own 
language or in a foreign language without understanding essential 	
vocabulary (Laufer, 1997). Moreover, not only does general vocabulary 
knowledge affect students’ reading comprehension, but specific 	
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vocabulary also assists students to comprehend a specific text 	
effectively (Mehrpour & Rahimi, 2010). Readers’ familiarity with the 
key vocabulary of a particular field combined with reading strategies 
leads to better reading comprehension (Mehrpour & Rahimi, 2010). 
From the aforesaid studies, teaching specific vocabulary not only leads 
to greater familiarization with general vocabulary, but also facilitates 
students to comprehend a text more effectively.

	 Regarding vocabulary pedagogy in Thailand, inadequate 	
vocabulary knowledge is one of the predicaments that Thai students 
encounter when reading (Aegpongpaow, 2008). Many educational 	
institutions introduce new vocabulary to their students to prepare them 
for reading and writing assignments for academic texts in specific fields. 
However, one problem is that teachers cannot decide which vocabulary 
should be introduced to prepare students to read and write research 
articles. This is because they do not know which words frequently 
appear and are truly representative of the vocabulary in specific fields. 
To this end, this study attempted to develop a Social Science Word 
List (SSWL), a list of content words representing words frequently 
utilized in social science research articles. The aim is for the SSWL 
to be used in vocabulary pedagogy in both undergraduate and 	
graduate studies in the field of social science. Teachers, instructors and 
course designers of English for Academic Purposes (EAP) and English 
for Specific Purposes (ESP) may select appropriate vocabulary to 	
introduce to students studying in the social science field. This word 
list can assist undergraduate and graduate students in familiarizing 
themselves with essential words useful for the reading and writing of 
social science papers. 
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Research Question

	 This study intended to develop a high frequency content word 
list in social science research papers. The research question of this 
study is as follows:

	 “What content words are found most frequently in social 	
science research papers?”

Literature Review

	 Vocabulary classification Nation (2001, p. 11) classified 
vocabulary into four groups as follows:

	 High Frequency Words

	 High frequency words refer to words that appear most often 
in printed materials. High frequency words include both function words: 
the, a, in, for, etc. and content words: social, forests, student, research, 
etc. A well-known list of high frequency words is Michael West’s 
(West, 1953) General Service List (GSL), which contains approxi-
mately 2,000 word families. Another high frequency word list, created 
by Charles Browne, Brent Culligan and Joseph Phillips, is known as 
the New General Service List (NGSL). The New General Service List 
(NGSL) is a new vocabulary list obtained from a major update of 
West’s GSL. The NGSL contains 2,801 headwords divided into three 
levels, which represent the most significant high frequency words of 
the English language required by L2. The NGSL covers more than 90 
percent of most general English texts (Browne, 2014). 
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	 Academic Words

	 Academic words are derived from academic textbooks or 	
academic materials in different registers, for instance: linguistic, 	
politics, business, etc. These words cover about nine percent of the 
running words in the texts. The most well-known academic word list 
is Coxhead’s Academic Word List (AWL). The AWL includes 570 
word families covering around 10 percent of academic texts (Coxhead, 
2000; Coxhead & Byrd, 2007). However, it covers only 1.4 percent in 
fiction, which is the same size as academic texts (Coxhead, 2000).This 
group of words is most suitable for learners who want to read or write 
academic texts.

	 Technical Words

	 Technical words are closely associated with topics and subject 
areas, and they vary depending on subject area. These words cover 
around five percent of the running words in a text. This word group 
can be identified by systematically limiting the range of topics or 
language investigated or by using a technical dictionary. In technical 
dictionaries, approximately 1,000 entries in each dictionary are 	
technical words. Both academic and technical words are sometimes 
known as specialized words.

	 Low-frequency Words

	 Low-frequency words are a very large group of words that 
rarely occur. They account for only a small proportion of any text or 
only about five percent of the words in an average academic text. 
These words consist of words that are not high frequency words, not 
academic words, and not technical words in a particular subject. 	
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Low-frequency words can be proper names, or words that are 	
infrequently used. 

	 Word Classes

	 The traditional approaches to language analysis divide words 
into nine classes: nouns, verbs, adjectives, pronouns, prepositions, 
conjunctions, adverbs, determiners, and interjections (Nunan, 2013, 	
p. 48). Many single words may be classified into different classes 	
according to their function and meaning in a sentence.  In English, the 
vocabulary system consists of closed class and open class categories.  

	 Closed Class

	 Closed class refers to a class to which no new words are 
added. This class is sometimes also called “function words” or 	
“grammar words” (Nunan, 2013, p. 49). Members of function words 
include adverbial particles, auxiliary verbs, conjunctions, determiners, 
modal verbs, numbers, prepositions, pronouns, and quantifiers (Gilner 
& Morales, 2006; Nation, 2001; Nunan, 2013). Although function words 
are small, they make up a significant amount of corpus running words. 
Johansson and Hofland (1989) as cited in Nation (2001, p. 206) points 
out that function words cover around 43-44 percent of the running 
words in most texts. 

	 Open Class

	 Open class denotes a class to which new words can be added 
easily. Nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs are associated with this 
class. This class may sometimes be called “content words”. Content 
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words play a significant role in allowing English users to communicate 
about different events or states of affairs. New content words, which 
are added to the English lexicon, prevent fossilization in the language 
(Nunan, 2013). 

Previous Studies on Word List Developments

	 Word lists have been studied in diverse registers. For example, 
Wang, Liang, and Ge (2008), created a 623 word family Medical 
Academic Word List (MAWL) from a one million word medical 	
corpus. Words included in the MAWL must appear at least 30 times 
in the medical corpus. Vongpumivitch, Huang, and Chang (2009) 	
created a 1.5 million word corpus from applied linguistics research 
articles called the ALC from 200 applied linguistics research articles 
from five international journals: Applied Linguistics, Language 	
Learning, The Modern Language Journal, Language Research, and 
TESOL Quarterly. The 585 applied linguistics word list was obtained 
from words that appeared at least 50 times in the ALC. Moreover, 
word lists in education (Mozaffari & Moini, 2014) and nursing (Yang, 
2015) registers have been developed.  Mozaffari and Moini (2014) 
created a 356 educational word list from a 1.7 million word corpus 
compiled from 239 research articles in the education field. Words found 
at least 50 times in the educational research article corpus and 	
appearing more than five times in all the educational journals were 
included. Similarly, Yang (2015) unveiled a 676 nursing word list that 
was created from around a one million word Nursing Research Articles 
Corpus (NRAC) from 252 nursing research papers. Words discovered 
more than 33 times in the NRAC and occurring more than 11 times 
in 21 subject areas were included in the nursing word list. Also, Hsu 
(2013) developed a list of 595 frequently occurring word families in 
medical science called the Medical Word List (MWL) obtained from 
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a corpus of 155 textbooks in 31 medical areas from 15 million running 
words of e-book databases by employing range and frequency of words 
that were outside the most frequent 3,000 word families of the British 
National Corpus. The MWL accounted for 10.72 percent of the 	
medical textbooks in this study. Medical instructors who use the MWL 
can raise students’ awareness and foster vocabulary knowledge of the 
commonly used medical words in medical textbooks. Conversely, some 
word lists have been generated from smaller size corpora. Shabani and 
Tazik (2014), for example, generated the Revised Academic Word List 
(RAWL) from around a 300,000 token corpus obtained from 120 	
English research articles from two journals – ESP and Asian EFL 	
journals. Words occurring at least nine times in the corpus and at least 
twice in each journal were included in the RAWL. Likewise, Liu and 
Han (2015) created a total of 458 words of the Environmental 	
Academic Word List (EAWL) based on around an 800,000 running 
word corpus from environmental research papers.

	 From the aforementioned studies, most researchers selected 
words based on range as the first criteria followed by word 	
frequencies, similar to Coxhead’s AWL word selection (Coxhead, 2000). 
Furthermore, West’s GSL was criticized for being based on an 	
outdated and relatively small corpus (approximately 2.5 million running 
words) compared to current corpus standards. GSL was also disparaged 
for not clearly defining “word” (Browne, Culligan, & Phillips, 2013). 
For this reason, the New General Service List (NGSL), which was 
based on a more modern and ten times larger corpus -- around 273 
million words -- than the GSL, was employed in this study. In 	
addition, corpus have usually been compiled from textbooks; research 
articles in diverse fields such as medical, agricultural, linguistics, 	
financial, or education; or from politics, economics and business news. 
Nevertheless, social science research articles have seldom been the 
focus of studies.
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Methodology

	 Journal and Paper Selection

	 The Social Science Corpus (SSC) was generated from 	
open-access English academic articles in the Social Sciences, General 
Category of the ScienceDirect website (http://www.sciencedirect.com) 
published during the period 2013-2015 in order to avoid outdated 
words. These articles were statistically selected by the simple random 
sampling method. Some journal sections, such as forewords, editorials, 
and book reviews, were excluded. 

	 Data Standardization

	 Graphs, charts, diagrams, equations, bibliographies, text 	
headers, footnotes, author’s name and affiliates, or other parts of the 
texts that cannot be processed by concordance programs were removed 
from the research paper files as suggested by Chen and Ge (2007) by 
using PDF editing software. Standardized PDF paper files were then 
converted to UTF-8 plain text format in order to avoid the wrong 
character conversion from non-English language characters. These text 
files were checked for typographical errors, and all hyphenated words 
were joined together as a single word. Subsequently, the running words 
of each text file were counted before combining them to create a 
journal sub-corpus. The running words of each journal were limited 
to between 36,000 to 39,000 running words. This was done to balance 
the number of running words in order to avoid word selection bias 
arising from long texts. The SSC consisted of 11 sub-corpora from 11 
journals in different areas in the social science field. The journal 	
information, subject areas used in Social Science Corpus (SSC), as well 
as the number of articles, types and tokens of each journal are displayed 
in Table 1.
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Table 1	 Summary of journals used in the social science corpus 	
	 	 (SSC)

ID Journal Title Subject Areas

No. of 

Articles 

Used

No. of 

Types

No. of 

Tokens

S_1 Energy Research 

& Social Science

Energy Technologies, Fuels, 	

Resources, and Energy Production 

Affecting People

4 4,501 38,131

S_2 Environmental 

Innovation and Societal 

Transitions

Innovations and Socio-Economic 

Transitions, Environmental 

Problems, and Environmental 

Sustainable Economy

4 4,194 38,261

S_3 Procedia - Social and 

Behavioral Sciences 

Social Behavioral Sciences 

concerning Arts and Humanities

11 4,904 37,878

S_4 Public Relations 

Review

Public Relations, Mass 

Communications, Organizational 

Communications, Marketing 

Management and Public Policy 

Formation

6 5,038 37,732

S_5 Sport Management 

Review

Sport Management and Marketing 4 4,504 38,799

S_6 Studies in Communica-

tion Sciences

Public Communication 5 4,489 35,985

S_7 The Journal of Social 

Studies Research

Social Science Studies 5 4,384 38,074

S_8 The Social Science 	

Journal

Social Sciences, Humanities, and 

Natural Sciences

7 4,709 38,253

S_9 Travel Behaviour and 

Society

Travel Behavior, Transportation 

and Environmental, Transportation 

Geographic Information Systems 

(TGIS)

6 4,067 38,869

S_10 Wine Economics and 

Policy

Wine Business and Economics 

Management

6 4,880 36,481

S_11 Urban Climate Urban Climatic Conditions and 

Change concerning Geography 

Demographic, and Socioeconomic

6 4,316 36,082

Total 64 49,986 414,545
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Research Tools

	 Reference Word Lists

	 New General Service List (NGSL)

	 The New General Service List (NGSL) version 1.01 was 
downloaded from the website “A New General Service List (1.01)” 
(http://www.newgeneralservicelist.org). The list contains words with 
three different levels of occurrence in Microsoft Excel format. Level 
one represents the 1,000 words that appeared most frequently in 	
general English. The second and third levels present the next most 
frequent 1,000 words and 801 elements of vocabulary in general 	
English, respectively. At each level, headwords and their word 	
members were reformatted in the same pattern as in the Academic 
Word List (AWL) so that the AntWordProfiler could identify headwords 
and their word family members as suggested by Paul Nation’s Range 
program and Laurence Anthony’s AntWordProfiler help file. The list 
is comprised of headwords in the left column and family members 
characterized by Bauer and Nation’s Level 6 scale: inflectional 	
suffixes of Laurie Bauer and Paul Nation’s word family taxonomy 
(Bauer & Nation, 1993), by right indenting. The NGSL includes the 
headwords in all parts of speech and all inflected forms but excludes 
headwords with a prefix and headwords with non-inflectional suffixes 
(derivational suffixes) as a different headword. Discrepancies between 
American English and British English spelling words are grouped 
within the same headword, but the NGSL presents an American 	
English spelling word as a headword and assigns a British English 
spelling word as a headword member (Browne, 2014). High frequency 
words in general English such as numbers, days of the week, and 
months of the year were excluded from the NGSL and from this study. 
The New General Service List (NGSL) is comprised of 2,801 headwords 
and 8,452 family members.
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	 Academic Word List (AWL)

	 The Academic Word List (AWL) contains headwords and 	
family members characterized by Bauer and Nation’s Level 6 scale: 
frequent but irregular affixes. This level of affixes contains all inflections 
and the most frequent and regular prefixes and suffixes, such as -able, 
-ee, -ic, -ify, -ion, -ist, -ition, -ive, -th, -y, pre-, re (Bauer & 	
Nation, 1993, p. 261). The AWL classifies British English spelling 
words as a headword and sets American English spelling words as a 
word member. The Academic Word List (AWL) consists of 570 	
headwords and 3,107 family members. The AWL can be downloaded 
from the Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand at http://
www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/resources/academicwordlist/awl-headwords.

	 Concordancers

	 Anthony’s AntWordProfiler (1.4.0) and AntConc (3.4.3) 	
(Anthony, 2014a, 2014b) were used in this study. In this study, the 
General Vocabulary Profiling Tool of the AntWordProfiler (1.4.0) was 
the primary tool used to generate statistical values, the range and the 
frequency of the appearance of words across sub-corpora in the social 
science corpus, in comparison with the New General Service List 
(NGSL) and the Academic Word List (AWL). The AntConc (3.4.3) 
was only used to exclude function words out of content words.
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Social Science Word List (SSWL) Generation Process 

	 Stage 1: word selection criteria

	 Word selection for the SSWL was also based on the method 
by which Coxhead (2000) selected words for the Academic Word List 
(AWL). The range and frequency criteria as utilized by Coxhead’s 
Academic Word List (AWL) were employed in this study. The word 
range was the first criterion to consider word selection to avoid the 
domination of long texts or extremely high frequency words in some 
subject areas. This was followed by word family frequency and 	
uniformity of frequency – minimum frequency of a word family occurring 
in each sub-corpus. To be precise, a word family range had to appear 
in at least five from 11 sub-corpora with a word family frequency of 
at least 10 times in each sub-corpus, and the word families had to 
occur at least 100 times in 414,545 running words to be counted in 
the SSWL, which is the same criteria used by Coxhead. The method 
of comparing the corpus running word size to Coxhead’s calculated 
range and word frequency ratios was not employed in this study. This 
was because the Social Science Corpus (SSC) is more than seven times 
smaller than Coxhead’s corpus. If the idea of proportion were applied, 
the range and the frequency of word sizes would be only two and 14 
times, respectively, in the whole SSC, which is extremely low, thus 
resulting in an abundance of representative words in the Social Science 
Word List (SSWL). In terms of uniformity of frequency, word family 
members had to be present at least ten times in each corpus. Further-
more, words selected for the SSWL could be those appearing in the 
NGSL or in the AWL. This concept was dissimilar to Coxhead’s word 
selection in that the words in the AWL must be the word families that 
are not listed in West’s General Service List (GSL) (1953), a 2,000-	
frequency word list. This was because the present study aimed to 
create a list of words that are frequently used in social science research 	
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articles, which can be either high frequency words found in general 
English texts or academic words found mainly in academic papers and 
research articles. The word output obtained from this stage was 	
amalgamated with function and content words.

	

	 Stage 2: functional word removal

	 The Stop List function of the AntConc (3.4.3) program 	
(Anthony, 2014a) was applied to separate function words from content 
words. In this study, the list of function words was modified using 
Paul Nation’s list of 320 function words (Nation, 2001) as a primary 
function word list. In addition, some function words in Gilner and 
Morales’ list (Gilner & Morales, 2006) were added for function words 
that were not listed in Paul Nation’s list, for example, across, against, 
because, whether, etc. to filter only the content words. Only content 
words were retained to be employed in the creation of the Social 	
Science Word List (SSWL).

	 Stage 3: word list examination

	 Proper names, prefixes, numbers, or words from other 	
languages than English were removed from the list of content words. 
Finally, the words remaining in this stage were the Social Science 
Word List (SSWL).
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Establishing the Validity of the Social Science Word 
List (SSWL)	

	 Headword rank comparison and coverage were employed for 
validation of the SSWL. Firstly, the rank of the SSWL headwords were 
compared to those in the Corpus of Contemporary American English 
(COCA) Core Academic Vocabulary List (AVL) (Davies & Gardner, 
n.d.,-a), and the COCA Most Frequent Word List in Academic 	
English (Davies & Gardner, n.d.,-b). Secondly, the coverage of the 
SSWL was checked with two small validating corpora containing new 
social science research papers in accordance with the method 	
suggested by Liu and Han (2015); both corpora were generated using 
the same paper selection criteria and the method used in the SSC 
creation. The first validating corpus was compiled from 20 research 
papers selected from different social science academic journals used in 
the SSC compilation, while the other corpus was created from 20 
research papers taken from the same social science academic journals 
used in the SSC compilation.

Results and Discussion

	 This study aimed to investigate and develop the Social Science 
Word List (SSWL), a high frequency content word list from social 
science research papers, in order to answer the following research 
question: “What content words are found most frequently in social 
science research papers?”
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	 Identification of the Social Science Word List (SSWL)

	 The Social Science Word List (SSWL) differed from most word 
lists in previous studies that presented academic words in diverse 	
registers. The SSWL contained both high frequency general words and 
academic words, since, in fact, social science academic papers might 
contain high frequency general words, academic words, technical words, 
as well as low frequency words as classified by Nation (2001, p. 11). 
In order to familiarize students with high frequency words used in 
social science research papers, they are required to learn high 	
frequency words found in general English texts in addition to 	
academic words used mainly in academic papers and research articles. 
This notion is also in accordance with the study of Mehrpour and 
Rahimi (2010), which found that general vocabulary and specific 	
vocabulary both play a crucial role in effective reading comprehension. 

	 The first 1,000 headwords of the NGSL accounted for 62.18 
percent (245 words), whilst the next 1,000 headwords in the second 
level and the following 801 word families in the third level of NGSL 
covered 5.33 percent (21 words) and 0.25 percent (1 word), respec-
tively. In total, the SSWL contained 267 headwords from the NGSL 
covering 67.77 percent. Additionally, content words accounted for 32.24 
percent (127 words). One content word -- better, which was not shown 
in either the NGSL or the AWL, was also included in the SSWL by 
grouping it as a word family member under the headword good, which 
represents the closest meaning of the word better. Word family mem-
bers of each head word in the SSWL were drawn from those in the 
AWL and the NGSL that occurred in the SSC. Any word family 
members that were not present in the SSC were removed. The SSWL 
consisted of 394 content words and 1,120 word family members in all 
three levels of the NGSL and AWL as presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2	 Summary of the Social Science Word List (SSWL)

Word Type

Reference Word List

TotalNGSL- 

Level 1

NGSL- 

Level 2

NGSL- 

Level 3
AWL

Content Words 

(SSWL) 

245

(62.18%)

21

(5.33%)

1

(0.25%)

127

(32.24%)

394

(100.00%)

	 A complete list of the 394 headwords and 1,120 word family 
members of the SSWL is presented alphabetically in Appendix A.

	 Examination of the validity of the Social Science Word 
List (SSWL)	

	 The SSWL was examined for validity by two methods: 	
headword rank comparison and SSWL coverage. 

	 Headword Rank Comparison

	 The first method was comparing the rank of the SSWL 	
headwords to those in the Corpus of Contemporary American English 
(COCA) Core Academic Vocabulary List (AVL) (Davies & Gardner, 
n.d., a) sorted by word frequency in the social science genre and the 
COCA Most Frequent Word List in Academic English (Davies & 
Gardner, n.d., b). First frequency-sorted headwords in the SSWL were 
compared to the 3,015 headwords of The COCA Core AVL. If the 
headwords in the SSWL were not found in the COCA Core AVL, the 
COCA 20,000 Most Frequent Word List in Academic English was used 
to check the SSWL’s word rank instead. The results revealed that, as 
can be seen in table 3, among the 394 SSWL headwords, 232 head-
words (58.88 percent) were academic words found in the COCA Core 
AVL in the social science category. Meanwhile, the rest (162 headwords 
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or 41.12 percent) were high frequency words in the COCA Most 	
Frequent Word List.

Table 3	 Summary of the number of SSWL headwords found in the 	
	 	 COCA word lists

COCA Word Lists No. of Headwords Percent
Core Academic Vocabulary List 232 58.88%
Most Frequent Word List in 162 41.12%
Academic English

Total 394 100.00%

	 It is interesting to note that 17 out of the 162 SSWL headwords 
found in the COCA Most Frequent Word List in Academic English 
were domain-specific words. These words occurred with a frequency 
at least three times higher in one or two among the nine genres in the 
COCA corpus. As demonstrated in table 4, these words were mostly 
found in the genres of Education, Education and Social, Medical, 	
Finance, Law, and Religion. For example, the words community,  
program, utilize, learn, implement, diverse, skill, and ability were 	
discovered mainly in the field of Education; the words behavior and 
statistic primarily occurred in Education and Social, while the words 
invest and company were found chiefly in Finance. 



Vol. 11 (2016) 60

Journal of English Studies

Table 4	 List of headwords found in the COCA most frequent word 	
	 	 list in Academic English classified by other domains

No.
Reference 
Word List

Head
word

Range Freq.

Rank in  
COCA 
Word 
List

Domain

1 AWL community 8 680 134 Education
2 NGSL-1 program 8 350 89 Education
3 NGSL-1 behavior 6 333 211 Education and 

Social
4 NGSL-1 risk 7 331 399 Medical
5 AWL invest 8 301 1835 Finance

6 NGSL-1 health 5 269 174 Medical
7 AWL utilise 7 264 2204 Education
8 NGSL-1 company 6 260 187 Finance
9 NGSL-1 learn 5 236 243 Education
10 AWL implement 7 180 1124 Education
11 AWL regulate 6 160 2363 Law
12 AWL diverse 5 152 1579 Education
13 NGSL-1 skill 6 152 365 Education
14 AWL statistic 6 118 8417 Education and 	

Social
15 NGSL-3 frequency 5 117 1330 Medical
16 NGSL-2 self 6 176 1297 Religious
17 NGSL-1 ability 5 100 434 Education
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	 The Social Science Word List (SSWL) Coverage

	 The second method was an examination of the coverage of the 
SSWL with two validating corpora. To this end, two small-sized 	
corpora containing new social science papers were compiled according 
to the method of Liu and Han (2015). The headwords and their word 
family members in the SSWL file used in the coverage examination 
of both validating corpora were formatted in the same pattern as the 
AWL. Both validating corpora were created using the identical paper 
selection criteria and method that were applied in the creation of the 
SSC. Each corpus, however, had discrepancies in the following details: 

	 The Validating Corpus 1 (VC01)

	 The twenty research papers in this corpus were selected from 
ten social science academic journals in the General Category, which 
was different from those used in the SSC. Two research texts were 
statistically selected from each journal. The VC01 contained 113,472 
tokens.

	 The Validating Corpus 2 (VC02)

	 This validating corpus was also comprised of twenty 	
academic papers derived from the same social science academic 	
journals as those used in the compilation of the SSC, but the research 
papers used in the VC02 differed from those used in the SSC. Also, 
two research texts were statistically chosen from each journal. The 
VC02 comprised 140,411 tokens.

	 The results revealed that on average, the SSWL accounted for 
21.52 percent and 24.16 percent in validating corpus 1 (VC01) and 
validating corpus 2 (VC02), respectively. Usually, the AWL accounts 
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for around 10 percent in academic texts (Coxhead, 2000; Coxhead & 
Byrd, 2007). The coverage of the SSWL in the two corpora was 
higher than those of the AWL, occurring in 5.5 to 17.6 percent of all 
papers of both validating corpora. The SSWL, however, covered 
higher than 20 percent in all social science academic papers taken from 
the same journals as those in the SSWL in the second validating 	
corpus (VC02). To be precise, the SSWL covered from 21 to 29 	
percent in all papers (VC02_A1-VC02_J2). On the contrary, in the first 
validating corpus (VC01) collected from papers from different social 
science journals, 14 out of 20 social science papers presented SSWL 
coverage of more than 20 percent, whilst the coverage of the rest 
ranged from 14.0 to 18.0 percent. The coverage details of the SSWL 
and the AWL in each paper of both validating corpora are shown in 
table 5. 
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Table 5	 Summary of the coverage of SSWL in each paper of 	
	 	 validating corpora

Papers compiled 

in VC01

Coverage Papers compiled

in VC02

Coverage

AWL SSWL AWL SSWL

VC01_A1 10.5 21.4 VC02_A1 12.3 22.0
VC01_A2 9.6 25.8 VC02_A2 12.2 21.1
VC01_B1 13 21.5 VC02_B1 12.9 24.4
VC01_B2 9.5 15.3 VC02_B2 12.1 23.5
VC01_C1 17.6 17.3 VC02_C1 16.4 29.4
VC01_C2 9.5 14 VC02_C2 17.6 26.8
VC01_D1 12.4 24.2 VC02_D1 10.1 22.7
VC01_D2 13.8 21.8 VC02_D2 7.7 22.1
VC01_E1 10.6 24 VC02_E1 12.3 28.3
VC01_E2 10.5 24.8 VC02_E2 14.1 24.0
VC01_F1 6.7 17 VC02_F1 14.8 27.0
VC01_F2 5.5 15.8 VC02_F2 11.4 25.4
VC01_G1 10.1 18 VC02_G1 10.5 23.8
VC01_G2 11.1 21.7 VC02_G2 10.7 23.4
VC01_H1 13.8 27.5 VC02_H1 12.3 24.5
VC01_H2 13.2 26.4 VC02_H2 14.3 22.5
VC01_I1 15.4 25.5 VC02_I1 13.0 23.2
VC01_I2 13.8 20.8 VC02_I2 11.4 23.8
VC01_J1 10.4 20 VC02_J1 10.7 23.6
VC01_J2 16.5 27.5 VC02_J2 11.4 21.7

Average Coverage 11.68 21.52 Average Coverage 12.41 24.16
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Pedagogical Implications of the Social Science Word 
List (SSWL)

	 The Social Science Word List (SSWL) is aimed at being a 
ready-to-use word list for teachers, instructors and course designers 
of English for Academic Purposes (EAP) and English for Specific 
Purposes (ESP) in social sciences for undergraduate and graduate 	
students. As presented in Appendix A, the SSWL consists of 394 
headwords and their family members. As illustrated in Figure 1, the 
word on the left-hand side represents the headword and words 	
indented to the right are their members. The number at the end of 
each word indicates its frequency in the SSC. 

Figure 1	 Structure of headwords and word family members of the Social 	
	 	 Science Word List (SSWL)

	 Instructors should begin by introducing word families and their 
members found in the NGSL level 1 since the NGSL level 1 consists 
of the most frequent words among level 2 and 3. After students are 
familiar with the word families in the NGSL level 1, instructors may 
shift to teach them word families from NGSL levels 2 and 3 respec-
tively. Introducing the word families found in the NGSL is consistent 
with the findings of Hirsh and Nation (1992) and Na and Nation (1985), 
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which suggested that L2 learners require a minimum of 3,000 high 
frequency English words so as to increase their understanding to at 
least 95 percent. Subsequently, after students have learnt the words 
from the NGSL, instructors should then introduce words from the AWL, 
since the coverage of the AWL was found to be far lower than the 
NGSL at just around 10 percent in academic texts (Coxhead, 2000; 
Coxhead & Byrd, 2007). This agrees with the findings of Nation and 
Kyongho (1995), and Mehrpour and Rahimi (2010), which suggested 
that both high frequency English words in the GSL and academic words 
in the AWL should be introduced to students studying in academic 
reading and writing classes. To be clearer, instructors may not need to 
teach all the word families and their members appearing in the SSWL. 
Instead, they may opt to introduce high frequency words. For instance, 
regarding the word family evident in Figure 1, in case of time 	
constraints, teachers may introduce words with high frequency first 
because these words were discovered most often in social science 	
research articles. For the word family evident, instructors may teach it 
only as a noun evidence and an adjective evident, which were the first 
and second ranks of frequency at 120 times and 30 times in the SSC, 
respectively. Moreover, information on word frequencies can also assist 
teachers to teach students how these words are frequently used in real 
academic prose contexts.

	 The SSWL can be applied in myriad ways. Flashcard learning 
is an effective direct vocabulary learning method for words from the 
SSWL regarding the return on time and effort spent for students who 
have limited knowledge of vocabulary. Learners and teachers can 	
control vocabulary learning repletion and deliberately focus on some 
necessary words that cannot be easily gained from context or dictionary 
use methods (Nation, 2001; Nation & Meara, 2002). Teachers can 
create flashcards using headwords or word family members from the 
SSWL on one side and put word definitions on the other side. Other 
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lexical information, for instance, pronunciation, part of speech, colloca-
tions, grammatical patterns, and contexts in use, can also be added to 
flashcards to enhance learners’ understanding (Nation & Meara, 2002). 
Nowadays, computer technology can aid teachers in producing their 
own flashcards without cutting paper. Many free and paid websites 
offer services for teachers that facilitate the creation of their own sets 
of flashcards effortlessly. To name a few, Quizlet (https://quizlet.com) 
is a free online vocabulary flashcard website generator allowing teachers 
or instructors to create their own flashcards by uploading the SSWL. 
The website not only creates online flashcards but also generates 
other useful online learning materials such as exercises and Scatter 
-- an interactive game. Meanwhile, Memrise (http://www.memrise.com) 
contains an outstanding feature that allows users to add Mempty, a 
picture of things or words associated with learning words, which can 
assist learners in memorizing target words.

The Limitations of the Social Science Word List 
(SSWL)

	 Word Frequency Counting

	 The major limitation of this corpus-based study derived from 
the limitations of the AntWordProfiler. The program automatically 
counts word frequency and groups of words with the same word forms 
that the program can recognize together without the classification of 
word class or word meaning in context. For instance, AntWord	
Profiler counts the adjective or adverb fine and the singular noun fine, 
or the proper noun Fine together under the same word family fine 
regardless of its meaning in context. Moreover, the word frequencies 
in SSWL are not tied to their meanings. The SSWL only presents 
frequencies of words discovered in social science research papers. The 
list does not distinguish how many times the word fine is in the 	
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adjective class, in which it means “good”, from its meaning in the 
noun class of “money paid for punishment”.

	 Multiword Units

	 Multiword units are exceptions in the SSWL due to the 	
occurrence of a space between them. AntWordProfiler counts and 
identifies words by noticing a space between each word. For this 	
reason, multiword units are counted separately; for example, the word 
work out is counted as two separate words: one content word work 
and one function word out. Each word is stored under separate word 
families. This case differs from the counting of the word workout, with 
AntWordProfiler counting this word as one word.

	 American English and British English Spelling variations

	 The SSWL does not focus on the occurrence of American 
English and British English spelling variations in social science research 
articles. Consequently, the differences of the word frequency in 	
American English and British English spelling variation was not taken 
into account in this study. The SSWL groups words with American 
English and British English spelling variations with their frequency 
together as one word as demonstrated in Appendix A.

Conclusion

	 This study created the Social Science Word List (SSWL), a 
list of 394 high frequency content words in social science research 
papers from 64 open-access English research papers in the social 	
science, General Category in the ScienceDirect website. A total of 267 
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content words in the SSWL (67.77 percent) divided into three 	
sub-levels at 62.18 percent, 5.33 percent, and 0.25 percent, respectively, 
were primarily derived from high frequency English words in the NGSL, 
whilst 127 academic words in the AWL (32.24 percent) were also 
included in the SSWL (Table 2). Although this result revealed that the 
SSWL mainly contained high frequency words rather than academic 
words, the first validity result corroborated that 232 words in the SSWL 
(58.88 percent) represented academic words in social science research 
papers in COCA Core AVL, while the rest (162 words) were general 
English words excluded from academic texts (Table 3). In terms of 
coverage, the second validity result demonstrated that on average the 
SSWL covered around 20 percent of academic words in social science 
papers, higher than the coverage of the AWL. The SSWL is worth 
introducing to students in order to familiarize them with the words 
occurring in social science research paper rather than relying on words 
from the NGSL or the AWL for the following reasons: The majority 
of words in the SSWL are academic words in the social science field 
compared with the words from the COCA Core AVL and the COCA 
Most Frequent Word List in Academic English, which were created 
from an enormous corpus. The SSWL can help learners to save time 
because the SSWL contains fewer words than the NGSL and the AWL, 
and the words in the SSWL are more genre-specific to the social 	
science field than those in the AWL, which was compiled from 	
academic texts in four disciplines: Law, Art, Commerce, and Science 
(Coxhead, 2000). Additionally, on average, the coverage of the SSWL 
is twice as high as the AWL, ensuring that learners using the SSWL 
have a greater chance to encounter words in academic texts in the 
social science field. 

	 The limitations of this study are as follows. The SSWL was 
created from the SSC, a corpus compiled from academic papers only 
in the social science, General Category. In fact, social science in the 
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ScienceDirect website includes 12 other subject areas. Furthermore, the 
SSC contained only around 400,000 running words, and was therefore 
comparatively smaller than other corpora. These drawbacks may 
lessen the chances of discovering vocabulary that frequently appears 
in social science research articles. Apropos the limitations of the Social 
Science Word List (SSWL), three major restrictions, namely, word 
frequency counting, multiword units, and American English and 	
British English spelling variations, were also highlighted as a 	
reminder to teachers and instructors using the SSWL.
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Appendix A

The Complete List of 394 Word Families and 1,120 Word Family 
Members of the Social Science Word List (SSWL) 

	 Below is the complete alphabetical list of the 394 word 	
families of the Social Science Word List (SSWL) and their word 	
family members. Words in italics indicate words that were found in 
the Social Science Corpus (SSC). The end of each word is marked 
with an asterisk (*) or a caret (^) symbol to indicate the word list that 
the word family was derived from: * for words from NGSL Level 1, 
** for words from NGSL Level 2, *** for words from NGSL Level 
3, and ^ for words for words from AWL. The number at the end of 
the symbol indicates the frequency of that word in the SSC. Words 
with American English and British English spelling variations are 	
presented together and counted as one word.
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Ability* 88
	 Abilities  12
Able* 105
Access^ 197
	 Accessed  5
	 Accesses  1
	 Accessibility  39
	 Accessible  26
	 Accessing  16
	 Inaccessible  2
Accord*  1	
	 Accorded  1
	 According 210	
Account* 106	
	 Accounts  16
	 Accounted  13
	 Accounting  14
Achieve^  53
	 Achieved  31
	 Achievement  13
	 Achievements  13
	 Achieves  1
	 Achieving  16
Activity*  117	
	 Activities  242
Addition*  150	
	 Additions 1	
Additional**  111	
Address*  85	
	 Addresses  15
	 Addressed  45
	 Addressing  41
Advantage*  88	
	 Advantages  41
	 Advantaged  1
Affect^  63
	 Affected  59
	 Affecting  16
	 Affective  1
	 Affects  21
	 Unaffected  1

Age*  128	
	 Ages  9
	 Aged  9
	 Aging  21
	 Ageing  9
Aim*  56	
	 Aims  53
	 Aimed  61
	 Aiming  12
Allow*  72	
	 Allows  63
	 Allowed  43
	 Allowing  38	
Also*  934	
Analyze/Analyse^ 51
	 Analysed  13
	 Analyses  71
	 Analysing  11
	 Analysis  487
	 Analyst  2
	 Analysts  2
	 Analytic  6
	 Analytical  28
	 Analytically  2
	 Analyzed  55
	 Analyzes  13
	 Analyzing  36
Answer* 47	
	 Answers  34
	 Answered  11
	 Answering  9
Appear*  57
	 Appears  48
	 Appeared  16
	 Appearing  6	
Application*  64	
	 Applications  65
Apply*  24	
	 Applies  10
	 Applied  75
	 Applying  30	

Approach^  251
	 Approachable  1
	 Approached  3
	 Approaches  76
	 Approaching  6
Area^  156
	 Areas 161 
Argue*  58	
	 Argues  45
	 Argued  61
	 Arguing  13	
Around*  155	
Article*  140	
	 Articles  42
Ask*  20	
	 Asks  6
	 Asked  91
	 Asking  14
Aspect^  42
	 Aspects  128
Assess^  45
	 Assessed  22
	 Assesses  1
	 Assessing  17
	 Assessment  67
	 Assessments  23
Associate*  6	
	 Associates  3
	 Associated  207
	 Associating  1
Association**  79	
	 Associations  63
Assume^  37
	 Assumed  42
	 Assumes  19
	 Assuming  22
	 Assumption  54
	 Assumptions  52
Attitude^  65
	 Attitudes  80
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Available^  55
	 Availability  114
	 Unavailable  2
Average*  146	
	 Averages  1
	 Averaged  5
	 Averaging  2
Aware^  44
	 Awareness  64
	 Unaware  7
Base*  50	
	 Bases  5
	 Based  461
Become*  125	
	 Becomes  28
	 Became  52
	 Becoming  36	
Begin*  29	
	 Begins  12
	 Began  47
	 Beginning  37
	 Begun  16
	 Beginnings  3
Behavior/Behaviour* 305	

Behaviors  25
	 Behaviours  3
Belief**  73	
	 Beliefs  88
Benefit^  60
	 Beneficial  21
	 Beneficiaries  2
	 Benefited  3
	 Benefiting  4
	 Benefits  173
Bring*  63	
	 Brings  16
	 Brought  54
	 Bringing  15	

Broad**  44	
	 Broader  54
	 Broadest  2	
Build*  64	
	 Builds  10
	 Building  118
	 Buildings  20	
	 Built  42
Business*  290	
	 Businesses  114
Call*  30	
	 Calls  9
	 Called  69
	 Calling  2
Capital*  136	
	 Capitals  2	
Case*  352	
	 Cases  247
Cause*  43	
	 Causes  39
	 Caused  44
	 Causing  12	
Challenge^  68
	 Challenged  11
	 Challenges  103
	 Challenging  30
Change*  504	
	 Changes  257
	 Changed  46
	 Changing  37	
Characteristic**  26	
	 Characteristics  221
Choice*  264	
	 Choices  93
Choose*  52	
	 Chooses  6
	 Chose  20
	 Choosing  27
	 Chosen  68

Class*  79	
	 Classes  22
	 Classed  3
Clear*  97	
	 Cleared  1
	 Clearer  6
Climate**  413	
	 Climates  2	
Close*  71	
	 Closes  2
	 Closed  16
	 Closing  7
	 Closer  26
	 Closest  9
Come*  77	
	 Comes  43
	 Came  43
	 Coming  25
Common*  145	
Communicate^  12
	 Communicated  5
	 Communication  449
	 Communications  29
	 Communicative  24
Community^  541
	 Communities  139
Company*  75	
	 Companies  185
Compare*  26	
	 Compares  4
	 Compared  134
	 Comparing  19
Comparison**  78	
	 Comparisons  24
Complex^  87
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