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Abstract

Vocabulary knowledge has been recognized as a crucial component in 
learning and teaching of both native and non-native learners, text 
understanding, and educational success (Coxhead, 2018; Saeedi et al., 
2023; Schmitt et al., 2021), leading to the development of word lists for 
different purposes. Hence, this study aimed at developing a newspaper 
word list including the most frequent words which are highly applicable 
and useful for understanding different sections of English newspapers. 
In doing so, a corpus of 1,221,970 words was compiled and analyzed. 
Based on the three criteria, i.e., frequency, range, and specialization, a 
word list containing 858-word families was obtained. A combination of 
the current word list and the general words accounted for 94.64% of 
tokens (the total number of running words) in the corpus. The results 
have practical applications for EFL/ESL (English as a Foreign Language/ 
English as a Second Language) learners as well as readers and writers 
of English newspapers.
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INTRODUCTION 

Reading has been considered one of the most common and important ways of learning another 
language. Nagy (1988) mentioned that vocabulary is a major prerequisite and causative factor 
in reading comprehension. Schmitt et al. (2021) stated that vocabulary is probably the key 
type of knowledge necessary for both first languages (L1) and second languages (L2), “because 
if words to express concepts are not known, all syntactic and discourse knowledge is of little 
use” (p. 1). Moreover, Coxhead (2018) pointed out that grammar, phonology, and morphology 
can emerge by studying vocabulary.

Newspapers have influential roles in learning vocabulary (Kyongho & Nation, 1989) and are 
“widely used in a range of education contexts” (Scott & Tribble, 2006, p. 161). Chung (2009) 
pointed out that one of the most important sources of reading materials is the newspaper. 
Consequently, it is necessary to develop a specialized word list for English newspapers. 
Accordingly, the current study is an attempt to establish an English newspaper word list that 
has practical applications for readers and writers of English newspapers: The results can be 
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beneficial to both English-language newspapers produced in countries where English is the 
dominant or official language, and English-language newspapers produced in countries where 
English is not the official language. Furthermore, frequent words are more familiar, and this 
familiarity could be a motivational factor for helping learners read and understand the related 
texts. This makes more sense in EFL/ESL contexts, particularly, in the EFL context. This is because, 
in EFL/ESL and specifically EFL contexts, readers need more familiar words to understand the 
texts. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

History of word lists

Throughout the history of word list establishment, a large number of researchers have focused 
on developing core word lists for general purposes (CWLs) (Brezina & Gablasova, 2015; Browne, 
2013; West, 1953) and English for specific purposes (ESP) including general academic purposes 
(Coxhead, 2000; Gardner & Davies, 2014) and discipline-specific academic/non-academic 
purposes (DSA/N-AWLs) (Chung, 2009; Hsu, 2014; Malmström et al., 2018; Valipouri & Nassaji, 
2013; Zhu, 2017). 

One of the most influential core word lists having been developed for general purposes is the 
general service list, GSL, (West, 1953). The GSL includes the 2000 most common word families 
with a high coverage of about 85% of common English texts. The GSL has been recognized as 
the most influential (Todd, 2017) and well-known (Paquot, 2010) word list that serves as a 
basis for the development of Coxthead’s (2000) academic word list (AWL) and some of today’s 
word lists (Xodabande & Xodabande, 2020). However, the GSL has been criticized from different 
perspectives for its  principles in word compilation (Brezina & Gablasova, 2015), its age (Read, 
2000), and its coverage of the list. These criticisms have led to the development of different 
word lists for general purposes (Brezina & Gablasova, 2015; Browne, 2013). However, as Hu 
and Nation (2000) mentioned, about 98% of the knowledge of the total words (tokens or the 
total number of running words occurrences) in a text is the minimum required for adequate 
reading comprehension. These criticisms pave the way for researchers to establish new word 
lists for ESP.

Coxhead’s (2000) academic word list (AWL), as a General Academic Word List (GAWL), was the 
first influential computerized list that was developed out of corpora including 3.5 million 
running words. Coxhead adopted range and frequency as the criteria to create the list. The 
AWL included 570 word families excluding GSL. Though the AWL had a groundbreaking effect 
on word list development, it was criticized due to its corpus expansion (Hyland & Tse, 2007), 
its usefulness for ESP courses (Chen & Ge, 2007), and its semantic and grammatical variation 
across disciplines (Hyland & Tse, 2007). These criticisms have led to the establishment of new 
word lists for general academic purposes (including but not limited to Garner & Davies, 2014; 
Nation, 2006). Moreover, word lists that have been developed for general academic purposes 
cannot satisfy the needs of all learners. For example, learners of applied linguistics or chemistry 
have their own specific words. This disadvantage of GAWLs has led researchers to establish 
word lists for specific purposes.
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Throughout the history of word list development, a large number of researchers conducted 
different studies for specific purposes (including but not limited to Hsu, 2014; Malmström et 
al., 2018; Muñoz, 2015; Valipouri & Nassaji, 2013; Yang, 2015). Nevertheless, there exist only 
two studies relating to the newspaper word list (Chung, 2009; Zhu, 2017). Chung (2009) created 
a specialized word list for reading newspapers.  Electronic newspaper texts were gathered 
from a period of publication between 23 February and 23 May 2006. The corpus of Chung’s 
study was chosen from three types of newspapers including The Dominion Post from New 
Zealand, The Independent from the United Kingdom, and The New York Times from the United 
States of America which contained 579,849 running words. Moreover, the corpus of Chung’s 
study was divided into 12 sections. By adopting range and frequency as the criteria, Chung’s 
study delivered a list of 588 word families out of GSL. Chung’s study can be criticized from 
different perspectives. First, the corpus of the study is too small for low-frequency words to 
be appeared. That is because the bigger the corpora, the better the opportunity for the 
occurrences of lower-frequency words (Coxhead & Hirsch, 2007; Nation & Sorell as cited in 
Kapur, 2021). Second, Chung’s study only included four news divisions (Business, National, 
Sports, and International) which cannot represent all parts of the newspaper sections. These 
reasons contribute to the representativeness and generalizability of the studies viewed as 
important factors in conducting such studies. In another study, Zhu (2017) created a word list 
for English newspapers from a seven-million-word newspaper corpus of The New York Times. 
The result of Zhu’s study delivered a word list that included 405 technical word families of the 
newspaper. Although the corpus of Zhu’s study was large enough, it only included different 
sections of The New York Times. Consequently, the representativeness of the corpus of the 
study and the results may be idiosyncratic. 

To address the gaps found in Chung’s (2009) and Zhu’s (2017) study, the current researchers 
decided to establish a new English newspaper word list. They compiled a corpus that was twice 
as large as Chung’s corpus and updated the previous lists. Certainly, the vocabulary used in 
the newspapers is influenced by current world events, so the lists extracted from these 
newspapers need to be updated. The corpus of Chung’s (2009) study was gathered in 2006, 
but the corpus of the current study was collected in 2018. Hence, the results of the current 
study are more up-to-date than the results of Chung’s study. Moreover, the corpus of the 
current study includes more sections, sub-sections, and types of newspapers (20 sections and 
4 types of newspapers, specifically) than the corpuses of Chung’s (2009) and Zhu’s (2017) 
study. Thus, this research aims to answer the following research question:What high-frequency 
words are most commonly used in English newspapers?	

Language education and newspapers

The research conducted by Jacobs and Tobback (2013) evidences the intersection of language 
and journalism. Researchers from different dimensions of critical pedagogy agree that the 
language of newspapers is ideology-loaded and understanding this language requires linguistic 
and para-linguistic knowledge (Carpenter & Sosale, 2018; Fairclough, 1995). Additionally, the 
language used in mass media like newspapers is replete with vocabulary from different genres, 
and attractive to readers, applied linguists, and sociolinguists (Bell, 1995). These words express 
the cultures, customs, world events, politics, and news of different contents. Therefore, it can 
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be considered as a specific discourse that needs to be mastered before reading any newspaper. 
One of the most important steps in the analysis of news discourse is the lexical description of 
the news including a list of frequent words used in different sections of the newspapers 
(Carvalho, 2008). This is a kind of consciousness-raising strategy. 

The study and description of the language of journals include a lexico-grammatical analysis of 
the languages of journalism, regarded as the byproduct of the movement from ‘sentence’ to 
‘text’ as the unit of grammatical analysis (Van Dijk, 1987). This orientation, as Zelizer (2004) 
reported, was followed by those researchers who were interested in studying the frequency 
of words or phrases in journalistic news. This content analysis of news appeared to be a primary 
tool for understanding the language of journalism (Krippendorff, 2004). For instance, if the 
word “COVID-19” appeared as the most frequently used word in the news, it shows the trend 
of news since the outbreak of this virus. This simple content analysis is the primary step for 
novice readers before considering the underpinning meanings of journalism language, newspaper 
reports, and the ideologies involved in journalism languages. Though Schroder (2002) criticized 
this orientation as an oversimplification of the complex phenomenon, Zelizer (2004) believes 
that “content analysis did much to focus scholars’ attention on the relevance of language to 
inquiry into journalism, and it increased in prominence with the more frequent use of computers” 
(p. 117). 

Research has shown that newspapers are often used as reading materials and are used as a 
resource for expanding vocabulary (Kyongho & Nation, 1989; Klinmanee & Sopprasong, 1997; 
Kyongho & Nation, 1989; Schmitt & Carter 2000; Sternfeld, 1989). Chung (2009) argued that 
one of the most important sources of reading materials is the newspaper.  Moreover, reading 
newspapers has several advantages and they are considered as valuable and useful instructional 
tools that help learners master reading skills (DeRoche & Skover, 1983). Kyongho and Nation 
(1989) enumerate other advantages of using newspapers including their availability, authenticity, 
and how they are a source for reviewing and learning new vocabulary, as well as providing 
interesting materials for both teachers and students to read. In addition, Sternfeld (1989) 
stated that a variety of topics, familiarity with the style and structure of newspapers, and 
providing extra-linguistic factors are also advantages of using newspapers. As a matter of fact, 
newspapers, as authentic materials, can play a functional role in expanding vocabulary knowledge 
and improving reading comprehension.

METHODOLOGY

Corpus establishment

The establishment of the newspaper corpus involved gathering each text in electronic form, 
published from 2 January to 23 September 2018 (this long period provides enough time for 
the reoccurrence of vocabulary in different sections and sub-sections of newspapers). To 
conduct the current study, four newspaper types (two British and two American) were selected 
which included: The Guardian and The Independent from the United Kingdom, known for 
being the most popular newspapers in the UK (YouGov, 2023); and The San Jose Mercury and 
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The Wall Street Journal from the United States of America, that were listed among the top 10 
US newspapers (Agility PR Solutions, 2022). These newspapers are among the high-readership 
newspapers with the most traction in the United Kingdom and the United States of America 
(Biber et al., 1999). To maintain anonymity, the dates of the reports, names of the reporters, 
and names of the newspapers, pictures, and diagrams were all removed. 

By dividing newspapers into five main news divisions (International, National, Business, 
Entertainment, and Sports), the newspaper corpus was divided into 20 sections and subsections, 
including arts, commerce, fashion, health and medicine, religion, military, education, science 
and technology, history, weather, cinema, television, economics, advertising, food, news about 
society and people, opinion, and advertising.

In order to measure the range of occurrence of words in this study, care was taken to use 
approximately equal sizes in each section. Table 1 provides data concerning the size of the 20 
news sections.

Table 1
The composition of the tokens in each of the 20 news sections

As Table 1 represents, the International news texts from all four newspapers contained a combined 
total of 243,870 tokens. On average, each of the 20 news sections included 61,098 tokens, and 
each of the four newspapers included a total of 305,492 tokens. In order to obtain comparable 
statistical data from the various sections, the researchers tried to divide every 20 sections into 
roughly equal sizes. So, the frequency of the words was not affected by the size of each section.

Criteria for word selection 

We identified three criteria for words to be part of the English Newspaper Word List (ENWL). 

Frequency: One of the most frequently used criteria in selecting words is frequency. The 
frequency of a word is the number of times that a word occurs in the corpus. The frequency 
cutoff point in this study is that the word forms had to occur at least 37 times among the 1.2 million 
words of the corpus. The rationale for this selection was provided by Coxhead (2000). Coxhead 
used the frequency cutoff point of 100 occurrences in a 3.5 million-word corpus to select words 
for the AWL. However, as long as the words occur unevenly over different texts, the frequency 
of the word occurrences as the sole criterion for word selection is not sufficient. To tackle this 
problem, another criterion is needed for word selection. 
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Range: Range, as the second criterion for word selection, is the occurrence of words across 
texts or different types of texts. This criterion guaranteed that words are not confined to a 
specific text or author. For the range criterion, the word forms have to occur in half of the 20 
sections that is 10 out of 20. The rationale for this selection was based on Khany and Saeedi’s 
(2017) study as they use the occurrences of words in at least half of the sections as a range 
criterion. It is worth mentioning that just considering range as the sole criterion is not a sufficient 
one. Because there may be some low-frequent words that occur in different types of texts. 
For this reason, both range and frequency are important in word selection.

Specialization refers to consulting with experts for the omission of a word family, similar to 
West’s (1953) GSL from the final ENWL. No one can ignore the importance of GSL as a prerequisite 
for understanding and developing available well-known word lists such as Coxthead’s (2000) 
AWL (Saeedi et al., 2023). As its name suggests, GSL was created as a common or general word 
list and does not serve as a specialized word list. However, some of the GSL words can be 
identified as technical or academic words. This specialized use can be determined through an 
expert’s judgment (Saeedi et al., 2023). Accordingly, by consulting two experts, some GSL 
words were kept in the current ENWL. 

Likewise, two experts, one in English journal writing and one in applied linguistics, were 
interviewed. The purpose of these interviews was to keep some GSL words and exclude the 
words that seemed too general to be part of the ENWL. During these interviews, the experts 
agreed upon excluding some words such as weekdays, months, numbers, letters, pronouns, 
as well as some proper nouns. 

Procedure for data collection and word counting

First, the data were gathered in electronic form. As mentioned earlier, the dates of the reports, 
names of the reporters, names of the newspapers, pictures, and diagrams were all removed 
to maintain anonymity.

Second, the format of the data was changed into text for readability by the software. Third, 
the data analysis was carried out using the Range program (Nation & Heatley, 2007). This 
program helps identify the range and frequency of the words in different texts with different 
sizes (this program is available online at https://www.lextutor.ca/range/). Fourth, the content 
words that met the established criteria were identified. In total, 2,887 word families were 
found to meet the established criteria. Fifth, the GSL words were excluded from the 2,887 
word families. Among them, 1,799 word families were in GSL, which made up 62.3% of 2,887 
word families. After removing the shared GSL word families, 1,088 word families remained, 
among which some words seemed quite general. By interviewing two experts, an experienced 
English journal writer and a professor in applied linguistics, 230 word families which made up 
7.96% of 1,088 word families were deleted.  The result was a word list containing 858 word 
families, as shown in Appendix 1. It is worth noting that based on the discussion among 
researchers and experts, it was decided that the most frequent form of the word family would 
be represented in the list.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This study attempted to develop a word list for English newspapers. In doing so, it is essential 
to have a collection of vocabulary derived from a large corpus. Towards this aim, a large corpus 
containing more than 1.2 million running words, 50,608-word types, and 3,492 word families, 
was identified. As represented in Table 2, in total, 798,354 of the running words were present 
in the first; in the second, West’s (1953) GSL 2,000 words which accounted for 74.69% of the 
total corpus; 64,111 of the words were in Coxhead’s (2000) AWL which made up 5.36% of the 
total corpus; and 334,505 of the tokens were not found in any list which accounted for 19.95% of 
the total corpus. 

Table 2
Coverage of lexical items in the corpus

*The number was so high that it could not be counted by the program. 

The 2,000 words of West’s (1953) General Service List (GSL) and the final ENWL covered 95% of 
the total running words in the corpus. This is a high degree of coverage that represents the 
importance of the roles that these two lists can play in reading newspapers. Also, the combination 
of GSL and ENWL is as close as the  98% knowledge of total words that are needed for text 
understanding (Hu & Nation, 2000). Moreover, Nation (2006) mentioned that knowledge of 
the 8,000 most frequent word families and proper names is needed for 98% lexical coverage. 
This is a high number of words for those who want to understand newspaper texts as soon as 
possible.  Interestingly, the combination of GSL and ENWL in our study made a list of fewer 
than 3,000 words with a high degree of 95% coverage. Compared to 8,000 words as noted by 
Nation (2006), this is a relatively small number of words with a high coverage indicating the 
efficacy of this combination and the importance of the present ENWL. As indicated in Table 3, it 
can also be inferred that the running word coverage in the current study is almost 20%. Moreover, 
the combination of the 2,000 words of the GSL and the AWL provided a coverage of 79% of 
the total running words, making it less powerful than the combinations of GSL and ENWL. This 
result confirms the importance of the current ENWL for newspaper text reading and comprehension 
compared to the previously developed word lists.
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Table 3
ENWL and GSL coverage in the current study, Chung, and Zhu’s study

Regarding range as another criterion in word selection in the current study, most of the word 
families in the ENWL, 815 (95%), appeared in 10 or more sections and just forty-three (5%) of 
the 858-word families appeared in fewer than 10 news sections. This suggests that the current 
ENWL can be applied to other similar news sections. 

In the ENWL, the most frequent word was center, which occurred 2,069 times and appeared 
in the 20 sections of the corpus, while the least frequent word was vocal, which occurred 37 times 
and appeared across 14 sections of the corpus. Table 4 shows the statistical results of the 10 most 
and the 10 least frequent word families in the ENWL.

As represented in Table 4, there exists a significant difference between the frequency of the 
10 most frequent word families with a total frequency of 12,636 and the 10 least frequent 
word families with a total frequency of 370 in the ENWL. On the other hand, the range of these 
two groups is almost similar; the average range of the 10 most frequent word families is 16 while 
the average range of the 10 least frequent word families is 13.3. Moreover, as mentioned 
earlier, just 5% of the 858 word families appeared in less than 10 in range. This means that 
these words occurred in a wide range across all the newspapers in the corpus. For these 
reasons, we decided to arrange the ENWL on the basis of the frequency of their occurrences 
in descending order. This means that the more frequently used word families are listed prior 
to the less frequently used ones. 

It is also shown that 8 out of 20 consisting of the 10 most and the 10 least frequent word 
families in the ENWL were in Chung’s (2009) NWL. In total, 332 out of 858 word families in the 
ENWL were in Chung’s (2009) NWL. So, we can conclude that about 40% of word families in 
the English Newspaper Word List found in the corpus overlapped with the word families in 
Chung’s (2009) NWL.

Table 4
10 most and 10 least frequent words in the  ENWL
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To consider the current list as a word list for English newspapers, this word list needs to be 
evaluated. In doing so, the following excerpt, taken randomly from the corpus, can give us a 
picture of the utility of the current ENWL. The words included in the ENWL are bolded below.

“Among its achievements in 2012, Las Positas College developed a close partnership with the 
community it serves. Throughout the year the College sought opportunities to engage and 
participate with civic groups, Chambers of Commerce and educational leaders. From the 
YMCA’s Martin Luther King Day remembrance in January, through a summer that saw a regional 
White House event and the return of Fourth of July Fireworks, to the largest Veteran’s Day 
celebration in the Tri-Valley, Las Positas College played a prominent role in community life. 
The past year included groundbreaking developments in fundraising. The annual Best of the 
Best Gala grossed more than $100,000 – providing scholarships and funding for critical needs 
on campus (the Independent newspaper, Thursday, January 3, 2013).”

This passage contains 113 words (tokens), equal to 19.46%, 22 of which are covered by the 
ENWL. This coverage, 19.46%, is consistent with and almost equal to the coverage of the study, 
19.95%. This high coverage shows the power and importance of this word list in covering 
newspaper texts.

Based on these results, it is suggested that instructors and students pay special attention to 
the current ENWL. This helps to overcome the problems related to newspaper text comprehension 
with a relatively small number of words and a less time-consuming learning process.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

From an educational point of view, vocabulary learning and teaching, as important factors in 
reading comprehension, were the focus of many studies among researchers across different 
fields of study and contexts (Khany & Saeedi, 2017; Moirand & Nation, 2002; Nation, 2006; 
Nation & Waring, 1997; Ward, 2009). In this study, efforts were made to establish an ENWL 
that functions as an aid to EFL/ESL learners in the understanding of English newspapers, and 
to journalists in educating their readers from different regions throughout the world. This 
newspaper word list was based on an authentic newspaper corpus with 1,221,970 running 
words. The final word list includes 858 word families that provide a relatively high coverage 
of newspaper texts at 19.95%. In addition, a combination of the current ENWL and the GSL, 
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as presented in Table 4, accounted for 94.64% coverage of tokens in the corpus. This is high 
coverage with a relatively small number of words that depict the important role of the current 
ENWL in English newspaper text coverage. The results can be beneficial to both EFL/ESL 
learners/teachers and newspaper readers in knowing what vocabulary they should focus on 
when the students are being trained or taught to read newspapers.  The results of the current 
study can also have several other implications:   

1. The ENWL can be incorporated into English for Journalism Purposes (EJP) courses for their 
readers who want to read, write, and understand newspapers and also for those teachers who 
want to teach these courses.   

2. The current ENWL can be used by students, teachers, and ordinary people. Using this word 
list, students can consolidate these words in their minds and equip themselves with these 
frequent words in order to read newspaper texts more easily. Teachers can use this word list 
to teach students and by extension, they will also know which vocabularies in newspapers are 
more frequent and worth paying more attention to. Moreover, teachers will have a specialized 
and focused vocabulary for newspapers as opposed to an unorganized vocabulary. As a result, 
students and teachers can benefit from the organized, focused, and ready-to-use ENWL taken 
from authentic corpora. Ordinary people may also start reading newspapers more confidently 
by learning and focusing on the current ENWL.

3. Undoubtedly, journalists have a target group in their mind when reporting news or writing 
an article in newspapers. This intention is reached, in case the target group is knowledgeable 
enough in English. Therefore, a priority of the journalism field, alongside competing for providing 
news for the public, should be educating their readers in order to have direct correspondence 
with them. The results of this study are helpful in this regard.  

4. People expect to access media content and study the issues reported in the news. To cater 
for this tendency, people should have sufficient proficiency in the news language to have 
responsive communication with other people throughout the world (Fer, 2018). As news 
language becomes more prominent, it should not be assumed that the public, especially in 
EFL/ESL contexts, has readily learned English and understood the news writing style.  Furthermore, 
according to the studies conducted by researchers (e.g., Bonin et al., 2017; Carpenter & Sosale, 
2018; Jacobs & Tobback, 2013), language and journalism are interwoven – journalists use 
foreign and second languages, such as English, as a lingua franca, to broaden their readership, 
and readers tend to learn the language of journalism for the sake of raising their own awareness 
and joining global communities. Therefore, readers should treat newspapers as a kind of 
benchmark for their reading skills and strengthen their comprehension of the news sections. 

For future studies, first, it is suggested that researchers use a corpus including more than four 
newspapers and with more varied sections. Second, as current world events influence words 
in newspapers, it is advisable for the researchers to take this into consideration and create an 
updated word list. Third, to be more specialized, researchers can focus on every section in 
newspapers and study every section separately to provide specialized word lists for each 
section.
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In addition, we acknowledged that words may have different meanings in different contexts. 
For instance, the meaning of words like adult and country are context-dependent, showing 
that mere knowledge of the words is not sufficient for learners. Therefore, as another suggestion 
for further research, we recommend other researchers to also investigate the context-specific 
features of these words and draw a collocation list that is more meaning-specific.
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Appendix 1

English Newspaper Word List (ENWL)

All of the words that met the established criteria are presented in the following pages. It is 
worth mentioning that the words are listed based on their frequencies. Moreover, bolded 
words represent shared words with Chung’s (2009) study. 
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