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Text Selection


The texts I selected were inspired by two sources.  The first is the class reading by Nation (1993) in which he found that, “…the vocabulary of the Tintin texts seems to be far richer than anything we have found in the pedagogical material” (p. 37).  The second is the anecdotal explanation my boyfriend, a francophone, gives to explain his English fluency: a steady diet of Cheers and Night Court, two television series from the late eighties, which he watched religiously after school until one day he was ‘just able to speak English’.  I wanted to center this investigation on the lexical richness of the types of input I believe my boyfriend has had over the years.  

I was unable to locate transcripts from Cheers or Night Court, so I had to settle for The Simpsons (Groenig).  I’ve also noticed that my boyfriend is an avid comic book reader, so I selected an excerpt from Spawn (1999).  Since he was a flight attendant for several years, I choose a section from a flight attendant manual (http://www.atlanticcoast.com/Employment/PreFlightTrainingPacket.pdf), a version of which has to be memorized by everyone in this particular profession.  Lastly, in order to capture spoken vocabulary a flight attendant may have been exposed to, I found a ‘business conversation’ in the Corpus of Spoken Professional American-English (http://www.athel.com/sample.html).  Each excerpt is approximately 400 words in length, with the exception of the business conversation because there were more words that had to be ‘recategorized’, such as proper names and places, which appeared in the data.

Findings

In order to compare the data using vocabfile (http://www.lextutor.ca) with the data used by Nation (2001) on page 17, I am coding The Simpsons as a ‘semi-conversation’, Spawn (1999) as ‘fiction’, the flight attendant manual as ‘academic text’, and the business conversation as ‘conversation’.  While The Simpsons data is written dialogue spoken by characters, it is closer to a ‘conversation’ than ‘fiction’, ‘newspapers’, or an ‘academic text’.  Similarly, while the flight attendant manual would best be characterized as an English for Specific Purposes (ESP) text, for comparison purposes the data appears to contain a scope of technical vocabulary one might find in a specialized academic text.

Although I didn’t compare a newspaper article or a traditional academic text to Nation’s data, I still feel like I uncovered some useful and interesting information.

The Simpsons (Table A)
As I suspected, the data from The Simpsons more closely resembles the Nation data on conversations than any of the other categories, although interestingly, the Simpsons data is similar to ‘fiction’ in terms of the 2nd 1000 most frequent words and the AWL coverage.  However, the ‘conversation’ and the ‘fiction’ data in general are similar in these two aspects.

In the four levels covered in Nation’s analysis of conversations (1st 1000, 2nd 1000, academic, and other words), The Simpson’s data, once proper names and filler words like ‘huh’ were removed, correlated within 1.5% on each of Nation’s levels.  

Spawn (Table B)

There are striking similarities in the data found for Spawn and the coverage Nation (2001) found in ‘fiction’ material.  There are slightly more AWL Words in the Spawn data (3.75% vs. 1.7%), but the other figures in Nation’s fiction findings are very consistent with the Spawn data.

Flight Attendant Manual (Table C)

The flight attendant manual appears to differ quite a bit from ‘academic text’ material.  There are less K1 (1-1000 most frequent) words in the flight attendant manual than academic texts (69.01% vs. 73.5%) and 6.5% more words from the K2 (1001-2000 most frequent) list in the flight attendant manual than in academic texts (12.59% vs. 4.6%).  There are fewer AWL words in the flight attendant manual (5.81% vs. 8.5%), but similar percentages of ‘off-list’ words.  

Business Conversation (Table D)

This excerpt from a business conversation appears to be uncharacteristic of the data used by Nation.  To begin with, the business conversation has 6% more K1 words than Nation’s conversations (90.43% vs. 84.3%).  There are about 2.5% fewer words from the K2 list (3.56% vs. 6%) and 4.5% fewer off-list words (3.19% vs. 7.8%) in the business conversation than in Nation’s conversations.  Only in AWL coverage do these data appear to be similar (2.81% vs. 1.9%).   

Summary of Findings Table

LEVELS
The Simpsons (semi-conversation)
Spawn (fiction)
Flight Attendant Manual

(‘academic’)
Business Conversation

(conversation)

1st 1000
85.68%
81%
69.01%
90.43%

2nd 1000
4.77%
5.25%
12.59%
3.56%

Academic
1.26%
3.75%
5.81%
2.81%

Other
8.29%
10%
12.59%
3.19%

Data Interpretation


In two cases, the excerpts I analyzed differ somewhat from the coverage Nation found.  In particular, the business conversation and the flight attendant manual didn’t seem to follow Nation’s patterns.  In the business conversation, the excerpt I selected contains introductions of the members who appear to be participating in a business meeting.  This may explain the higher frequency of K1 words (like ‘Hi’, ‘I’, and other function words).  In fact, 84.24% of this conversation is composed of the first 500 most frequent words in English.  Without further analysis of other business conversations, it is difficult for me to assess how prototypical the excerpt I selected is.


For the flight attendant manual, the difference in AWL words can be explained by the fact that the instruction materials for flight attendants simply are not academic texts.  What this manual lacks in AWL words, it appears to compensate for with the inclusion of more words from the K2 list.  While I’m inclined to infer that perhaps the excerpt I selected is not typical of the rest of the manual, upon further inspection I believe the manual actually does contain more words that are from the K2 (or above) lists.  For example, large portions are dedicated to the dress and disposition of flight attendants, and words like ‘earring’ and facial hair’ simply aren’t academic, but they are not among the 3000 most frequent words either (unless ‘earring’ is grouped with ear?).

Lastly, it is interesting to note how the data from Spawn and The Simpsons correlated with the coverage Nation found among a wider variety of ‘fiction’ and ‘conversations’.  In particular, this finding for Spawn seems to confirm what Meara (1993) found in his assessment of Tintin.  The list of off-list words from Spawn were neither proper names/places nor academic words, they were simply lexical item that are less frequent in the language in general (e.g. belies, décor, and illuminate).  However, unlike the off-list words from the flight attendant manual (e.g. aboard, exit, and flotation), the Spawn words are applicable to more diverse contexts (interestingly, however, ‘illuminate’ appears in both Spawn and the flight attendant manual off-lists).

Concluding Thoughts

Even though some of my data sources were outside the realms of those reviewed by Nation, the text analysis I conducted generally follows the coverage found by Nation.  In some instances, I felt that a difference of roughly 4% and above meant that my data was quite dissimilar from that of Nation’s, but in order to support this inclination, I would have to find out if a difference of 4% is statistically significant.  

While I’m not sure my analysis has convinced me that television provided my boyfriend with the rich lexical command he has in English, I do feel more confident that his English acquisition has been consistently fostered by several challenging vocabulary sources.
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  TABLE A:  WEB VP OUTPUT FOR FILE: The Simpsons
Recategorized words: Mr., Burns,, Burns,, Smithers,, Mary,, Bailey,, bart,, homer,, simpson,, ah,, dave,, ho,, huh,, iah,, ol,, ooh,, uh

------------------------------------------------------------------------

  
       




Families

Types
Tokens

Percent

  First 500: 
...
...






(300)


(75.38%)

K1 Words (1 to 1000):

131


171

341 


85.68%

  Function: 
...
...




(189)




(47.49%)

  Content: 
...
...





(149)




(37.44%)

K2 Words (1001 to 2000):

17


17

19


4.77%

AWL Words (academic):

5


5

5


1.26%

Off-List Words:



?


32

33


8.29%

 





153+?

225

398


100%

----------------------------------------------------------------------

Words in text (tokens):
398

Different words (types):
225

Type-token ratio:

0.57

(Tokens per type: 

1.77)

Function-content ratio:
0.47

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Onlist Tokens:

365

Onlist Types:


193

Onlist Type-Token:

0.53

Onlist Families:

153

Onlist Family/token:

0.42

Onlist Family/type:

0.79

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Output text: Ah So kids caught anything Not yet sir Uh huh Uh what are you using for bait My brother using worms but I who feel the tranquility far outweighs the actual catching of fish am using nothing I see And what is your name son I am Bart Simpson Who the hell are you Heh heh I am Dave Shutton I am an investigative reporter who on the road a lot and uh I must say that in my day we did not talk that way to our elders Well this is my day and we do sir All right We eat tonight Well leave it to good ol Mary Bailey to finally step in and do something about that hideous genetic mutation Well if I was governor I would sure find better things to do with my time Like what Like getting Washington Birthday and Lincoln Birthday back as separate paid holidays President Day What a rip off I bust my butt day in and day out You are late for work Homer So Someone will punch in for me Try not to spill anything Dad Keep those mutants comin Homer I will mutant you Hi ho faceless employees Okay men Geiger counters on The nuclear power plant inspection D oh I am as shocked as you are D oh Now that should not be Yeah well that is always been like that Uh just resting my eyes Ah well done A rested employee is a vigilant employee Mr Burns in twenty years I have never seen such a shoddy deplorable Oh look Some careless person has left thousands and thousands of dollars just lying here on my coffee table Uh Smithers why do not we leave the room and hopefully when we return the pile of money will be gone Ooh Look Smithers the money and a very stupid man are still here Burns if I did not know better I would think you were trying to bribe me Is there some confusion about this Take it Take it Take it you poor schmo How much could it possibly cost to fix this place up Approximately fifty six million dollars sir Fifty six million Do not hit me sir Ooh Cushy Do you realize how much it costs to run for office More than any honest many could afford I bet you could afford it though 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

TABLE B: WEB VP OUTPUT FOR FILE: Spawn
Recategorized words: jason,, wynn,, Guatemalan,, General, Hortas

------------------------------------------------------------------------

  





Families


Types

Tokens
Percent

  First 500: 
...
...








(277)

(69.25%)

K1 Words (1 to 1000):

151



186


324 

81.00%

  Function: 
...
...








(180)

(45.00%)

  Content: 
...
...









(141)

(35.25%)

K2 Words (1001 to 2000):

21



21


21

5.25%

AWL Words (academic):

14



14


15

3.75%

Off-List Words:



?



40


40

10.00%

 





186+?


261


400

100%

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Words in text (tokens):
400

Different words (types):
261

Type-token ratio:

0.65

(Tokens per type: 

1.53)

Function-content ratio:
0.45

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Onlist Tokens:

360

Onlist Types:


221

Onlist Type-Token:

0.61

Onlist Families:

186

Onlist Family/token:

0.52

Onlist Family/type:

0.84

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Output text: At eighteen feet the office ceilings are impressive giving the room an immense depth the wall panels are imported cherry wood behind them banks of retrieval surveillance and security systems Featured in the décor are statuary and furniture of a patrician vaguely condescending style laid upon lush oriental carpeting Very few offices can match it Being a close confidant to the president and other world leaders does carry fringe benefits unlike other governmental offices built to the same specifications this one belies its purpose Rather than giving a sense of high presence and elegance the lighting has been modified to illuminate only the necessities Depending on the time of the day it appears almost as a candle lit funeral parlor or at night a black hold C I A Security head Jason Wynn likes it that way We have put the proper documents together along with deniably substantiated evidence Everything ties into a cohesive presentation that should convince the recipients that it is all factual We plan on making the drop later today Excellent And our other interests The Guatemalan embassy is prepared to honor your requests General Hortas and his staff are in line with your position to defy the deposed terrorist leader Additionally in light of their past encounters with him the general has made ready extra air support for your agents In France several outposts of the radical people for a new monarchy have been The laundry list of recent U S intelligence activities continues for another hour I do not want them to know what direction you are coming from Hey Watch where you are going Ten hours later on Manhattan lower east side I should have warned you some of the supplies came in early yesterday and I did not want them just lying around So I just stuffed everything in there So I see Anyways this is where our secretary will sit once we are busy enough to afford one In the meantime I thought we could just put a desk and a few file cabinets out here and tell our clients she is on an extended lunch break Explain to me again sir why you had to decide on this space so quickly The realtor said she had other bites it was going to go fast I am sure Come on I want to show you our office Oh my God Twitch 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

TABLE C: WEB VP OUTPUT FOR FILE: Flight Attendant Manual
Recategorized words: 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

  





Families


Types

Tokens
Percent

  
First 500: 
...
...








(224)

(54.24%)

K1 Words (1 to 1000):

108



125


285 

69.01%

  
Function: 
...
...








(174)

(42.13%)

  
Content: 
...
...








(110)

(26.63%)

K2 Words (1001 to 2000):

33



35


52

12.59%

AWL Words (academic):

18



22


24

5.81%

Off-List Words:



?



32


52

12.59%

 





159+?


214


413

100%

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Words in text (tokens):
413
Different words (types):
214
Type-token ratio:

0.52

(Tokens per type: 

1.93)

Function-content ratio:
0.42

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Onlist Tokens:

361
Onlist Types:


182
Onlist Type-Token:

0.50

Onlist Families:

159

Onlist Family/token:

0.44

Onlist Family/type:

0.87
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Output text: FLIGHT ATTENDANT MANUAL SAFETY DEMONSTRATION ANNOUNCEMENT Welcome aboard I will be pointing out the many safety features on board our Jetstream number so please follow along utilizing the safety information card show card in the seatback pocket in front of you This aircraft is equipped with four emergency exits Point to those exits the main cabin door two overwing exits at row number and the rear exit behind row number Please take a moment point and redirect toward aft and row number and locate your nearest exit keeping in mind your nearest exit may be behind you The Jetstream is equipped with emergency floor lighting point to floor path lighting that will illuminate in an emergency White lights will lead you to the nearest exits with red lights at the overwing exits Federal regulations require compliance at all times point to these signs with the no smoking fasten seat belt sign posted placards and any crew instructions To fasten your seat belt insert the flat fitting into the buckle to tighten pull on the loose strap to release lift up on the top plate of the buckle Your seat belt should be fastened whenever the fasten seat belt sign is illuminated We also recommend that while seated you keep your seat belt fastened in case of unexpected turbulence Hang up handset demonstrate seat belt In the unlikely event of a water landing your seat cushion may be used as your flotation aid show back of safety card illustrating the seat cushion To use remove the bottom cushion place your arms through the straps or loops and hold the cushion firmly against your chest In case of a change in cabin pressure push the green button on the oxygen compartment above your seat point To activate the flow of oxygen pull mask toward you fully extending the tube Place the mask over your nose and mouth securing the elastic band around your head and breathe normally Although the bag may not appear to inflate oxygen is flowing If you are traveling with someone who may need assistance secure your mask first so that you may better assist them Hang up handset demonstrate oxygen mask In preparation for takeoff please make sure your seat belt is securely fastened your tray table and cup holder are in the upright and locked position and all of your carry on baggage is stowed beneath the seat in front of you Thank you for flying and welcome aboard 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

TABLE D:  WEB VP OUTPUT FOR FILE: Business Conversation

Recategorized words: gloria,, judith,, naep,, rafael,, san,, suzanne,, york,, albany,, clewell,, david,, dorothy,, new,, eunice,, gutierrez,, montgomery,, lopez,, marin,, marsha,, matt,, langer

------------------------------------------------------------------------

  





Families

Types

Tokens

Percent

  
First 500: 
...
...







(449)

(84.24%)

K1 Words (1 to 1000):

154


195


482 

90.43%

  
Function: 
...
...







(283)

(53.10%)

  
Content: 
...
...







(199)

(37.34%)

K2 Words (1001 to 2000):

14


14


19


3.56%

AWL Words (academic):

13


13


15


2.81%

Off-List Words:



?


14


17


3.19%

 





181+?

236


533

100%

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Words in text (tokens):

533

Different words (types):

236

Type-token ratio:


0.44

(Tokens per type: 


2.26)

Function-content ratio:

0.53

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Onlist Tokens:


516

Onlist Types:



222

Onlist Type-Token:


0.43

Onlist Families:


181

Onlist Family/token:


0.35

Onlist Family/type:


0.82

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Output text: Good morning Marsha is on her way She called from the car phone I think It sounded like the car phone to let us know that she would be delayed I would like to welcome two people who have not been with us before Suzanne Clewell we are delighted to have you with us today Suzanne would you tell us a little bit about what you do Yes I am the co-ordinator for Reading Language Arts with the Montgomery County Public Schools which is the suburban district surrounding Washington We have number schools and number elementary schools it is great to be here And I will skip over to another member of the committee but for her this is her first meeting too Judith Langer I think we all know her work if we did not know her Judith Hello I am delighted to be here I have carefully read and heard about all of the things that the group has discussed up until now I am a Professor of Education at the University of Albany the State University of New York And I am also the Director of the National Research Center on English Learning and Achievement Her mother wrote the stances Dorothy I might add also that Judith probably has more history with NAEP than just about that I know of you know NAEP and reading Yes yes We will really turn to you as a very important resource Judith And we have a new member Gloria Lopez Gutierrez And Gloria tell us a little bit about yourself Well I am a bilingual teacher in the San Rafael City Schools a small district in Marin County actually the largest district in Marin County I will check what the population is there Our student population I do not know but it is certainly under number number I would say something like number number or number number a small district I am a third grade teacher I am a parent of a soon to be fourth grade student Well we all serve many roles And that is the beauty of it all the different perspectives David some opening remarks Well we are here and moving forward And when I wrote a note the other day about the new text that we had and I looked at the calendar and realized that we just had met nine days before this new document was coming out I said well this is a really even more hectic pace than we thought we were on but a good one And many thanks to Eunice and Matt for lots of hard work and for really making a big leap forward and for going from where we were in Chicago in terms of text to where we are today And there was a real hard attempt both to be faithful to the conversation that took place in Chicago and to capture the good ideas around the table and put them into some logical order that would be reader friendly and also to put forward a couple of ideas about how to address the set of issues that have been around the table but may not have been resolved 

------------------------------------------------------------------------
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