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76 Alla Zareva 

notion of the ELF user to date, it will be equally important to also operational -
ize theoretically and empirically the notion of the EALF user as a 'competent' and 
'fluent' user (Prodromou, 20 08, p. 35). At minimum, such a notional clarific ation 
will help establish common ground for comparison of results across studies in this 
new and fast growing area of inquiry. 

The position taken in this paper is the one that EALF research has currently 
seemed to support - i.e. EALF is a mode of communication in academic settings 
in which all users of English, participating in a joint academic activity, can engage 
regardless of Li background or location. In the absence of much EALF research, 
this largely theoretical assumption will be used as a stepping stone to look com
paratively at the lexical complexity features of three groups of participants' aca
demic presentations NES, ESL, and ELF students at several US. universities. 
The data were controlled for some influential variables that few studies take into 
account in their methodologies such as discipline, presentation topics, time li mit, 
presentation word length, reported type of research, type of audience, etc. In addi
tion to determining what the participants' lexical complexity profiles looked li ke, 
the study also aimed at identifying lexical complexity variables that would work 
equally consistently with groups that share disciplinary knowledge but are other
wise different in certain ways. 

3. Lexical complexity: Operationalization and measurement 

By and large, discussions about lexical richness commonly highlight the value 
of knowing more about the extent to which language users employ vocabulary 
that is beyond the first 2,000 most frequent words in the English language. That 
becomes particularly important in academic contexts where the demands for pre
cision and disciplinary relevance are greater and more heightened than in other 
speaking contexts. Overall, lexical researchers unanimously agree that the first 
2,000 most frequent English words, indeed, constitute the highest percentage of 
vocabulary used in speech and writing (e.g. Laufer & Nation, 1995; Morris & 
Cobb, 2004; Nation, 2001; Zareva, 2 012). However, mastering several other lexical 
layers, including lower frequency, academic, and specialized/technical vocabulary 
becomes a pre-requisite for English language users to be able to put their acade
mic knowledge on display (Nation, 2001). This realization is probably one of the 
main reasons why the lexical richness of students' productively used vocabulary 
has become an area of considerable research interest in recent years. That is, on 
the one hand, it indicates exposure to linguistically rich environments and, on the 
other, it is associated with enhanced overall language ability and li teracy skill s as 
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well as richer educational experience (Laufer & Nation, 1995; Malvern, Richards, 

Chipere, & Duran, 2004; Morris & Cobb, 2004) . 

Like other language phenomena, the notion oflexical richness has been oper

ationalized differently in the literature and, respectively, measured and analyzed 

in ways that, more often than not, make it difficult to compare results across stud
ies. The consequence of all this is that we have studies on 'lexical richness; 'lexi

cal variability; 'lexical diversity; and "lexical sophistication" with little discussions 

about whether or not these notions are overlapping, whether or not they repre

sent independent aspects of a single construct, and what measures can be reliably 

associated with each one of them for various texts . To add to the confusion, some 

researchers (e.g., Kao & Wang, 2014) equate lexical richness with some of the mea

surements that Cobb's ( 2002) VocabProfile program <http://www.lextutor.ca/vp 

Jeng/> can generate (e.g. , the first one thousand most frequent words [1K], the 

second one thousand most frequent vocabulary [2K], academic word list vocab
ulary [AWL] , type-token ratio [TTR], etc.). Others argue that the first two thou

sand most frequent words do not contribute to the sense of lexical richness in 

texts. Rather, the relative rarity of words in a text should be used as a primary indi

cator of richness (e.g., Vermeer, 2000) . Yet others (e.g., Daller, Van Hout, & Tre

ffers -Daller, 2003) determined the lexical richness of texts with measures such as 
TTR, advanced TTR, index of Guiraud and advanced index of Guirand that are, in 

fact, highly correlated. In effect, these strong correlations mean that the measures 
are actually identical rather than independent measurements of lexical richness. 

Finally, some more recent rnodels of lexical richness ( e.g., Malvern et al., 2004; 

Read, 2000) have pointed out that it is multi-dimensional, hence, its measurement 

should include different lexical measures used in a complementary fashion. 
The notion of lexical complexity adopted in this study is based on Bulte and 

Housen (2012), which largely overlaps with Read's (2000) framework of lexical 

richness. Bulte and Housen (2012) rightly point out that language-related com

plexity should be viewed from, at least, three vantage points -- at a theoretical level 
(as a property of the cognitive system), observational level (as manifested in actual 

language use) , and operational level (in terms of specific measures) . The authors 
also strongly emphasized the importance of establishing clearly what complexity 

entails to make the contrast between complex and not complex texts as transpar

ent as possible, which will also allow research findings across studies to be inter

preted comparatively. The model oflexical complexity the researchers proposed in 

light of how it is manifested in actual language use (i.e. at an observational level) 

includes three of the subcomponents of Read's (2000) model - i.e. lexical diver
sity, lexical density, and lexical sophistication. The fourth sub-component Bulte 

and Housen (2012) suggested to be included in the analysis of lexical complexity 
is compositionality of words (morpheme and syllable structure) which, perhaps, 


