Vocabulary Frequency in TSIII:
An Examination of Television News Transcripts
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Abstract

This paper examines the vocabulary usage of Topic Studies III television news
transcripts from materials used from 1993 to 1998 to determine the frequency of the
vocabulary used. It is hoped this information will help further understanding of the

terms students need in order to be successful in this course.
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Introduction

The Topic Studies III course at Osaka Jogakuin Junior College was first im-
plemented in 1988 when the then “new” curriculum was adopted, and retained
following the college’s 1998 curriculum revision. All second-year students are re-
quired to take, and pass, two-terms of the course in order to graduate. It continues to
be, according to numerous post-graduate questionnaires, one of the college’s most
appreciated courses despite its difficulty.

In brief, TSIII is a current news course which covers a single current events topic
during two 70-minute periods. Classes meet approximately 20 times each term. (Prior
to the 1998 curriculum revision, the course was a full-year course held two 50-minute
periods during the 26-week school year.)

Instructors, on a rotating basis, select a news topic from commercially broadcast
television reports. The selected news story, about a current event, an economic trend
or problem, or an on-going news issue, is between two and three minutes long. This
broadcast is then transcribed, a print article about the topic is selected, and a series
of comprehension worksheets, vocabulary lists, discussion questions, and quizzes are
prepared. These materials are used by all classes.

In spite of its prominence within the OJJC curriculum, little has been done to
analyze the course’s contents. One aspect of the course that warrants examination is
the vocabulary which appears in the television news broadcasts. As all OJJC students
are required to take TSIII, understanding the vocabulary most likely to appear
during the course is not an unrealistic expectation. In other words, what vocabulary
should OJJC students be expected to know at the end of the first-year in order to be
more successful in TSIIL

To this end, [ decided to build and analyze a concordance of the vocabulary used

in the news broadcasts selected by TSIII instructors.
Procedure

TSIII news broadcast transcripts used during the last six complete years, 1993 to
1998, were first collected. As no computer version existed for some transcripts, those
from 1993 through 1997 were then scanned using a Canon CanoScan 600 scanner and
the E. Typist version ‘97 (1997) computer program. This program converted the
digital image into text files. The resulting texts of the transcripts scripts were then
compared to the original versions and corrections made to ensure the scanned text
matched the original transcript. The scanned text files and the text files of the 1998

transcripts were then combined into files containing the transcripts for each year’s
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news broadcasts and a file containing all transcripts from the six—year period.
Concordances of these files were then built using Conc version 1.80 (Thomas &
Hatton, 1996) to arrive at the corpus of TSIII vocabulary.

These files were then indexed by word frequency. These word frequency lists
were then transferred into Microsoft Excel98 files (1998) and the lists sorted by
frequency. These lists were then edited to eliminate the line number attached by
Conc and errant characters misinterpreted as words (i.e. quotation marks and apos-
trophes). Lists were also edited to combine singular and plural instances of the same
word (e.g. war, wars), different forms of the same verb (e.g. take, takes, took, taken),
comparative and superlative forms of a word (e.g. short, shorter, shortest), and
possessives (e.g. company, company’s).

These sorted lists were then transferred into Microsoft Word98 (1998). After
building a list based on the frequency of all words, it was decided that for the
purposes of building a list appropriate for use with first—year OJJC students, further
editing was needed. This necessitate the generation of three different lists. The first
was the unedited list of words in order of frequency regardless of word type. The
second list followed Bauman’s (1999a) compilation standards for the General Service
List (GSL), which meant that different forms of a word were combined. The third list
was developed in order to provide a basic list of the frequent content words in the
TSIII transcripts. For this list, it was decided to eliminate pronouns, prepositions,
articles, conjunctions, modals, cardinal and ordinal numbers, negative markers,
interrogatives, honorific titles, months, and days of the week. Also eliminated were
the verbs be, have, do, go and say in all forms. In addition, non-English words (e.g.
nyet, shigataganai), proper nouns (i.e. names), and acronyms were eliminated because
they generally appeared in only one broadcast over the six years examined. Speech
markers such as ‘ah’ were also deleted from the word list. The resulting list, though
much shorter, was then heavily weighted toward content words (i.e. nouns and
verbs). This content list was felt to more accurately indicate the types of vocabulary
students would need to know to be successful in TSIIL

The lists were then compared to Bauman’s version of the GSL (1999b) of English

word frequency, revised from the list originally developed by West in 1953.
Results

First, overall statistics regarding the word frequency in the six years under
consideration indicate that 35,971 words were used, of which 5,547 were different
words. The highest number of words appeared in 1997 (6,591) when 18 topics were
covered, the lowest in 1998 (4,928) when 14 topics were used (see Table 1).
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Table 1: Word Count by Year

Year Number of topics Number of words
1993 19 6,546
1994 18 5,782
1995 18 5,927
1996 18 6,197
1997 18 6,591
1998 14 4,928

The overall frequency list was then examined to see which words were the most
common overall (see Table 2). The most frequent word, “the” occurred 2,024 times. No
other word had more than 1,000 instances over the six years examined. The next five
most frequent word were “to” (941 times), “of” (809), “and” (716), “a” (688), and “in” (632).
The twenty most frequent words in the unedited list appear in Table 2. This list was

not edited to combine various forms of a word at this point.

Table 2: The 20 Most Frequent Words from the Unedited List
Rank Word Frequency Count Rank Word Frequency Count

1 the 2024 11 on 248
2 to 941 12 it 236
3 of 809 14 they 223
4 and 716 14 this 212
5 a 688 15 was 211
6 in 632 16 have 202
7 that 392 17 with 198
8 is 388 18 as 193
9 for 298 19 but 175
10 are 257 20 not 160

As with the GSL (Bauman, 1999b), which examined a much larger corpus, the
most frequent word was “the” in the TSIII transcripts. Bauman’s number two word,
“be” was ranked 21st on the overall list of frequency, but when all forms of the verb
were combined, following the GSL compilation guidelines, the frequency count was
986, enough to make this verb second on the overall frequency list. When revised to
combine forms of the same word, the TSIII word frequency more closely, though not
identically, mirrors the frequency ranking on the GSL (see Table 3).

Two words from the 20 most frequent on the GSL list were missing from the top 20

of the TSIII list edited following the GSL compilation standards. These words were
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Table 3: Comparison of GSL and TSIII (Combined) Word Frequency Rank

GSL Rank TSIII Word Count TSIII Rank
1 the 2024 1
2 be 986 2
6 to 941 3
3 of 809 4
5 a 807 5
4 and 716 6
7 in 632 7
9 have 431 8
11 that 392 9
10 it 382 10
13 they 325 11
12 for 298 12
18 on 248 13
22 this 212 14

8 he 211 15
15 with 198 16
16 as 193 17
26 but 175 18
17 not 160 19
20 at 152 20

“I” (GSL 14; TSIII 30) and “she” (GSL 19; TSIII 69).

The examination of the edited word list revealed that the most frequently
appearing “content” words were “today” and “year” (117 each), followed by the verb
“say” (111). No other word recorded more than 100 instances over the six years
examined. The next 10 most frequent words were “now” (91), “all” (90), “people” (88),
“government” (86), “sail” (81), “about” (79), “new” (74), “president” (71), “country” (67),
and “some” (67). A list of the most frequent words, the 374 words with at least 10

instances on the edited list of content words, appears in the Appendix.
Discussion

As expected, the most frequent words used in the TSIII news broadcasts during
the six years surveyed were those which also appeared near the top of the GSL list,
primarily articles, prepositions, conjunctions, and high frequency verbs such as “be”

and “have.” While this group of words are essential for OJJC students’ overall English

—213—



ABR BRI AR R E 5295 (1999

ability, it also represents primarily grammatical markers that are not the focus of the
TSIII course.

As the focus of the course is on understanding world events, and improving
English listening and discussion ability, the content list (Appendix) provides far
more information about the words students should be expected to know in order to
be successful in the TSIII course. Examination of this list reveals that many of the
words are those which appear in high school English material (e.g. people, govern-
ment, time, child). However, some occur far less often and should be considered as
words that are essential to cover during the first-year curriculum (e.g. minister — 36,
policy — 32, military - 29, representation — 26, violence — 24).

Usage of some of these words varies from how they are currently introduced the
in first-year curriculum. For instance, “minister” appears in the TSIII curriculum in

» o«

reference to “prime minister,” “cabinet minister,” and other such government posi-
tions. However, in the first-year courses, it is introduced in Unit 2 in reference to the
leader of Protestant denominations. Introducing students to alternate definitions of
words is one concern that needs to be addressed. In other words, this list deserves
further consideration during future revisions of the first-year curriculum. Closer
examination of the list generated, and comparison of it to both the vocabulary
expected for Japanese high school students and that used in first-year courses, would
indicate which of the words are necessary to include and alternate definitions of
words that need to be covered.

In addition, there were some surprises among those words occurring 9 times,
words in first 500 in frequency on the TSIII edited list.! These included “ammonia,”
“clone,” “discrimination,” and “nicotine,” all words with far less frequency on the GSL.
This, too, deserves further examination as a list of essential words is developed.

At the other end of the frequency list, a number of words with much higher

frequencies on the GSL occurred only once. These included, among many others,

” &« ” "o

coat,” “favorite,” “lesson,” “owe,” “police,

» o«

“admire,” “brain, shine,” and “wind.”

Conclusion

The examination of the TSIII corpus seems to indicate that the lists developed
for other sources, such as the GSL, are inappropriate for the purposes of preparing
0JJC students for Topic Studies III. As Sauvignon (1983) so aptly pointed out,
commercially-available materials, because they are written for a general audience,
cannot meet the needs of all teachers and learners. Obviously, a TSIII specific
vocabulary list, one which eliminates commonly occurring words already learned,

would benefit learners.
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As such, the development of the concordance of words used in TSIII transcripts
from 1993 to 1998 is only the first step in a much larger project. A complete
concordance covering all transcripts used in every year of the course needs to be
created. In addition, the articles used in the course, as well as the additional work-
sheets and quiz materials developed for use in the course, need to be added to this
concordance. Furthermore, all lists need to be analyzed more closely to determine
which of the vocabulary items need to be covered during the first year of study at
0JJC and the context in which these items should be taught. These projects will
bring us closer to understanding what vocabulary items are essential for every

student to be successful in TSI
Note

1 Because of space requirements, the more than 5,000 words with less than 10
occurrences are not included in the Appendix. A complete list of the words found
in this examination of the TSIII corpus can be obtained from the author upon

request.
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Appendix A: Content Words with 10 or More Instances (V = 374)

Count

government -----* 86
make ---

Sail ...........

about

NEW +eerssrrees
president --ec----- 71
COUNtry «ereeeeeeeer 67
SOIME  -+ereerrrrnnees 67
get coeee .66
jUSt ........... .65
time ...... .. .65
world +++62
OVEI vreeresrenamssens 61
[agt eeeeccreereaenens 60
ANy --wveeeeeeeees 57
Other «c-coeeveeerens 57
take ceeoeerrennrannans 57
day ceeeeeeeeeeeneenns 51
littler--ccesseeeeneene 49
think «ceoeveececeeee 49
COMIE  ---rerevrresers A7
liKe -reereeverenrenees A7
good  rereeeeeeeees 46
SHll cererrereereeceres 44
CIty soreeereesmenmnnee 43
peaceful «--eeeeeeees 43
KNOW ++-=eeersereren 42
official ----eveeeee- 42
ONLy evrernrrnnnnanes 42
klll .................. 41
nation ««-reeeeerenees 41
tonight «eeseeereees 41
call ceerreeererenaaaes 40
live --ccrcveverenreees 40
begin «eeeeeereeene 39
ITIAML -+o oo rermrmrmssns 39
leader ++esrrerneeaes 38
because ---eeeeeeerr 37
child ceeeerremeenee 37
minister «--eeeeeees 36
TIEWS  +ereeenreseeses 36
political ++reeeeeeeee 36
WOTK  ceerereseerenes 36
another s-eee-ece-ee 35

159767 2 ARTERTRIORIRRPRD
tobacco

already

change

end ceereevererereanes
OFf  wevveeveermmnnins
QGO eerreererenanes
dOW -+eeerernenreen
month ...............
nuclear

Pringe +-o-=-eeeveeers
representation ---26
attack «eeeeeceerenre 25
believe ---eceoreees 25
CASE ++evrererrmrannees 25
family roeereeereeeees 25
found e-ereceeeeees 25
LOng +remeeersenneens 25
JOOK +reveeremrrnnneens 25
party -eeeeeseeeenn 25
ANY ceeerreeererenene 24
DOMID croeeeeereeenns 24
garly -oeeereeeees 24
GIOUp +reerrrereeeees 24
higheeeeeemmmmmens 24
home +reeeeceermnsee 24

market ceeececeeees 2

WOIMATL ---cceeeveer 23
action

dollar ---

every ---

fight

hfe ..................
right

whale

become

big erreeeeeeeeeeees
HOUT  reerereseernees
international -+ 21
Million  eereereeees 21
money ............... 21
SEE  rereerereseesanes 21
SOULh treereecaiesnes 21
Stop .................. 21
through ............ 21
around  eeeeeeerens 20
computer -eceeee 20
consider «erreeeeeees 20
COntinue ............ 20
jOb .................. 20
leave ............... 20
meet ............... 20
SUCh wevrerrrerrnnnens 20
charge:------++ssss-=- 19
decision «vreeeeeee 19
die .................. 19
flnd .................. 19
fire .................. 19
GLOW  -eervrermmneees 19
hold -<c-eeeeverornneen 19
house ............... 19
kld .................. 19
place eeeersneenns 19
then e ereeeereseess 19
train ............... 19
WOrkerS ............ 19
VOUNE ++ressrrssneses 19
death «ceeeeeeererees 18
debate ............... 18
eleCtiOn ............ 18
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evening «-rreeeeeee 18
fEW reeeerernenaraens 18
general cerceeeeeee 18
hard -----cecererecnse 18
help seeeeereereerrenes 18
mother «ec-eereeens 18
Tule seeceerereeerennes 18
sanctuary oo 18
shoulder -«---eeeree 18

AlIOW  sererrermrennes 17

black ceeeeeereeeres 17
council steeereeers 17
hope +rreeereeerenes 17
include ceoereeeeeses 17
NEVEr ++reerrmarnuses 17
percentage -« 17
plant ---eeereeeees 17
problem «+seeeeeeees 17
setback «eeeeereeres 17
trade -cececeeeecenee 17
administration ---16
AGLrEE sreeereereeeees 16
capital---sseeereeess 16
crime «cereeeeereneee 16
deal seeereeeeeenreane 16
fap cecerereeeesesenns 16
fee] cccrerecerrrareeas 16
future ----eceereences 16
industry --------- 16
ni ght ............... 16
OPEN  seveerrennreees 16
OWIL rrrerecmsonanaeen 16
partial---eeeeeereeees 16
powerful  --oeeeee 16
PrOCess +etereesress 16
sexual sreeeeeeereeees 16
QAT creeerereerresanes 15
DASE +eeerererreaeares 15
clear eererecereeens 15
CONLrol seeerererese 15
despite ceeeereee 15
enough --reeeeres 15
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foreign -eeeeeeeees 15
free «oeeeserrernnaaens 15
RAlf rereerrvmearecenns 15
Keep:--rrrerssemmnnnns 15
lead «+eeerererenneeens 15
member +eereeeeee 15
national s--eeeseeeee 15
negotiation -+ 15
PUL +eeeermerrnnninns 15
TELULT) -+ reersennrer 15
SECTEL +errrrrrrenses 15
SLOLY +oevereeererens 15
LOWN  --rreecermrrnns 15
united --ceeeereeeaee 15
university - 15
Victim sreereerenrense 15
yesterday «eeeecee 15

happen «--rreeeeee 14
hospital =+--reeeer 14
important .- 14
IMEAN <vvrrrerorrenes 14
question ----reeeeeee 14
TEAT reereesneermenns 14
Start-reeeeerrerecoses 14
themselves - 14
aid  ceeeeereeeeeenen 13
animal--reereerenees 13
AWAY  eeererrieecees 13
battle ~eeeeerrrarenns 13
bring «oeeeeeeeeeeees 13
fact rreveerenreareeens 13
heavy ---eeeemmeeees 13
human cteec--e-er 13
instead --reeeeeeees 13
1OSE serererasrararennn 13

lot .................. 13
Often ............... 13
order creeeeeseriees 13
planes ------erreeennn 13
racial ceeeeeereeeeeer 13
Spend ............... 13
street ............... 13
Study ............... 13
SUPPOIt ++-erreeeees 13
threaten ............ 13
act .................. 12
advertising

(ads) weerereererenes 12
affirmative - 12
airbag ............... 12
bad

ban

both

business

care

CAUSE +rerirerrenrens
chairman -
cigarette----

crowd ---+

drink ...............
drop ..................
effect -

EVEr +veree
former---

health «+-+--

increase ----
involve ----
message -+
morning «---

northern

parliamentary «--12
population -+------- 12
produce -----eeeen 12
protestant «-----e-- 12
Safe .................. 12
SChOO] »+revevereneens 12
schoolboy -+ 12
SEVEIeE *sessrceerrecee 12

Sniper ............... 12
SOOI - eerrereraassnnes 12
Stay soeeeeeerernnes 12
SULE srrcrsrresssecanss 12
surrogate ---cceeer 12
television -ee----- 12
WAarning «««=+++++++ 12
aAcCEPL wsererrrreeeres 11
Almogte-rrrerreeeens 11
appear:--rereeseseees 11
body «reeeeeeesene 11
bUuy rreeeeeesrenenenns 11
commercial - 11
direct --reeeereeeee- 11
dozen reeereerneees 11
@ACH rrrererenrreneanee 11
€CONOMIC =weeeeees 11
GUIL werereemmennnnnans 11
harassment ----- 11
Kind --eeeereeeroreees 11
1oCal rvresrerennrnnes 11
nothing -+t 11
number se-eeeeeeres 11
offer---

part ......

patch

POIL w+rsvvresonnenens
POSItion ++-eeeeeever 11
publicity <rceeeee 11
quiet eeeereeeeeeens 11
relationship -« 1
retrained --e---ee 11

add ceeeereeeeeerenees 10
affect «oereeeerereees 10
Aid eeeerrrereneerans 10
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announce --eee 10
ALY wooorrreeeenes 10
blame -+-ereeeeeeenes 10
Chip =e-eeeerrrenrneens 10
coalition s«++<-r++ee- 10
community - 10
credit --e-eeeeieeee 10
decide -<<--ereeeeees 10
demand ............ 10
destroy --eseeeeeees 10
effort reeereeeennens 10
EVENt crerreeseeneees 10
everything::«o++- 10
facility «-eeeeeeeee 10
g]rl .................. 10
history ............ 10
inspection ------+-+ 10
interest ............
itself --reeerecerenes
1and seeeeerereeerreees
large oeeeeeeeeeees
line «++e--

Mmajor -+
medical -

MOVE +oeeeeees
operation -
overseas -+

product ----
program ----
propose -:-*
remain

whether ----
wWord ceeeeseeeseeee




