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20 most frequent words

the

of

and

to

a

in

that

I

it

was

is

he

for

you

on

with

as

be

had

but



The percentage of text coverage of high frequency 

words

top X words % text coverage

3 11.5%

10 22%

50 37%

100 44%

1000 74%

2000 80%

3000 85%

(after Schmitt, 2000)



O’Keeffe, A., McCarthy, M., & Carter, R. (2007) From corpus to classroom: 

Language use and language teaching. Cambridge University Press, p. 32. 



“Learners would do well to learn the 

common words of the language very 

thoroughly, because they carry the 

main patterns of the language.”  

Professor John Sinclair, 1991: Corpus, Concordance, 

Collocation.



“When a child can employ two 

hundred words of a foreign language

he possesses a practical knowledge 

of all the syntactical constructions 

and of all the foreign sounds.”  

Thomas Prendergast, 1864: The Mastery of Languages, or,

the Art of Speaking Foreign Tongues Idiomatically.











The/A Lexical Approach

• meaning is encoded primarily in words 

• the most frequent words in English encode its 
most frequent meanings

• words frequently co-occur with other words 
(collocations and fixed phrases) and they 
often occur in particular syntactic
environments (grammar patterns)

• fluency is a function of the capacity to store 
and deploy, in real time, these high frequency 
lexical and syntactic co-occurrences



Most Frequently Used Idioms Across Three Corpora of Spoken American 
English (in Order of Frequency) 

 

kind of (meaning 
somewhat) 
sort of (meaning 
somewhat) 
of course 
in terms of 
in fact 
deal with 
at all 
as well 
make sure 

go through 
come up 
look for 
find out 
go on (with + 
gerund or 
present 
participle) 
as well as 
in a/some way 
go ahead 

in order to/that 
get into 
first of all 
come up with 
figure out 
put on 
in other words 
end up (with) 
according to 

 
Liu, D. 2003. The most frequently used spoken American idioms: A corpus analysis and its implications. In TESOL 
Quarterly, 37/4. 
 



Gardner, D., & Davies, M. 2007 Pointing out frequent phrasal verbs: A corpus-based analysis. TESOL 

Quarterly, 41:2.p. 349



“....these [lexical verbs] combine with only 

eight particles (out, up, on, back, down, in, 

over, and off) – a total of 160 combinations –

to account for more than half (50.4%) of the 

PVs in the BNC.”

Gardner and Davies, op.cit. P. 349





 

Leave-taking 

 

He took her hand. She took his money. 

He took a lover. 

She took exception. He took leave of his senses. 

She took advice. He took fright. 

She took him to the cleaner’s.  He took to drink. 

She took a holiday. 

He took his life. 

She took up ballroom dancing. 

 
(Susie Bamworth, in Mini-Sagas, edited by Brian Aldiss, Enitharmon 

Press, 2001.) 

 

 



 

Then I went   home,   and on the way home 

      on the way    home   I had to do a lot of shopping 

       Then I got   home   

     when I got     home 

              I got     home   at about lunchtime 

And then I came home 

And then I went home   again 
 

 


