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The KVL

• A List of the Probabilities of Knowing Target Words

• “Knowledge-based Vocabulary List” (KVL)
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Need for the KVL

Rank these items by learner knowledge:

___ Birthday 

___ Cheat 

___ Massive   

___ Obviously 

___ Pencil

___ Police
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Need for the KVL

Rank these items by learner knowledge:

___ Birthday 

___ Cheat 

___ Massive   

___ Obviously 

___ Pencil

___ Police

Frequency in SUBTlex

4 61

5 15

3 108

2 216

6 11

1 286
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Need for the KVL

• Frequency lists have been used to grade the 
‘difficulty’ of vocabulary

• Works in a crude, overall way

• But many individual items are misplaced

• Because:

– Learners do not get the amount of exposure indicated by 
corpus frequency figures

– Corpus composition massively affects frequencies
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Solution

• Compile a list of the probabilities of learners knowing 
the best-known 5,000 lemmas of English!

• In which order do learners learn words?
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Purpose of the List

• To inform pedagogy, materials design, and test 
development

• Would lead to better selection of words on vocabulary 
size tests
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Project Schedule

• Year 1: Conceptualization and development of 
tests

• Year 2: Tests developed (7,679 lemmas), web site 
developed, and test site made live

• Year 3: Administration of the tests, analyses, and 
list development

- Spanish: 150+ responses per item

- Chinese: 125+ responses per item

- German: 60+ reponses per item

• Year 4: Write book and article, and release of lists
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Form-recall Test Format (Spanish)

casa     Vivo en una casa grande que tiene tres

dormitorioes.

h  __  __  __  __  

house I live in a large house that has three

bedrooms.
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Form-recall Test Format (Spanish)

casa     Vivo en una casa grande que tiene tres

dormitorioes.

h  __  __  __  __  

house I live in a large house that has three

bedrooms.

o    u     s    e

10



Form-recall Test Format 

• L1 → L2 1. house c _ _ _ 

• One correct answer

• Guessing is negligible

• Automatic computer scoring

• Practical
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Test Format

• Form-recall level of mastery

• Must be exact spelling

• Test will set the bar at a relatively high level of 
mastery

• Correct answers on the test should ensure knowledge 
of the form-meaning link 
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Spanish Results (Best-known 50 lemmas)
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1-10 11-20 21-30 31-40 41-50

dance two please eat atom

jet one family shoe west

city human three my table

zoo hour acid beach car

orange winner boy clinic tired

sun hero sing play air

German book drive ice red

day change atomic key class

no fruit federal religion bird

radio love black hot bye
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Spanish Results (Best-known 50 lemmas)

• Difficulty was from about -5.00 to -4.00 on a Rasch scale

– dance (-5.199)

– bye (-4.022)

• Should we list individual lemmas?

– Not much difference in degree of knowledge between 
adjacent lemmas

– #10 radio (-4.511) vs. #11 two (-4.502) 

• x 16



Spanish Results (Frequency rank)
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23 within 500 | 27 better known than freq
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Spanish Results (2,000-2,049)
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5 | 26 | 19 worse known than freq
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15 | 25 | 10 worse known than freq
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Spanish Results (4,950-4,999)
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10 | 17 | 23
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LTRC 2020  Tunisia

Plan is to present one or more lists at 

LTRC 2020 in Hammamet
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Vocabulary Challenge 
(www.vocabularychallenge.org)
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