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Why consider word frequency?

• Frequency of words affects language processing (e.g., Hopp 2015)

• High frequency words produced and comprehended more quickly than 

low frequency ones

• L1 word frequencies affect responses in L2 tasks (e.g., Lemhöfer et al 

2008)
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Word frequency varies across languages

• A tie = 2000k band in 

English
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• Une cravat = 4000k band 

in French

+ cultural considerations in L2/Ln vocabulary



Research questions

What type of corpora should be 

used to measure word frequency?
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How can word frequency be 

balanced cross-linguistically?



Why was this an issue?

Four different L1s
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Learning Spanish as an L2/Ln



What we had to consider

• Task: L2 Spanish gender decision task

– participants presented with individual nouns in Spanish 

– press a button to indicate the correct definite determiner (elM/laF)

– reaction times and accuracy measured

• Participants

– intermediate-advanced level of proficiency in L2 Spanish

– four different L1 groups (Norwegian, German, Dutch, Latvian)
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casa



What we had to consider

• Experimental conditions

– according to the gender of the noun in the L1 and the L2

– main conditions: same gender (congruent), different gender 
(incongruent)

– subconditions: broken down according to the specific gender value

• Stimuli

– avoided cognates and nouns that have multiple translation 
equivalents (e.g., Die Linse is lens and lentil)

– controlled for frequency, number of letters, percent overlap between 
L1 and L2 nouns

7

Congruent Incongruent L1 Neuter

L1 L2 L1 L2 L1 L2

subconditions
masc masc masc fem neut masc

fem fem fem masc neut fem



What we had to consider

• Additional considerations

– transparency of the gender marking on Spanish nouns

– other gendered languages known to entire participant pool (e.g., 

Russian in Latvia)

– cross-linguistic differences in how gender is marked (e.g., 

definiteness in Norwegian)

– language variation in L1 and L2 (e.g., Peninsular vs Latin American 

Spanish; Norwegian dialects, changes to gender system)
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www.sketchengine.eu



Jakubíček et al (2013)

• TenTen web corpus

• 30+ languages
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Tiedemann (2016)

• OPUS2 subtitling corpus: 

OpenSubtitles 2011

• 54 languages



11



12



Automating the search

• Excel (csv) file for each language’s target words

– Norwegian

– German

– Dutch

– Latvian 

– Spanish

• C. 250 words per language per corpus

• Over 2500 searches.

• API (application programme interface)

• Submit query to wsketch (word sketch)

• Each language/ corpus searched separately

• Output to excel

• Capped 900 searches per hour

– 5 sec pause built into programme = 650 ph
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Other options (for non programmers)

• Sketch Engine has Whitelist option

• Needs to be in txt format and lemmatised
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Working with the stimuli

• Step 1: Confirm translation equivalents

– consult with speaker(s) who have the same profile as target group

– high-proficiency speakers can give more detailed information

– speakers with the same proficiency as target group allow for the 

elimination of unknown L2 nouns

• Step 1 tasks: L1 translation & Existing list modification
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Working with the stimuli

• Step 1 tasks: Existing list modification
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Working with the stimuli

• Step 2: Add frequencies, relevant coding & pare down list
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Working with the stimuli

• Step 3: Balance mean frequencies by condition and language
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Working with the stimuli

• Step 3: Things that helped us

– start with the most restricted condition and match other ones to it 

(i.e., in terms of frequency and number of stimuli)

– move eliminated stimuli to another list rather than just deleting them 

and make a note as to what the issue was (e.g., false cognate, 

unknown to L2 speakers)

– allow more time than you expect

• ’double your estimate and increase by an order of magnitude’ 🙂
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Problems / Limitations

• Differences in frequency cross-linguistically

• Differences in frequency between two corpora

Common words that most learners know not in corpora/very low frequency

• Checked learner dictionary (Davies 2006) but it’s not based on learner 
data but written corpora

• Check learner corpora?

– Checked talkbank.org but either elicited or small sample

• Check exam boards?

– Wide variation across countries 

– CEFR lists?
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kjøleskap Nt 1.41 0.33

L1 Norwegian Gender Freq (log10) Subtlex Freq (log10)



Conclusions

• Using the same protocol allows for consistency across languages…

– within the same experiment

– with different participant groups

• Using both web and subtitling corpora…

– offers complementary measures of language in general

– gives more representative sample of L2 learner input 

• This particular approach is applicable to many different languages
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