Review on Laufer’s (1989) “What	percentage	of	text-lexis	is	essential	for comprehension?”
         Assignment 2 for HPEN 7004   Hui LIAO 
Target length: 2000 words (+/- 10%).

I. Background
The article (Laufer 1989) I chosen to review is in light of the topic “morphology and pedagogical research” for module HPEN 7004.
II. Review
1. Theoretical considerations
There has been continuing concern in how much vocabulary do learners need to know when designing or leaning a course of language and setting the vocabulary goals for typical language use like reading academic texts. Although the importance of vocabulary knowledge to reading a text is intuitively obvious, empirical evidences conducted in literature is not much until in 1980s. The relationship between reading comprehension and vocabulary knowledge is dynamic and complex. The article “What percentage	of	text-lexis	is essential	for comprehension?”  by Laufer (1989) is her first exploration in the effects of lexical coverage of a text on reading comprehension. This study is aimed to test the “Threshold Hypothesis” (Clarke, 1979，1980; Cziko，1980; Cummins 1979; Deville 1985, cited by Laufer 1989) in reading comprehension, that is, whether a coverage of 95% the lexical of an authentic text is an absolute minimum for “reasonable” comprehension at an academic level . If 95% coverage is a lexical threshold, then 5000 words need to be learned for this is the number which gives such a coverage, which in turn, ensures reasonable comprehension according to Deville et al. (1985, cited by Laufer 1989). 
 2. Methodology
To test the “Threshold Hypothesis”, Laufer (1989) used quantitative method and investigated 100 Haifa University freshmen from various departments. The subjects were native speakers of Hebrew and Arabic, and were taking a course to improve academic literature comprehension in English.
The experiments were conducted in 2 stages.
 In the first stage of the experiment, the subjects were given a reading comprehension test and a reading comprehension score would be calculated (RC) to each testee on the basis of their answers to the comprehension questions.  The reading material was one of two general academic texts, one of which is taken from the reading component of “Examen Hoger Algemeen Vortgezet Onderwijs” with multiple choice questions, and the other, is self- made with open-ended questions. The number of subjects given one of the two texts is half and half. 
 In the second stage of the experiment, the subjects were given a lexical coverage test, with a copy of the same reading text as before and a 40-word list, which consists most of the infrequent words of the reading text. The subjects were required to underline words they didn’t understand from the list and translate or paraphrase the meaning of the 40 words in the list basing on text-context. 
T-test is then used to compare the two sets of scores – the mean score on RC (reading comprehension) test and the score on LC (lexical coverage) tests. 
According to my understanding, the number of words in the text known to a subject should be calculated according to the formula below:
No. of words known in text = Total No. of words in text- No. of words underlined as unknown*(1+ No. of words mistakenly judged as known /40*100% 
 Then the subject’s lexical coverage should be calculated as follows:
  Lexical coverage= No. of words known in the text / Total no. of words in text *100%.
Let me take an example. Suppose a testee underlined 16 unknown words, but by comparing with the translation test, we find 10 discrepancies, that is to say, 10 more words, though reported to be known, were not translated correctly, so the “bluffing index” is calculated as below 
Bluffing index =10/40*100%=25%
So the actual number of unknown words to the testee should be
Actual No. of unknown words =16 + 16*25% =20
If the text has 1000 words. Then the number of words known is 
No. of known words in text= 1000-20=980
   
Then the testee’s lexical coverage is 
980* 100/ 1000 =98%
The two sets of scores were then analysed with the LC score taken as independent variable, and the RC score, dependent variable.

3. Results and relevance to theory
The results of the data collection show that at 95% coverage, there were significantly more “successful” readers (RC scores of 55% and above) than those with scores of 54% and below (2 df1 23.28>10.82 p=0.0001). Such significant difference did not occur at other levels of average, though there were some participants passed the scoring of 55% at every coverage level. However the original reading materials are not provided in the publish, nor can we find any specific graphs or table about  the data. 

III. Comments 
In this study, Laufer justified that 95% coverage is likely to be a probabilistic threshold in reading comprehension. With this coverage, almost all learners could be able to achieve reasonable comprehension. Lower coverage will result in unsatisfying comprehension with a high probability.
As for the question of what vocabulary size will suffice 95% of academic text, Laufer accepts Deville et al. (1985, cited by Laufer 1989) and Ostyn and Godin (1985, cited by Laufer 1989) finding that readers with a knowledge of 5000 words can reach the 95% coverage. 
Since this is Laufer’s earlier exploration to relate reading comprehension to lexical coverage, there are some limitations in this study. 
First, there are several ways for counting words. According to Nation (2001), words could be understood as “tokens” (or “running words”, i.e, if the same word form occur once again, each occurrences is counted), “types” (if the same word occur for the second time, it is not counted again), lemmas (consists of a headword, its inflected forms and reduced forms) and word families consists of a headword, its inflected forms and derived forms).Thus different definition of a word would results calculation in different ways. In this study Laufer defines a word as “a lexical item… the smallest unit in the meaning system of language”. So in Laufer’s(1989) definition, a word is more likely to be taken as units of “token”, especially when the total number of words in the reading text is calculated. That is to say, each occurrence of a word, even two or many of them are the same word form. However, as for the lexical coverage test, the number of unknown words reported by the participants, adjusted for discrepancies by checking the translation with the underlined words seem to be counted in units of types or lemmas. This may produce an inflated lexical coverage or deviated from the actual one. In Laufer’s later studies (1993, 2010) , she adopts the concept of “word families” instead of “token”. And according to Laufer’s (2010) description, each “word” stands for a “word family”, which includes a head word, its inflections and common derived forms. So the way to measure participants’ vocabulary size is revised on the basis of Nation’s (1983, cited by Laufer 1993) Levels Tests, which classify word items into the most frequent 2000, 3000, 5000, and 10000 words and academic vocabulary items. If 95% lexical coverage or 5000 lexical items is a turning point of vocabulary size to ensure reasonable comprehension, and we present the same number (5000 lexical items)  in terms word families, the result would be 5000/1.6 =3125. This way has also a problem in deciding what should be taken in a word family and what should not. So which is more reasonable for considering vocabulary size.
Secondly, in this study, Laufer sets RC score of 55 to meet the minimally acceptable level of ‘reasonable” comprehension and explain that this is for the lowest passing grade in Haifa University system. No clear evidence can we find to justify this system applicable to more L2 and EFL learners in other universities with different educational and cultural background knowledge and reading strategies. What’s more, in most academic studies, most educators may not be satisfied with such a low score. And there is not clear definition on what is “reasonable” comprehension is and what is “adequate” or “good” comprehension in literature so far. Besides quantity measures by counting numbers of questions answered correctly, it may be a good try to add dimension of quality to the consideration to see whether and to what extent readers get the main idea of the text by using the degree of importance of the idea units (Hu and Nation, 2000)-giving weighted scores for each question basing the nature of the academic text. For example, a score ranging from one to three points would be given for a question according to the ranking of the importance the unit idea the question focusing on. 
Thirdly, this study focus on the vocabulary threshold by looking at lexical coverage for reading general academic texts. There are various kind of text. Numbers of words need to be known may vary in different kinds of text. So further research is needed to explore vocabulary threshold for other types of authentic texts such as newspapers, novels etc. Nation (2006) conducted a comprehensive investigation on vocabulary size needed for reading a variety of spoken and written texts.  The summary of the data shows that readers knowing about 3000 word-family vocabulary and proper nouns in a text can achieve 95% text coverage. To reach 98% coverage, the turning point for “adequate” comprehension,  8000-9000 word-family vocabulary are needed for un-simplified written texts including novels and newspapers,  while 60000-7000 word families are needed for spoken texts including children’s movies and unscripted spoken English. As for simpliefied texts, a very small number of vocabulary is needed.
 What’s more, subjects in this experiment is 100 first year Haifa university students attending the same course in English for academic purpose, and they have similar background knowledge and similar reading strategies. Higher number of participates from wider varied background may be worthy to improve the representativeness and breadth of the sample. 
This study explores the vocabulary threshold question by focusing on correlations between lexical coverage and reading comprehension, which is just one aspect of the contribution of vocabulary to reading. Vocabulary size is inferred indirectly on the basis of coverage. More empirical studies on the correlations between vocabulary size and reading comprehension are needed in future to see how the two lexical threshold factors, both text coverage and vocabulary size of learners are needed in reading comprehension. Though could not give a full picture on the correlation between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension, this study plays a significant role in providing the minimum language proficiency level for the reading of simplified text. Her later studies have consistently supported this finding- a coverage of 95%, 5000 lexical items, and 3000 word-family vocabulary to be a minimum for successful reading (Laufer 1992, 1993, 2001, 2010). 
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