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Abstract

Since the implementation of  the Bologna Process, Higher Education

Institutions have increasingly offered English as the Medium of  Instruction

(EMI) programmes to promote “internationalisation at home” (Beelen & Jones,

2015). While these programmes allow students to take content courses in

English, EMI settings may also be challenging for learners due to the linguistic

demands they may impose. However, current efforts to identify these demands

have primarily relied on self-reported data, with limited consideration given to

the linguistic features that may cause difficulties for EMI learners. This paper aims

to address this gap by exploring the lexical demands of  EMI seminars, a teaching

situation characterised by being student-centred and dialogic in nature. The study

analyses the lexical coverage of  Bnc/coca (nation, 2012) and aSW (Dang et al.,

2017) lists in METclIl, a corpus comprising nine EMI seminars and 111,061

tokens, and investigates the impact of  contextual variables on lexical demands.

The findings indicate that (1) EMI seminars show lower lexical demands on l2

learners than l1 lectures and seminars or EMI lectures but similar to l1 tutorials,

(2) academic spoken vocabulary is less frequent than in other educational

settings, and (3) certain contextual factors seem to play a critical role in lexical

coverage.

Keywords: EMI, academic vocabulary, lexical coverage, higher education, l2

proficiency.
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IrEnE caSTEllano-rISco

Superior han venido aumentando su oferta de programas en inglés como medio

de instrucción (English Medium Instruction, EMI) para fomentar la

“internacionalización en casa” (Beelen & Jones, 2015). Si bien este tipo de

programas permite a los estudiantes cursar asignaturas en inglés, también pueden

suponerles un desafío debido a las exigencias lingüísticas que pueden imponer.

los esfuerzos realizados para identificar estas exigencias se han basado

fundamentalmente en las percepciones de los propios participantes y se le ha

prestado muy poca atención a las características lingüísticas que pueden generar

dificultades a los estudiantes de EMI. Este artículo pretende abordar esta laguna

explorando las exigencias léxicas en seminarios EMI, un contexto educativo que

se caracteriza por estar centrado en el alumnado y tener una naturaleza dialógica.

Este estudio analiza la cobertura léxica de las listas Bnc/coca (nation, 2012) y

aSW (Dang et al., 2017) en METclIl, un corpus que está compuesto por nueve

seminarios EMI, con un total de 111.061 palabras, e investiga el impacto de las

variables contextuales en las exigencias lingüísticas. los resultados indican que

(1) los seminarios EMI muestran menores demandas léxicas para los estudiantes

de l2 que las clases magistrales y seminarios de l1 o las clases magistrales EMI,

pero estas demandas son similares a las tutorías de l1; (2) el vocabulario

académico oral es menos frecuente que en otros contextos educativos; y (3)

ciertos factores contextuales parecen desempeñar un papel crítico en la

cobertura léxica.

Palabras clave: EMI, vocabulario académico, cobertura léxica, educación

superior, dominio de la l2.

1. Introduction

“Internationalisation at home” practices (Beelen & Jones, 2015) have gained

popularity in recent years, with a focus on promoting international

understanding and intercultural competence among students at their home

universities (Beelen & Jones, 2015; Knight, 2006). one of  the most widely

adopted practices within this trend is the implementation of  English as a

Medium of  Instruction (EMI) programmes, which involve teaching courses

in English at institutions where it is not the official language.

EMI programmes offer English l2 students the opportunity to engage in

content-based lectures, seminars, and lab sessions conducted in English

(Macaro, 2018). These programmes provide a platform for active

participation and meaningful use of  the l2 but also pose a range of  linguistic

and cognitive demands on learners that are often overlooked. consequently,

extensive research has been conducted to identify the primary linguistic
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needs of  lecturers and students (coelho, 2022; Pérez-cañado, 2021; Piquer-

Píriz & castellano-risco, 2021), particularly in the areas of  classroom

language and academic language development (Piquer-Píriz, 2023).

The existing literature suggests that students in EMI programs often face

challenges in understanding lectures, which are often attributed to their

limited l2 vocabulary (Hellekjaer, 2010; Shepard & Morrison, 2021).

nonetheless, the reported needs of  EMI learners are primarily based on self-

assessment and lack empirical evidence from research conducted in a

classroom setting. To address this issue, researchers can employ lexical

studies to verify the self-reported needs of  EMI students. Previous studies in

second language acquisition have shown that lexical coverage, which refers

to the percentage of  recognised lexical items in a written or oral text, is a

crucial factor in l2 comprehension (laufer & Sims, 1985; Schmitt et al.,

2011). This factor may be particularly relevant in EMI settings, where students

need to understand new concepts and ideas, while processing input that is

unlikely to be comprehended without a broad l2 vocabulary knowledge.

for this reason, this study aims to contribute to EMI linguistic-oriented

research by determining the lexical demands of  EMI academic seminars and

exploring how contextual factors may affect coverage in this particular

learning context. The implications of  this research will be useful for EMI

learners and educators, as they can help them better understand the specific

vocabulary requirements for success in academic seminars and develop more

effective vocabulary teaching and learning strategies.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 contextualises the study by

highlighting the significance of  lexical studies for the advancement of  EMI

and reviewing previous research on vocabulary demands of  academic

settings. Then, section 3 details the methodological approach followed. It

presents METclIl, a corpus of  9 EMI seminars on the field of  marketing and

business, and the main instruments employed to analyse the lexical coverage

of  the corpus. after that, section 4 presents the results arranged according

to the three rQs posed in the methodological explanation, and section 5

discusses the main findings reflecting about their pedagogical implications.

2. Lexical coverage and emI

vocabulary studies, i.e., the analysis of  the role of  vocabulary in

communication and how individuals acquire it, have become a prominent
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field of  research in recent decades (c.f., nation, 2013; Durrant et al., 2022,

or Schmitt, 2010), resulting in a reconsideration of  the relevance of  l2 lexis

for effective communication.

l2 learners need to manage a broad range of  vocabulary to communicate

efficiently (nation, 2013; Schmitt, 2010), and in their endeavour to guide

students, l2 practitioners need to recognise and identify (i) the lexical

difficulty of  the oral and written texts learners face, and (ii) the vocabulary

students need to communicate in a foreign language. In this respect, research

has proved that the more extensive the lexical coverage of  a text, the larger

the comprehension (Schmitt et al., 2011).

The literature (vilkaite-lozdiene & Schmitt, 2020; van Zeeland & Schmitt,

2013) suggests the existence of  at least two lexical thresholds depending on the

coverage aimed at: an “optimal” one (vilkaite-lozdiene & Schmitt, 2020), also

referred to as “very high comprehension” (van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013, p.

474), that places the coverage needed at 98% (Hu & nation, 2000; nation,

2006; Schmitt et al., 2011; van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013), and a “minimal” one

(vilkaite-lozdiene & Schmitt, 2020), also known as “relatively high and stable

comprehension” (van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013, p. 474), in which the

percentage of  understanding decreases to 95% (laufer & ravenhorst-Kalovski,

2010; van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013; Webb & rodgers, 2009a, 2009b).

The thresholds for vocabulary recognition help determine the number of

lexical items l2 learners need to master. This is typically expressed in word

families, a lexical unit consisting of  a base form and all its derived and

inflected forms (Bauer & nation, 1993). for everyday communication and

general English, it is estimated that learners need to master between the

2,000 to the 3,000 most frequent word families (adolphs & Schmitt, 2003;

nation, 2006) for 95% coverage. regarding 98% coverage, there is some

debate about the specific number of  word-families needed, ranging from the

3,000 most frequent word-families (adolphs & Schmitt, 2003; Webb &

rodgers, 2009a) to the 6,000 to 7,000 most frequent word families (Hirsh &

nation, 1992; nation, 2006; Webb & rodgers, 2009a). Based on these

findings, Schmitt and Schmitt (2014) divided word families into three major

categories: high-frequency word families (1st to 3,000th word families), mid-

frequency word families (3,001st word family to 9,000th) and low-frequency

word families. This distinction is mainly for pedagogical purposes, as high-

frequency terms provide 95% coverage, while 98% coverage typically

requires the recognition of  mid-frequency word families.
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The concept of  vocabulary frequency and its implications for l2 listening

and reading soon attracted the attention of  fields such as English for

academic Purposes (EaP), in which there have been some efforts to

distinguish core academic vocabulary from general English and develop

specific word lists, such as the university Word list (uWl; xue & nation,

1984), the academic Word list (aWl; coxhead, 2000); the academic

vocabulary list (avl; gardner & Davies, 2014) or, more recently, the

academic Spoken Word list (aSWl; Dang et al., 2017). These lists have

traditionally served two main purposes: (1) to aid publishers and EaP

instructors in creating specific educational materials, and (2) to provide

information about the extent of  academic vocabulary usage in academic

genres.

concerning this latter purpose, the analysis of  general and academic

vocabulary coverage has been applied to academic settings in a variety of

academic genres, such as English l1 lectures and seminars (Dang & Webb,

2014), English l1 tutorials and laboratories (coxhead et al., 2017), TED talks

(liu & chen, 2019; nurmukhamedov, 2017), conference presentations

(Dang, 2022a), or English l1 open-courses and EMI lectures (Dang, 2022b).

Table 1 summarises some recent studies on several academic genres.

Table 1. A summary of lexical studies exploring general and academic coverage of specific academic genres.

from this Table, three aspects can be highlighted. first, most studies employ

the Bnc/coca lists (nation, 2012) as base lists to profile the corpus. These

lists consist of  25 word-family lists arranged by frequency in addition to four

supplementary lists comprising proper nouns (e.g., Peter, Melissa), marginal
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Study Genre 
BNC/COCA list* Academic Spoken Word List (ASWL) 

95% 98% Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 

Dang & Webb, 
2014 L1 lectures 4,000 8,000 - - - - 

Dang et al., 2017 13.5-million-word academic 
spoken corpus   81.62 5.23 2.85 0.43 

Coxhead et al., 
2017 

Laboratories 3,000 7,000 - - - - 
Tutorials 2,000 3,000 - - - - 

Nurmukhamedov, 
2017 TED talks 4,000 8,000     

Liu & Chen, 2019 TED talks 3,000 6,000 82.5% 4.7% 2.2% 0.2% 

Dang, 2022a Hard science presentations 3,000 5,000 Coverage reached 87.99% 
Soft science presentations 3,000 4,000 Coverage reached 87.34% 

Dang, 2022b 
EMI lectures 3,000 7,000 76.83% 6.40% 3.29% 0.51% 

Non-EMI lectures 4,000 9,000 80.47% 5.13% 2.64% 0.19% 
Open-access EMI courses 3,000 8,000 81.29% 5.12% 2.90% 0.51% 

* Coverage expressed in word families plus proper nouns and marginal words. 
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words including swear words, exclamations, and letters of  the alphabet (e.g.,

aha, ehm), acronyms and abbreviations (e.g., DPo, gDP), and compounds (e.g.,

notebook, backpack).

Second, some studies complement the study of  lexical demands with the

analysis of  the coverage of  the aSWl (Dang et al., 2017). This list comprises

1,741 word families clustered into four frequency levels. The first level

includes 830 word families; level 2 consists of  456 word families; the third

level is made up of  380 word families and level 4 has 75 word families. The

word families in levels 1 to 3 are taken from the first, second, and third 1,000

frequency levels of  the Bnc/coca, respectively. level 4 includes words that

are outside of  high-frequency terms.

Third, studies can be classified based on whether English serves as the

students’ l1 or l2. Some studies have explored lexical demands in English

l1 academic settings. for instance, Dang and Webb (2014) examined l1

lectures and seminars by determining the lexical load of  the British

academic Spoken English (BaSE) corpus, concluding that speakers needed to

master the 4,000 and 8,000 most frequent word-families to reach 95% and

98% coverage, respectively. Similarly, coxhead et al. (2017) studied the lexical

demands of  l1 small-group academic interactive settings by compiling two

corpora: one on laboratory settings (137,399 running words) and another on

tutorials (380,078 running words). They found that a vocabulary size of

3,000 word families plus proper nouns and marginal words provided 95%

coverage in the laboratory corpus, and 98% coverage was reached with 7,000

word families. for the tutorial corpus, a vocabulary size of  2,000 words plus

proper nouns and marginal words provided 95% coverage, and 98%

coverage was reached with 3,000 word families plus proper nouns and

marginal words.

a second set of  studies has investigated general and academic vocabulary

demands in English as a lingua franca in academic settings (Elfa) or l2

linguistic contexts. Some studies have focused on the lexical demands of  TED

talks, such as nurmukhamedov (2017) or liu and chen (2019), who analysed

a corpus of  4.37 million words and the variations of  lexical demands among

topics. They found that recognising 3,000 and 6,000 word families provided

95% and 98% coverage, respectively, and that the aSWl covered nearly 90%

of  the corpus. furthermore, they found that some topics may be less

challenging for l2 learners than others. other studies have concentrated

their efforts on exploring other Elf academic fields. for instance, Dang
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(2022a) analysed a corpus of  104 conference and colloquia presentations

(565,758 tokens) to determine the general and academic lexical coverage. for

general vocabulary, recognising the 3,000 most frequent word families

provided 95% coverage, with the figure increasing to the 5,000 most

frequent word families for 98% coverage. regarding academic vocabulary,

approximately 87.5% of  the corpus was covered by the aSWl. In another

study, Dang (2022b) compared the general vocabulary load of  EMI, non-EMI

l1 English, and open-access non-EMI courses, concluding that learners

needed to recognise the 3,000 most frequent word families for 95% coverage

in EMI and open-access non-EMI courses and up to the 4,000 band in non-

EMI courses. for 98% coverage, the threshold was set at the 7,000 band for

EMI courses, 8,000 band for the open-access non-EMI course, and 9,000 band

for non-EMI courses.

Based on these studies, it can be assumed that the aSWl provides

comprehensive coverage in a broad range of  academic speaking scenarios

and that understanding of  the 3,000 most common English word families

may enable comprehension of  95% of  academic material. nevertheless, the

optimal level of  comprehension may differ depending on the specific

academic task. The minimal threshold also applies to EMI settings, where

students seem able to access content with knowledge of  a relatively low

number of  word families (Dang, 2022b). However, Dang’s (2022b) study

focuses exclusively on lectures, and before reaching sound conclusions on

lexical demands on EMI, further research, contemplating other academic

genres, such as seminars or tutorials, would be needed. as this author (2022a,

p. 2) states, “the lexical demands of  academic speech vary according to the

type of  speech events”, and EMI courses, like any other academic event,

usually include several activities varying in degree of  interaction or linguistic

demands.

The present study investigates vocabulary demands in EMI academic

seminars, a genre that has gained recent recognition (aguilar, 2016). unlike

lectures, which are mainly led by lecturers and can have a large audience,

seminars have fewer participants and are prototypically characterised by

being student-centred and dialogic in nature (aguilar, 2016). The high degree

of  interaction in seminars can make active participation challenging,

particularly for non-native English speakers (aguilar, 2016; Jones, 1999).

This may be especially true in EMI settings, where learners have varying levels

of  English proficiency and linguistic backgrounds. for this reason, this study

aims to explore the lexical demands of  EMI seminars.
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3. Research questions

This study aims to enhance our understanding of  EMI by determining the

vocabulary demands in academic EMI seminars and exploring the impact of

some contextual factors affecting this variable. This objective is defined in

three research questions:

rQ1: What are the general vocabulary loads of  EMI academic seminars? Do

lexical demands in lecturers’ and students’ speech vary significantly?

rQ2: What is the coverage of  the aSWl in EMI academic seminars?

rQ3: To what extent do contextual variables, such as classroom talk

dominance or the lesson’s topic, affect lexical coverage in EMI

seminars?

4. methodology

4.1. Corpus background information: metCLIL

Data were obtained from the corpus of  Metaphor in academic Talk

(METclIl), one of  the primary outcomes of  a Spanish national-funded

project (alejo et al., 2021) exploring the use of  figurative language in EMI

settings.

METclIl is an open-access corpus containing the transcripts of  nine

academic EMI seminars on business and marketing and accounting for

111,061 tokens1. The transcripts were collected in six European Higher

Institutions from Italy, the netherlands, norway, Portugal, Spain and

Sweden. Seminars vary in duration, level of  interaction, number of

participants, and number of  tokens uttered, as shown in Table 2. as can be

seen from this table, some seminars (e.g., the Italian one) heavily relies on the

lecturer’s discourse, while others (e.g., the Swedish and Spanish seminars) are

highly interactive, with students having a key role in the development of  the

lesson. additionally, as displayed in Table 3, the topics covered in the

seminars vary greatly, with some seminars focused on theoretical discussions

about abstract concepts (e.g., the Dutch seminar), while others apply these

concepts to real-world scenarios (e.g., the norwegian or the Portuguese

seminars). Table 3 further highlights the diverse range of  topics covered in

the seminars. 
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Table 2. Linguistic description of MetCLIL seminars.

4.2. Participants

METclIl speakers are university lecturers and students attending Marketing

and Business seminars taught in English in places where English does not

hold official status. The whole corpus features 144 participants (six lecturers

and 138 students) with varying l2 proficiency levels (ranging from B1 to c2)

and more than 15 different l1s. However, not all the participants actively

interacted in the seminars; thus, the information provided in this study will

only refer to the total number of  speakers (see Table 3).

Table 3. Description of the seminars concerning their topic and speakers’ features.
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Setting Length 
No. 

turns / 
minute 

No. of 
seminars 

Overall no. 
of tokens 

No. of 
tokens 

[lecturers] 

No. of 
tokens 

[students] 
Teacher 

talking time 

Italy 108’ 0.63 1 8,674 7,728 1,097 89% 
Norway 120’ 2.56 1 14,854 6,954 7,306 47% 

The Netherlands 187’ 2.68 1 21,117 11,800 9,794 55% 
Spain 270’ 4.00 3 34,324 13,124 22,141 38% 

Portugal 80’ 1.58 1 8,681 4,355 4,595 51% 
Sweden 167’ 10.97 2 22,843 5,816 17,032 25% 

       
  

  
 

           
              

             
               

       

 

             
              

 

Seminars Topic Role N No. of 
speakers L1 L2 level 

Italy Marketing of typical 
products 

Lecturer 1 1 Italian C1 

Students 37 7 
Romance: 4 
Germanic: 1 
Other: 2 

B1: 1 
B2: 3 
C1: 3 

Norway Case study on group 
management 

Lecturer 1 1 Norwegian C1 

Students 17 12 Romance: 2 
Germanic: 10 

B2: 5 
C1: 5 
C2: 2 

The 
Netherlands 

Business 
management and its 
relationship with 
other fields 

Lecturer 1 1 Dutch C2 

Students 10 10 
Romance: 1 
Germanic: 6 
Other: 2 
Unspecified: 1 

B2: 1 
C1: 6 
C2: 3 

Spain Marketing pitches 

Lecturer 1 1 Spanish C2 

Students 39 39 

Romance: 25 
Germanic: 9 
Other: 4 
Unspecified: 1 

B1: 1 
B2: 11 
C1: 18 
C2: 9 

Portugal Aid and development 

Lecturer 1 1 Portuguese C1 

Students 18 10 Romance: 7 
Other: 3 

B2: 2 
C1: 7 
C2: 1 

Sweden 

Multinational 
marketing strategies: 
interaction of 
marketing & culture 

Lecturer 1 1 Chinese B2 

Students 17 17 
Romance: 3 
Germanic: 1 
Other: 13 

B1: 1 
B2: 4 
C1: 7 
C2: 4 
Unspecified: 1 

            
 

   
 

             
               

            
                 
              

                
           

                
                

             
               

              
      



4.3. Data analysis

The corpus was pre-processed by removing some elements, such as

truncated words, that were included in the original METclIl version and

could be disruptive to this study. The data was then analysed using

antWordProfiler v.2.0.1 (anthony, 2022), a corpus analytic tool that allows

the analysis of  the lexis contained in a text based on specified word lists.

Two vocabulary lists were employed as base lists to profile the corpus:

nation’s (2012) Bnc/coca lists and aSWl (Dang et al., 2017). In the case of

the Bnc/coca lists, the additional lists were adapted to include proper nouns,

abbreviations, acronyms, and foreign terms employed in METclIl and not

considered in the lists. as for the aSWl, this list was selected for two reasons:

(1) it was created from a collection of  academic spoken discourses, including

seminars, which may help us determine if  there are any differences between

l1 and l2 seminars in terms of  academic vocabulary, and (2) it was

developed to aid l2 academic learners in developing their academic language

skills by focusing on the most frequently used academic words.

5. Results

5.1. RQ1. What are the general vocabulary loads of  emI academic

seminars? Do lexical demands in lecturers’ and students’ speech vary

significantly?

The corpus analysis reveals that the first 1,000 word families account for

nearly 87% of  the items, followed by the second 1,000 (5.65%) and the third

1,000 word families (3.33%). concerning off-list terms, i.e., terms not

included in the Bnc/coca lists, they account for 0.41% of  the whole corpus,

most of  which are l1 terms.

There is a relevant proportion of  proper nouns, representing 1.33%, and

marginal words, accounting for 0.73% of  the whole corpus. Previous

research (Dang, 2022a; Dang & Webb, 2014; Webb & rodgers, 2009a,

2009b) indicated that these kinds of  words have a lower learning burden

than other content words, and the current research adhered to their

guidance. In practice, this means that 95% coverage is reached with

knowledge of  the 2K most frequent terms plus additional terms, whereas

98% coverage is reached with the 3,000 most frequent family words and

additional terms.
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Table 4 provides the cumulative coverage of  the fifth 1,000 word families

and the upper limit of  mid-frequency (8,000 word family band) terms. It also

details the figures of  proper nouns, abbreviations and acronyms (a&a),

marginal words and off-list words.

Table 4. Coverage of Nation’s (2012) BNC/COCA lists in the METCLIL corpus.

finally, the lexical production of  lecturers and students was compared and

showed little difference, with both groups achieving 95% and 98% coverage

using the 3,000 most frequent word families.

5.2. What is the coverage of  the aswl in emI academic seminars?

overall, the aSWl annotated 76.22% of  the METclIl corpus, with 70.85% falling

into level 1, 3.54% into level 2, 1.72% into level 3, and only 0.11% into level 4.

concerning the comparison of  lecturers’ and students’ aSWl coverage,

lecturers demonstrate a slightly higher use of  academic terms situated in

levels 1, 3 and 4, whereas students tend to have a greater proportion of  level

2 word families in their speech.

Table 5. Coverage of Dang et al. (2017) ASWL lists in the METCLIL corpus.
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Word  
families 

Overall Lecturers Students 

Cumulative 
coverage 

(CC) 

Cumulative 
coverage 

plus 
additional 
lists (CC+) 

Cumulative 
coverage 

(CC) 

Cumulative 
coverage 

plus 
additional 
lists (CC+) 

Cumulative 
coverage 

(CC) 

Cumulative 
coverage 

plus 
additional 
lists (CC+) 

1,000 86.49 89.19 87.89 89.61 86.35 88.65 
2,000 92.53 95.23a 93.14 94.95 92.47 94.77 
3,000 95.81 98.52b 95.91 98.19a,b 95.81 98.11a,b 
4,000 96.37 99.07 96.41  96.36 98.67 
5,000 96.73 99.43 96.67  96.74 99.04 
8,000 97.09 99.82 96.95  97.13 99.44 
Off-list 0.41  0.62  0.38  

Proper nouns 1.33  1.10  1.35  
Marginal words 0.72  0.86  0.71  

A&A 0.12  0.17  0.12  
Compounds 0.12  0.04  0.13  

a 95% coverage reached. 
b 98% coverage reached. 
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Level No. of word 
families 

Overall 
(in %) 

Lecturers 
(in %) 

Students 
(in %) 

Level 1 830 70.85 71.12 70.63 
Level 2 456 3.54 3.28 3.74 
Level 3 380 1.72 1.75 1.70 
Level 4 75 0.11 0.13 0.09 

              
 

              
        

 
              
         

 
            

            
              

  
 

               
             

               
            

             
            

             
              

             
         

 
              

            
              

              
           

            
              
             

              
       

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5.3. RQ3: To what extent do context variables, such as classroom talk

dominance or lesson topic, affect lexical coverage in emI seminars?

research question 3 aimed to explore whether two contextual variables (the

topic of  the seminars and classroom talk dominance) may affect lexical

coverage.

concerning topics, METclIl contained data from nine seminars in six

different learning situations and focused on various marketing and business

topics. Thus, the vocabulary load was calculated per learning situation to

assess how the topics impacted the seminars’ lexical demands.

as seen from Table 6, there appear to be differences in the vocabulary

demands among the different learning contexts. The 2,000 word families,

along with the additional lists, achieve 95% coverage in the Spanish and

Swedish seminars, whereas, for the rest of  the seminars, comprehension of

the 3,000 most frequent word families plus the additional lists is needed. To

reach very high comprehension (98% coverage), knowledge of  the 3,000

most frequent word families and additional terms suffices for the

norwegian, Portuguese, and Swedish seminars. on the other hand, the

Italian and Spanish seminars require an understanding of  the 4,000 most

frequent word families and the additional lists for optimal comprehension,

while the Dutch seminar demands a mastery of  the 5,000 most frequent

word families along with the additional lists.

The exploration of  the words belonging to additional lists in isolation also

identifies some coverage pattern differences. on the one hand, the

employment of  compounds and abbreviations and acronyms are, for their

part, anecdotal. on the other hand, proper nouns and marginal words are

more prominent in the corpus. Proper nouns, serving as vocatives,

contextual markers (referring to places, companies or people), and

theoretical references, constitute 1.33% of  the corpus. However, their usage

varies widely among seminars, ranging from 0.60% in the Italian seminar to

2.04% in the Spanish seminar. likewise, marginal words have a consistent,

albeit lower, frequency in the seminars with varying degrees of  coverage:

they make up 0.20% of  the total vocabulary in the norwegian seminars and

2.44% in the Dutch seminar.
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Table 6. Coverage of Nation’s (2012) BNC/COCA lists by METCLIL seminars.

Similarly, the coverage of  Dang et al.’s (2017) aSWl was examined in each

seminar context to explore variations in academic vocabulary. as seen in

Table 7, no large and systematic differences are observed. for level 1, the

norwegian, Spanish, and Swedish seminars showed higher coverage than the

Italian, Dutch, and Portuguese seminars. for level 2, coverage in the Italian

and Portuguese seminars showed larger coverage when compared to the

Dutch, Swedish, norwegian and Spanish seminars, in which the coverage

was substantially lower. level 3 coverage showed substantial differences,

with the Italian, Dutch, and norwegian seminars having twice the coverage

found in the Portuguese, Spanish, and Swedish seminars.

Table 7. Coverage of Dang et al.’s (2017) ASWL by seminars.

at first, the results seem to indicate that the content of  the seminars

somewhat influences the lexical demands of  the seminars, and this is evident

in some particular situations. for instance, the Dutch seminar exhibits the

most significant disparities compared to other situations, with lower

coverage of  high-frequency terms from the Bnc/coca lists and the aSWl, a

higher proportion of  less common words, and reduced reliance on proper

nouns. This seminar focuses on more abstract and theoretical concepts
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Learning 
context  1,000 2,000 3,000 4,000 5,000 8,000 Off-

list 
Proper 
nouns 

Marginal 
words Compounds A&A 

Italy CC 85.01 93.45 96.46 96.73 97.04 98.06 0.31 0.60 0.55 0.09 0.19 
CC+ 86.45 94.89 97.90a 98.16b 98.47 99.50      

The 
Netherlands 

CC 82.65 88.59 94.11 94.94 96.12 96.52 0.18 0.17 2.44 0.09 0.26 
CC+ 85.61 91.55 97.07a 97.90 99.08b 99.48      

Norway 
CC 87.55 92.66 96.70 97.57 97.74 97.84 0.51 0.95 0.20 0.29 0.09 

CC+ 89.08 94.19 98.23b 99.11 99.27 99.38      

Portugal CC 85.94 93.32 97.11 97.86 98.28 98.44 0.13 1.07 0.17 0.10 0.06 
CC+ 87.34 94.72 98.55a,b 99.26 99.68 99.84      

Spain CC 86.47 92.33 95.06 95.56 95.83 96.26 0.62 2.04 0.65 0.09 0.14 
CC+ 89.39 95.25a 97.98 98.49b 98.75 99.18      

Sweden CC 89.22 94.58 97.03 97.35 97.54 97.84 0.13 1.03 0.60 0.11 0.03 
CC+ 91.00 96.36a 98.80b 99.12 99.32 99.62      

a 95% coverage reached. 
b 98% coverage reached. 
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Level 
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Overall 
(in %) Italy The 

Netherlands Norway Portugal Spain Sweden 

Level 1 830 70.85 67.64 68.06 74.17 70.69 71.97 70.96 
Level 2 456 3.54 5.10 3.21 3.3 5.27 2.97 3.6 
Level 3 380 1.72 2.73 2.8 2.14 1.2 1.09 1.23 
Level 4 75 0.11 0.09 0.35 0 0.04 0.07 0.05 

           
 

               
               

            
             

              
           

            
           

 
 

                
                

           
          

              
    

 



(analogical reasoning, borrowing and blending as marketing tools) than other

learning contexts that include concrete examples, personal experiences, or

case studies, potentially contributing to these differences.

The seminars not only shifted in terms of  classroom topic but also based on

the dominance of  the classroom discourse. as shown in Table 2, the

seminars can be classified into three categories based on their teacher talking

time: lecturer-led (Italian seminar), balanced (norwegian, Portuguese, and

Dutch seminars), and student-led (Spanish and Swedish seminars). This

classification was used to assess the impact of  this variable on the vocabulary

demands of  seminars.

Data indicate that seminars where students’ speech plays a major part result

in a lower vocabulary load, with comprehension reaching 95% and 98% for

the 2,000 and 3,000 most frequent word families and additional lists,

respectively. conversely, in seminars where lecturers have a more prominent

role, or where both students and lecturers participate equally, relatively high

and stable comprehension (95% coverage) is achieved through knowledge of

the 3,000 most frequent word families and additional lists, while high-level

comprehension (98% coverage) is attained with knowledge of  the 4,000

most frequent word families and additional lists.

Besides, some differences are also spotted when focusing on additional lists

concerning proper nouns and off-list coverage. as can be seen from Table

8, student-led interaction seminars present a substantially higher proportion

of  off-list terms and proper nouns, while balanced interaction seminars

display greater employment of  marginal words.

Table 8. Coverage of Nation’s (2012) BNC/COCA lists according to classroom talk dominance.
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Word  
families 

Lecturer-led 
interaction 

Balanced 
interaction 

Students-led 
interaction 

CC CC+ CC CC+ CC CC+ 

1,000 85.01 86.45 85.49 87.44 87.26 89.85 
2,000 93.45 94.89 91.54 93.49 92.98 95.56a 
3,000 96.46 97.90a 95.99 97.95a 95.62 98.21b 
4,000 96.73 98.16b 96.80 98.76b 96.07 98.66 
5,000 97.04 98.47 97.37 99.33 96.32 98.91 
8,000 98.06 99.50 97.59 99.54 96.72 99.30 
Off-list 0.31  0.29  0.48  

Proper nouns 0.60  0.73  1.75  
Marginal words 0.55  0.92  0.63  

A&A 0.19  0.14  0.11  
Compounds 0.09  0.10  0.10  

a 95% coverage reached. 
b 98% coverage reached. 
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finally, aSWl coverage was also examined to check whether classroom talk

dominance affected academic vocabulary significantly. as seen from Table 9,

a marked pattern of  aSWl usage seems to be in correlation with the

proportion of  teacher talking time. as teacher talking time decreases, the

coverage of  level 1 word families rises and the coverage of  level 2 and level

3 word families diminishes.

Table 9. Coverage of Dang et al. (2017) ASWL according to classroom talk dominance.

6. Discussion

The literature suggests that lexical coverage acts as one of  the main

predictors of  l2 comprehension (laufer & Sims, 1985). research has

demonstrated that 95% and 98% coverage result in very high

comprehension and very high and stable comprehension, respectively

(vilkaite-lozdiene & Schmitt, 2020). furthermore, research has provided

information on the number of  word families required to reach this coverage

in academic settings, indicating that recognition of  the top 3,000 English

word families results in 95% coverage, while 98% coverage can be attained

through comprehension of  4,000 to 8,000 word families.

However, most studies have focused on educational settings where the

language of  instruction is the mother tongue of  the majority of  learners

(Dang & Webb, 2014; coxhead et al., 2017), a path that has yielded valuable

insights into the lexical demands in anglophone academic contexts for l2

learners. nevertheless, there is a growing trend in non-anglophone countries

to offer a part of  their academic curriculum in a second language,

predominantly English, and this calls for further investigation into the

linguistic demands of  these specific learning contexts.

This study examined the vocabulary demands of  academic EMI seminars, a

common type of  educational activity in EMI settings. While previous research

has found that EMI lectures may place lower lexical demands than their non-

EMI counterparts (Dang, 2022a), the vocabulary load can still vary

significantly depending on the specific educational event. To better
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families 
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interaction 

Students-led 
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Level 1 830 67.64 70.53 71.58 
Level 2 456 5.10 3.65 3.21 
Level 3 380 2.73 2.27 1.15 
Level 4 75 0.09 0.18 0.06 

              

  
 

               
            

            
         
              



understand the linguistic demands of  EMI settings, this study focused on

academic seminars, an educational genre that often involves dialogic

interaction and a more active role for learners. This can pose difficulties for

l2 learners, as effective participation may affect language usage. By

exploring the vocabulary load of  EMI seminars and the impact of  contextual

variables, this study has explored the linguistic demands faced by l2 learners

in EMI seminars, explicitly focusing on lexical coverage of  general and

academic English lists (Bnc/coca and aSWl, respectively), and the impact

of  contextual variables (i.e., classroom talk dominance and lesson’ topic) on

lexical coverage in EMI.

6.1. bnC/CoCA coverage

research Question 1 aimed to assess the general vocabulary demands of  EMI

academic seminars, using nation’s (2012) Bnc/coca list to this aim. The

results revealed that the 2,000 most frequent word families and the additional

lists covered 95% of  the corpus, while 98% coverage was achieved with

knowledge of  the 3,000 most frequent word families plus additional lists.

furthermore, marginal use of  low-frequency terms (+9,000 word families)

was identified. These findings align with previous research in academic

tutorials, which also found that 95% and 98% coverage could be obtained

through recognition of  the 2,000 and 3,000 most frequent word families,

respectively (coxhead et al., 2017), and with research in academic spoken

English, which suggests limited use of  low-frequency word families in

academic spoken contexts (coxhead et al., 2017; Dang, 2022a, 2022b; Dang

& Webb, 2014). conversely, the lexical demands of  EMI seminars are lower

than those of  other academic settings, such as l1 lectures, seminars, and TED

talks, where 95% and 98% coverage is achieved with knowledge of  the 4,000

and 8,000-9,000 word families plus additional terms, respectively. This

difference can be attributed to two factors. firstly, lectures often convey a

large amount of  technical or academic information, requiring mid- and low-

frequency items. Secondly, lectures and TED talks are more monologic, while

EMI seminars have a diverse audience, comprising mostly l2 students who

actively participate in the class. This diversity may lead to simpler and more

accessible language to promote effective communication among peers.

furthermore, this study has specifically examined the use of  proper nouns,

off-list terms and marginal words in isolation. These terms are often

overlooked in lexical coverage studies as they are believed to have a low

learning burden (Webb & rodgers, 2009a, 2009b). However, the analysis of
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the coverage distribution by seminars revealed that these terms varied greatly

depending on the seminars and, consequently, further research was needed.

Data suggests a slightly heavier employment of  proper nouns and off-list

words than in l1 tutorials (Dang et al., 2017) and a lower usage of  off-list

terms compared to l1 laboratories. concerning the variations in off-list words,

their increased use may be attributed to the nature of  the METclIl corpus,

which primarily consists of  l2 speakers from diverse linguistic backgrounds

using English as a lingua franca. unlike l1 corpora, where off-list words are

usually low-frequency words, in the present study, off-list words are mostly

speakers’ l1 words. Some students seem to resort to their mother tongue

when they struggle to communicate effectively in English or feel

misunderstood. This phenomenon is especially evident in peer-interaction

activities, and it may be a particularity of  EMI speech that highlights the

importance of  reconsidering the exploration of  off-list words in lexical

coverage studies, especially if  the corpus includes English l2 speakers.

as for proper nouns, a closer examination of  their roles in METclIl displays

three predominant functions: as vocatives (primarily found in highly

interactive seminars), to contextualise information (referring to places,

companies or people, equally found in most seminars), and to refer to

theoretical points (mainly authors of  business theories or papers). as some

of  the participants in METclIl were international students, specific proper

nouns referring to local places near the academic institution may pose

difficulties for them due to their context dependence. If  this occurs, EMI

lecturers should be aware of  this situation and try to scaffold the

understanding of  these proper names as well.

The second part of  rQ1 explored the variation in lexical demands of

lecturers’ and students’ speech. The results indicated minimal variations,

except for abbreviations and acronyms, which are significantly more used in

lecturers’ speeches. These abbreviations and acronyms are often specific to

particular fields of  study and may still be unfamiliar to students who are in

the process of  acquiring their meanings in the l2. The similarities between

the lexical demands of  students’ and lecturers’ speeches can result from two

different situations. first, lecturers may adapt their speech style to promote

comprehension, leading to lower lexical demand (Mauranen, 2012). Second,

in certain seminars, students assumed the role of  lecturers and provided

feedback to their peers, which may have affected their language use. further

research would be welcome to investigate the extent to which students

imitate and incorporate lecturers’ feedback into their own language use.

ProfIlIng lExIcal covEragE In EMI acaDEMIc SEMInarS: a corPuS-BaSED STuDy

Ibérica 47 (2024): 227-250 243



6.2. AsWL coverage in emI seminars

rQ2 examined the occurrence of  academic vocabulary in METclIl

employing the aSWl (Dang et al., 2017) as a base list. The aSWl was deemed

appropriate for this purpose due to its demonstrated representation of  the

distinctive features of  academic spoken vocabulary. Derived from a corpus

of  13.5 million words that included four different academic spoken genres,

the aSWl was intended to serve as a benchmark for evaluating its prevalence

in METclIl compared to other academic contexts.

In general, the aSWl accounted for 76.22% of  the METclIl corpus. level 1

comprised 70.85% of  the whole corpus, while levels 2, 3 and 4 amounted to

3.54%, 1.72% and 0.11%, respectively. This coverage was lower than

reported in other studies (Dang et al., 2017; Dang, 2022a, 2022b; liu &

chen, 2019), particularly for levels 1 and 2. This difference could be partly

attributed to two factors. first, the speakers in METclIl are second language

learners, and previous research (Dang, 2022b) has already indicated that EMI

academic settings tend to offer lower aSWl coverage than comparable

educational settings where English native students receive instruction in their

l1. This study confirms prior findings. Secondly, the present study only

focused on EMI seminars, a genre linguistically characterised by dialogic

interactions in which students take an important role. This situation may lead

to the use of  more everyday language and a reduction of  academic and

specialised terminology, although further research is needed before drawing

firm conclusions.

In light of  these results, EMI students are less prone to acquire academic

spoken vocabulary from these seminars in comparison to other academic

environments such as TED talks, English l1 or EMI lectures. This observation

supports the previously stated idea by Dang (2022a) that the relevance of  the

aSWl for second language learners may vary depending on the context.

However, as there is limited research on the aSWl in l1 seminars, further

studies are needed to determine to what extent the aSWl coverage in EMI

seminars differs from similar educational settings in terms of  interaction and

student participation.

6.3. Contextual variables and lexical demands

research Question 3 aimed to investigate how two contextual variables

(lesson topic and involvement in classroom talk) affect EMI seminars’ lexical

demands. Prior studies exploring aboutness in TED talks (liu & chen, 2019)
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found that the topic influenced coverage levels to some extent. The current

piece of  research partially supports this finding, as the results show that

some topics seem more lexically demanding than others. This is particularly

evident in the case of  the Dutch context, where a larger proportion of  mid-

frequency words are needed to reach minimal and optimal coverage, or in the

Swedish context, where lower lexical demands are found. However, our

analysis revealed that some of  these differences could also be linked to the

level of  interaction and teacher talking time in the seminars. Interestingly, the

results suggest a negative relationship between student involvement and

seminars’ lexical demands. for instance, the Swedish and Spanish seminars,

which have the highest level of  student participation, showed the lowest

lexical demands for very high comprehension (95% coverage). The

communicative accommodation Theory (see gallois et al., 2005, for a

general overview, and Mao, 2006; Park & Kang, 2010, for its application in

l2 classrooms) offers a plausible explanation for this phenomenon. Its main

tenets posit that speakers adopt accommodative strategies and converge with

others to enhance mutual understanding. EMI learners have a wide variety of

l2 proficiency levels ranging from B1 to c2, but still, need to communicate

to accomplish tasks. Thus, students with higher l2 proficiency may be

resorting to accommodative measures to bridge the language proficiency gap

with their less proficient peers, although further research is needed to draw

conclusive findings.

However, the seminar in the netherlands stands as an exception. Despite

having a balanced interaction between the lecturer and the students, it is the

most lexically demanding seminar, reaching 98% at the highest word family

levels. In this specific case, it could be argued that the content of  the seminar

may play a significant role, as the topic discussed in the Dutch seminar

revolves around more abstract and theoretical ideas compared to the rest of

the seminars that concentrate on concrete examples, personal experiences, or

case studies. abstract topics often require the employment of  more

specialised terminology and abstract terms, which are less frequently found

in oral and written communication. This phenomenon could be impacting

the lexical demands of  this specific learning context.

In other words, while lesson topics may play a role in lexical demands,

classroom talk dominance seems to impact general vocabulary demands,

which also seems to hold for academic vocabulary. Specifically, our findings

show that as the percentage of  teacher talking time increases, seminars tend

to use more level 2 and 3 academic words while using fewer level 1 terms.
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These results suggest that the degree of  teacher involvement in the learning

process may be critical for shaping students’ acquisition and use of  academic

vocabulary. However, further research is needed to fully understand the

relationship between teacher talk dominance, lesson topic, and general and

academic vocabulary coverage in EMI seminars.

7. Conclusions

This study has explored the general and academic vocabulary demands in a

corpus of  EMI seminars and the impact of  contextual factors (topic and

teacher talking time) on this variable. With the increasing popularity of  EMI

programmes worldwide, there is a growing interest in understanding the

linguistic features of  this type of  learning situation and the linguistic and

lexical demands they place on l2 learners, and this piece of  research aims to

address this gap.

The results have shown that, to achieve 95% and 98% coverage, EMI

seminars require knowledge of  the 2,000 and 3,000 most frequent lexical

items, respectively, plus additional lists. compared to other academic

settings, EMI seminars entail a lower lexical complexity for students, which

implies that learners may not perceive this learning scenario as linguistically

demanding as English l1 seminars, tutorials, or TED talks based on

vocabulary alone. This finding is supported by the analysis of  academic

lexical coverage, which demonstrates that EMI seminars contain a smaller

proportion of  academic terms than EMI lectures (Dang, 2022b), l1 lectures

(Dang, 2022b; Dang et al., 2017), or TED talks (liu & chen, 2019).

The findings also suggest that certain contextual factors, such as the degree

of  interaction and the percentage of  lecturer talking time, can influence the

lexical demands of  EMI seminars. Specifically, when students are given a

more active role in this learning situation, there is a noticeable reduction in

lexical complexity. on the other hand, the impact of  other contextual

variables, such as the seminar content, is less clear, and further research is

needed to determine the extent to which the seminar topic would account,

in and by itself, for variations in lexical demands.

While this study provides valuable insights, it is important to acknowledge its

limitations. The first one is the scope of  the corpus analysed, which is limited

in size and only comprises seminars discussing issues related to Marketing

and Business. This research could be more representative if  a more extensive
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set of  seminars from various fields were analysed. Second, the general lexical

demands of  spoken language were identified using the Bnc/coca lists as a

base list. However, these lists were primarily derived from written and

spoken texts, which may not accurately capture the unique features of

spoken language. Therefore, future research should employ frequency lists

exclusively sourced from spoken corpora to provide a more comprehensive

understanding of  the lexical demands of  spoken language. Thirdly, while the

METclIl corpus included speakers with diverse linguistic backgrounds and

l2 proficiency levels, the impact of  l2 proficiency on lexical coverage was

not considered. To the best of  our knowledge, no previous research has

examined this aspect, and investigating this aspect could provide valuable

insights for EMI research. In this respect, it would be relevant to include

information about learners’ receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge

through the use of  validated tests. Doing so would enhance our

understanding of  learners’ l2 proficiency. finally, the study exclusively

focused on the analysis of  spoken transcripts. Including other methods, such

as interviews or questionnaires, to triangulate the results would enrich the

findings.
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