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Abstract

Vocabulary acquisition is a fundamental component of language learning. Consequently, researchers
emphasize the necessity of enhancing vocabulary development by providing explicit support to students.
Although teaching materials are equipped to provide structured vocabulary support for all students with-
in a classroom, only limited research explores the specific role that these resources play in such educa-
tional advancements. This study examined the exercises included in three series of English-as-a-foreign-
language (EFL) materials designed for intermediate-level learners in Saudi schools. The investigation
was centred on the target vocabulary and its reinforcement through corpus-based methodologies. The
findings revealed that these exercises offer minimal support for substantive vocabulary enhancement,
primarily focusing on high-frequency words which learners are presumed to be familiar with rather
than extending into mid-frequency vocabulary. Furthermore, despite most exercises aiming at incidental
learning—a method that necessitates repeated exposure to new words—there was an inadequate recy-
cling of targeted vocabulary across the learning materials. Instead, repetition predominantly involved
lexical items already known to the students. Considering these observations, it becomes imperative for
curriculum developers to adopt more systematic methods when integrating vocabulary tasks into edu-
cational content. Thus, ensuring that word-focused activities make significant contributions to effective
student learning is essential for deeper language acquisition and proficiency.

Keywords: EFL materials, vocabulary development, mid-frequency words, recycling, vocabulary
exercises. .
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1. Introduction

One of the challenges confronting language
learners entails cultivating an adequate vocabu-
lary that paves the way for effective communi-
cation (Nation, 2022). Such an endeavour man-
dates a significant investment of time and effort.
This is particularly true given the high demands
for extensive vocabulary knowledge essential
for successful language comprehension and us-
age. Research findings have indicated that hav-
ing knowledge of approximately 98% of text
words is vital to understand a language efficient-
ly (Schmitt et al., 2011). Moreover, language
learners should be familiar with word families of
approximately 8000—9000 words to successful-
ly comprehend written English (Nation, 2006).
However, it is not an easy task for language
learners to develop such a large vocabulary size.
Thus, support is required to help learners to
achieve such evolution in their vocabulary learn-
ing (Schmitt, 2008). Vocabulary learning in the
classroom should be given attention by provid-
ing language learners with different vocabulary
activities (Newton, 2020). Such focus should not
be limited to vocabulary activities in the class-
room but also in language teaching materials as
the main source for language learning (Nation,
2007). Vocabulary-focused exercises in teaching
materials should be constructed in a manner that
supports and enables language learners to suc-
ceed in their vocabulary development.

Language teaching materials are considered
the main source for teaching language in the
classroom (Gray, 2016). Moreover, they play an
important role in promoting vocabulary learning
and development through exercises provided to
the learners (Laufer, 2020). Research reveals that
EFL teachers do not provide adequate focus on
vocabulary teaching in the classroom (Bergstrom
et al., 2022). Thus, it has become increasingly
evident that the structure and organization of ed-
ucational materials, particularly with reference to
vocabulary, hold paramount significance in lan-
guage learning.

Research studies focusing on vocabulary de-
velopment have yielded valuable insights into
factors that aid in word acquisition (Nation,
2011). An essential principle emerging from this
research is the frequency principle. This suggests
that beginner learners should primarily focus on
high-frequency words, while advanced learners
should focus on lower frequency words (e.g.,
Vilkaité-Lozdiené & Schmitt 2020; Schmitt &

Schmitt, 2014). Hence, the selection of words
for learning process should be strategically de-
termined based upon the learner’s existing vo-
cabulary capacity. Research has also revealed
that there should be recycling of the target vo-
cabulary in the texts, as providing learners with
an adequate number of repetitions for target
words is significant for learners’ vocabulary de-
velopment (Waring & Takaki, 2003). However,
the investigation of the vocabulary component
has predominantly been through textual analy-
sis and its respective input (Sun & Dang, 2020;
Yang & Coxhead, 2020). However, studies that
specifically observe exercises in EFL materials
are rather limited (see, however, Nordlund &
Norberg, 2020; Bergstrdm, 2023). Therefore,
additional research is imperative to comprehend
the potential impact of vocabulary exercises
on EFL learners’ vocabulary development. The
current study aims to shed light on this aspect
by scrutinizing the vocabulary exercises embed-
ded within three series of Saudi EFL intermedi-
ate materials.

2. Literature Review

2.1 The Impact of Word Frequency on the
Development of Vocabulary Learning

The objective of vocabulary learning extends
beyond learning a large number of words; rather,
it requires mastery of the most valuable words for
understanding and communication. Due to inher-
ent linguistic variances, not all terms hold equal
frequency in generic discourse—on the contrary,
only a select repertoire represents a major pro-
portion of the language. Recent research (Webb
& Nation, 2017) suggests that approximately
85% of general English is encapsulated within
just 1,000 top-ranking word families, thereby
emphasizing their undeniable precedence in ear-
ly learning stages. Leading academics within the
field of lexical studies (e.g., Nation, 2013) advo-
cate for an articulate syllabus organized on the
basis of principles related to word frequency as
the key means for curating target vocabulary sub-
sets. Empirical investigations suggest that com-
petency with high-frequency lexis is positively
correlated with elevated overall linguistic pro-
ficiency. For example, Sakata (2019) conduct-
ed a study to explore the relationship between
Japanese EFL students’ language capabilities
and their existing lexical knowledge base. The
findings revealed that the students who compre-
hended more frequent words showcased higher
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general language competency compared to oth-
ers less knowledgeable in similar circumstances.
This outcome advocates for curriculum develop-
ers and educators contemplating how vital it is to
closely heed the frequency factor while formulat-
ing target vocabulary strategies.

To enable a frequency-based approach to
vocabulary acquisition, word lists premised on
frequency have been developed (Nation, 2016).
These lists include words based on their preva-
lence in general corpora, such as the Corpus of
Contemporary American English (COCA) and
the British National Corpus (BNC). Each list is
categorized into frequency bands; for example,
the first band contains 1,000 most frequently
appearing word families in a given corpus, with
subsequent bands each comprising an additional
set of the next 1,000 frequent words. Leverag-
ing these lists not only serves to reflect every-
day language use but also structures classroom
instruction and supports the development of
learning materials. Moreover, such lists provide a
comparison between general English and lexical
inputs and enable the establishment of textual de-
mands posed by disparate content. For example,
Coxhead et al. (2010) employed such wordlists
to determine difficulty levels within science text-
books via identification of necessary vocabulary
size required to achieve a text coverage ratio of
98%. Consequently, these wordlists can contrib-
ute to making an effective analysis of educational
materials and help to check the suitability of the
materials for target learners.

With regard to vocabulary development in an
EFL classroom, it has been recommended that
learners should prioritize high-frequency words
(Nation, 2013). However, Schmitt and Schmitt
(2014) emphasise the significance of giving equal
attention to mid-frequency words. They contend
that mid-frequency words equip students to en-
gage in the use of authentic language. As such,
they advocate that teaching methods should cater
to mid-frequency words just as they do to high-fre-
quency ones in order to effectively assist learners
in language acquisition. According to the frame-
work proposed by Schmitt and Schmitt (2014),
it is advocated that the initial word families of
3,000 words are categorized as high-frequency
while those ranking from 3,001 to 9,000 stand
within the mid-frequency range. EFL learners
who commence their studies at the intermediate
level are expected to know fundamental English
vocabulary (Bergstrom et al., 2022). Given that
educational materials should align with students’
requirements, it is essential for EFL materials used

@ 2024 5553 Js¥) alexhl 22 susl) sl drd)
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to teach Saudi EFL learners to comprise not only
high-frequency words but also an appropriate
number of mid-frequency words.

2.2 The Role of Recycling in Vocabulary
Learning

Ellis (2002) and Webb (2014) emphasize the
significance of recurrent encounters in vocab-
ulary acquisition. However, it should be noted
that the degree of repetition required for effec-
tive learning varies based on the type of learning
activity. Vocabulary activities can primarily fall
into two distinct categories: intentional and in-
cidental learning activities. Intentional learning
designates activities in which vocabulary pro-
ficiency is the explicit intended outcome, while
incidental learning implies a situation in which
vocabulary enhancement occurs as an ancillary
result during another task, like reading for com-
prehension purposes (Hulstijn, 2003).The current
study aims to focus specifically on EFL work-
books which have commendable potential to of-
fer both types of vocabulary learning opportuni-
ties through vocabulary exercises. This research
delves deeply into EFL materials regarding the
vocabulary-focused exercises along with scru-
tinizing their strategy in recycling target words.
With regard to recycling, incidental vocabulary
learning requires a greater recycling frequency
of target vocabulary than intentional vocabulary
learning (Webb, 2020). Thus, exercises that are
part of the teaching materials should be designed
to ensure that they provide learners with repeated
exposure to target vocabulary for optimal prog-
ress in their language learning.

Several studies have aimed to determine the
definitive number of repetitions conducive for
incidental vocabulary acquisition, but no consen-
sus on a specific figure has been attained. Pigada
and Schmitt’s (2006) case study, featuring a sole
Greek-speaking participant, suggested that it may
take upwards of 20 encounters to deeply internal-
ize new words. In contrast, Webb’s study (2007)
included 121 Japanese students learning English
as a foreign language (EFL) and determined that
substantial vocabulary enhancement could occur
after 10 encounters. However, he noted more
than this number may be necessary for the de-
velopment of comprehensive word knowledge.
Similarly, Pellicer-Sanchez and Schmitt (2010)
examined vocabulary development among 20
Spanish individuals learning English as a second
language (ESL) through novel-reading process-
es. Their findings illustrated incremental learn-
ing improvements following merely five-to-eight
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encounters, while indicating that more than 10
encounters were likely essential for effective
learning of vocabulary. Consequently, while it is
impossible to conclusively determine a precise
numerical quantity, it is evident that multiple ex-
posures to a word are required for effective vo-
cabulary learning. The importance of the repeti-
tion of words for vocabulary acquisition has been
confirmed by Brown’s study (2021) that included
Japanese learners in which the findings suggest
that the recurrence rate of specific words affects
students’ spontaneous vocabulary enrichment.
Therefore, incorporating repetition of lexical ele-
ments when designing EFL materials emerges as
a fundamental principle that must be emphasized.

2.3 Related Studies

Despite the limited research that specifically
addresses the vocabulary aspect of EFL teaching
materials, there exist several studies that explore
the opportunities for vocabulary acquisition in
EFL materials. These studies examine the char-
acteristics of vocabulary input in the materials,
particularly in terms of word frequency and the
extent to which vocabulary content is recycled
throughout educational materials. These stud-
ies are predominantly conducted in Chinese and
Swedish contexts. In Chinese context, Sun and
Dang (2020) conducted a comprehensive anal-
ysis of 11 EFL materials currently utilized in
Chinese secondary schools. The evaluation high-
lighted that these textbooks satisfactorily incor-
porate a significant proportion of the top 1,000
most recurrently used word families, with these
terms being extensively reiterated throughout.
Nonetheless, the authors also ascertain that there
appears to be deficient exposure to vocabulary
residing in the second and third frequency bands
inside these EFL materials. This deficiency is
further compounded by an insufficient recycling
rate for words from these frequency bands. The
two researchers thereby postulate that this dis-
crepancy could elucidate why Chinese students
graduating high school generally exhibit an in-
complete grasp over the first 3,000 words, which
should have ideally been acquired during their
study. In the same context, Yang and Coxhead
(2020) analysed two textbooks in a Chinese EFL
series used in secondary schools in terms of the
lexical requirements they present. Their findings
indicate that satisfactory text coverage of 98%
is realized within the fifth and sixth frequency
bands, respectively.

With regard to the Swedish context, Nordlund
(2015) conducted a detailed analysis of three

textbooks intended for learners in the age range
of 10-12 years. The findings revealed a minimal
presence of recycling within these texts. The
repetition of nouns and adjectives were found
to be as low as 4%, while lexical verbs recurred
slightly higher at just 12.5%; this frequency sur-
faced no more than 12 times throughout these ac-
ademic resources. Furthermore, it was observed
that there is a significant representation of lexi-
cal content originating from the third frequency
band or even below. In a similar study, Norberg
and Nordlund (2018) conducted an evaluation
of seven EFL textbooks designed for elementa-
ry school students. Their findings suggested that
merely 40% of the content words originated from
the first frequency band. Furthermore, they rec-
ognized a notable lack of content recycling with-
in these textbooks. In another study, Bergstrom,
etal. (2022) examined the vocabulary component
in the texts of five EFL series used for teaching
learners in high schools. The findings revealed
that there are representations of mid-frequency
words in the texts. However, it has been observed
that these words are not adequately recycled.
Instead, the materials predominantly recirculate
high-frequency words, which students may al-
ready be familiar with.

The studies discussed here were focused on
the analysis of the vocabulary component in the
texts. There are other studies that focus on the
analysis of the vocabulary component in the de-
sign of exercises. Nordlund and Norberg (2020),
for example, analysed exercises in seven Swed-
ish EFL workbooks. Their analysis revealed that
most exercises focus on incidental vocabulary
learning and on teaching high-frequency words.
Moreover, a large number of words in the ex-
ercises are not recycled from textbooks. Their
study concluded that EFL teaching materials are
not designed well for effective vocabulary learn-
ing. In addition, Bergstrom (2023) examined
learning conditions and frequency distribution
of the target vocabulary exercises in three EFL
series used for teaching Swedish intermediate
learners. The findings revealed that there is im-
plementation of extensive retrieval opportuni-
ties within the learning material for enhancing
the learning process. Moreover, it was found
that most of the vocabulary represented in the
exercises are high-frequency words, which are
the words that are already likely to be familiar
to learners. Thus, these studies revealed that vo-
cabulary-focused exercises did not contribute to
effective vocabulary learning and a systematic
approach is required when designing vocabu-
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lary-focused exercises in EFL teaching materials.
Although these two studies examined vocabulary
learning opportunities in the exercises, the num-
ber of studies that sought to examine exercises in
terms of providing to opportunities of vocabulary
learning are rather scarce.

In the Saudi context, the literature search
revealed that there is a study conducted by Alsaif
and Milton (2012) that examined EFL textbooks
employed for teaching Saudi learners in grades
6—12. The findings revealed that these textbooks
comprehensively encompass over 80% of the
most frequent 2,000 word families in English.
However, a relative shortfall was noted when
considering the inclusion rate of the most pre-
vailing word families of 5,000 words, in which
approximately half were incorporated, which
indicates that these textbooks did not provide
learners with sufficient vocabulary learning op-
portunities required for language acquisition.
To best of my knowledge, this study is the only
one that investigated the vocabulary component
in EFL textbooks used in Saudi public schools
and it was conducted utilizing textbooks that
are presently not in active use. Thus, the current
study aims to fill the gap in the literature in the
general and Saudi contexts, particularly through
examining vocabulary learning opportunities
provided in exercises in three workbooks of three
series of EFL materials used for teaching Saudi
Table 1
Number of Exercises in the Workbooks

An Analysis of Exercise Design in EFL Textbooks
from a Vocabulary Perspective I

learners in intermediate schools.

3. Research Questions

This study aims to examine the extent to which
the lexical input in Saudi EFL materials for in-
termediate schools promotes vocabulary learning
for Saudi learners. The following are the research
questions that are addressed in this study:

1. What are the frequency distributions of tar-
get vocabulary in workbook exercises?

2. To what extent is the target vocabulary in the
textbooks recycled in workbook exercises?

3. To what extent are the mid-frequency words
in the textbooks recycled in workbook ex-
ercises?

4. To what extent are the workbook exercis-
es focused explicitly on target vocabulary
learning?

4. Materials and Methods

This study analyses three workbooks and three
textbooks of three series of EFL materials for Sau-
di public intermediate schools (Grade 7). These
series are entitled Lift Off, Full Blast, and Super
Goal. As this study mainly focuses on the analy-
sis exercises, the main source of the data are the
workbooks. Information regarding the exercises
analysed in this study are presented in Table 1.

Lift Off 61
Full Blast 76
Super Goal 88

All the exercises in the workbooks were man-
ually scanned and all the target vocabulary was
identified. Thereafter, vocabulary lists identified
from the exercises were compiled. Before con-
ducting the analysis, all the target vocabulary
identified from the exercises was lemmatised.
Following Kremmel (2016), the process of lem-
matisation implies that the words are represented
in their dictionary form. For example, the lemma
of the words “run, runs, running” are all encom-
passed by the lemma “run.” Thus, vocabulary lists
identified from the exercises were converted to
their lemma forms regardless of their inflectional
variations. The vocabulary lists were compiled by
Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al., 2004) to prepare
them for analysis.

To identify the frequency distribution of
the target words (the first research question),
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VP-Compleat on the Lextutor website (Cobb n.d.)
was used. The complied lists of the words were
mapped with VP-Compleat in which the frequen-
cy distribution of the words was identified accord-
ing to BNC-COCA 1-25K frequency lists (Nation,
2017). Following this method enabled an assess-
ment of the appropriateness of the words empha-
sized in the exercises to intended learners. As the
textbooks analysed in this study are used for teach-
ing Saudi intermediate school learners (Grade?7),
the learners are expected to have knowledge about
English high-frequency and mid-frequency words
suitable for their learning progression (Alsaif &
Milton, 2012). The results regarding the frequen-
cy distribution of the vocabulary in the textbooks
are presented by following Schmitt and Schmitt’s
(2014) division, including high-frequency words
(first 3000 words), mid-frequency words (3001—
9000 words), and low frequency words (9001-).
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To investigate the extent to which the target vo-
cabulary in general and the mid-frequency words
in particular in the textbooks reoccur in the work-
books (the second and third research questions),
the textbooks were scanned and then converted
into text (.txt) files. To facilitate the search, the
files were automatically tagged according to
part-of-speech—including nouns, lexical verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs—by using the corpus
tool Sketch Engine (Taylor et al., 2003; Kilgar-
riff et al., 2004). Moreover, the texts in the files

were analysed at a lemma level by utilizing the
word list function in Sketch Engine, where the
word and its different forms are treated as one
item. Prior to the analysis, the number of lemmas
per word class—including nouns, lexical verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs—in both textbooks and
workbooks were identified (Table 2). In addition,
when investigating recycling, the number and
proportion of lemmas per word class that exist
only in the textbooks and workbooks were com-
pared.

Table 2
The Number of Lemmas Per Word Class in Textbooks and Workbooks
Adjectives Nouns Lexical verbs Adverbs Total
TB WB TB WB TB WB TB WB TB WB
Lift Off 97 88 258 277 95 97 45 48 495 510
Full Blast 36 47 199 223 67 69 32 34 334 373
Super Goal 143 128 389 397 125 121 69 66 726 712

To answer the fourth research question, all the

exercises in the textbooks were divided into two
groups. The first group included exercises with an
explicit vocabulary-learning focus and exercises
with an incidental vocabulary-learning focus. Ex-
ercises with an explicit vocabulary-learning focus
included the activities that have a straightforward
focus on teaching vocabulary, such as the activi-
ties that required the learners to match synonyms
or complete the sentences with a suitable word
from a given list; in contrast, exercises with an in-
cidental vocabulary-learning focus included those
that teach students language skills—such as writ-
ing, reading, listening, and speaking with no clear
focus on teaching vocabulary—where the students
were exposed to the target vocabulary from, for
example, reading passages and answering ques-

tions related to the passage (Criado, 2009). When
answering the fourth research question, the gram-
mar activities were treated as the same as the ac-
tivities that have a stronger vocabulary focus, as
both kinds of activities provided opportunities to
encounter and recycle vocabulary.

5. Results
5.1 Frequency Distribution

To check the opportunities provided for learning
vocabulary in the exercises, the frequency distri-
bution of the target vocabulary was analysed. As
evident in Table 3, the results reveal that there is
a large proportion of high-frequency words, fol-
lowed by mid-frequency words; however, low-fre-
quency words represent a rather low percentage.

Table 3.
The Number and Percentages of Lemmas in Frequency Bands
High Mid Low Total
Lift Off 391 (77%) 84 (16%) 35 (7%) 510 (100%)
Full Blast 254 (68%) 76 (20%) 43 (12%) 373 100%)
Super Goal 523 (73%) 155 (22%) 33 (5%) 712 (100%)

Unlike the analysis of running texts where
the frequency distribution of the words is affect-
ed by the nature of language and, consequently,
a large percentage of the words are found to be
high-frequency words, the frequency distribution
of the target vocabulary in the exercise cannot be
affected by the nature of English. This is because
these words are selected explicitly and individu-
ally from the exercises—for example, match the
words with the definitions in the exercises. Con-
sidering that learners probably already know nu-
merous high-frequency words, it is expected that
the percentage of high-frequency words is over
50% of the total percentage of the target vocab-

ulary in the exercises in Lift Off, Full Blast, and
Super Goal. In Lift Off, 77% of all the lemmas
belong to high-frequency bands. The smallest par-
entage of high-frequency words is found in Full
Blast, where the percentage is 68%. By examining
the percentage of mid-frequency words, the words
which are useful for leaners and probably help to
increase their vocabulary, it can be observed that
the percentages of these words range between
16% and 22%. As evident in Table 3, Super Goal
contains the largest percentage of mid-frequency
words of the total number of target vocabulary
provided for the learners in the exercises (22%),
followed by Full Blast (20%), and then Lift Off
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(16%). These results indicate that most of the words
which are practiced by learners in the three work-
books are probably already known by them. By ex-
amining the number of useful target vocabulary that
the learners can learn from the word-focused exer-
cises, it can be observed that the number of mid-fre-
quency lemmas range between 76 and 155 words
per workbook in the different series, which implies
that the workbooks in the three series provide op-
portunities for learning mid-frequency words.
However, these opportunities are limited compared
to the opportunities provided for learning high-fre-
quency words, which range between 254 and 523
words per workbook in the series.

5.2 Recycling

The educational texts provided to EFL learners
should not be only designed to meet the needs of
the learners in terms of exposure but they should
also provide learners with effective learning op-
portunities through recycling. This section illus-
trates findings related to the recycling of target
vocabulary in general in the exercises (RQ2) and
recycling of mid-frequency words in particular
(RQ3). Before examining the target vocabulary
in the textbooks recycled in the exercises in the
workbooks, the words unique to the textbooks
and workbooks were first identified. The numbers
and percentages regarding the words unique to
the textbooks and the workbooks are presented in

An Analysis of Exercise Design in EFL Textbooks
from a Vocabulary Perspective I

Table 4, while Tables 5 and 6 introduce the total
numbers and percentages of all lemmas and num-
bers and percentages of lemmas per word classes,
respectively, that are introduced in the textbooks
and recycled in the exercises in the workbooks. In
all the tables, the percentages are calculated from
the percentages of total numbers of lemmas per
word class (see Table 2).

As is evident in Table 4, the total percentage
of the lemmas exclusive to the textbooks ranges
between 35% and 40%, thereby indicating that
more than half of the total number of the target
vocabulary presented in the textbooks are repeated
in the workbooks. With regard to the word classes,
there are higher percentages of unique adverbs and
adjectives in Lift Off and Full Blast that those in
Super Goal. Further, lexical verbs have a slightly
high number of unique words to the three text-
books ranged between 46% and 58%, whereas
there are low percentages of unique nouns in the
three textbooks compared to the other three types
of word classes, which implies that many of the
nouns are recycled in the workbooks. Similarly,
the total number of lemmas unique to the work-
books are less than half, which implies that a high
percentage of the words in the workbooks are al-
ready found in the textbooks. Moreover, the nouns
found to be unique in the workbooks represent
the small percentages compared to the other three
types of word classes.

Table 4
The Number and Percentage of Unique Lemmas Per Word Class in Textbooks and Workbooks
Adjectives Nouns Lexical verbs Adverbs Total

TB WB TB WB TB WB TB WB TB WB
Lift Off 54 45 44 63 54 56 36 39 188 203

(56%)  (51%)  (17%)  (23%)  (57%)  (58%)  (80%) (81%)  (38%) (40%)
Full 27 38 58 82 30 32 16 18 131 170
Blast  (75%)  (81%)  (29%)  (37%)  (45%)  (46%)  (50%)  (53%)  (40%) (46%)
Super 62 47 110 118 62 58 20 17 254 240
Goal @3%) (37%)  (28%)  (30%)  (50%)  (48%)  (29%) (26%)  (35%) (34%)

In terms of recycling the target vocabulary, the
findings reveal that the number of recycled words
in the three workbooks is more than half the total
number of lemmas presented in each workbook.
To consider a lemma as recycled, it should be re-
cycled over nine times (cf. Webb, 2007), where its
repeated exposure in the martials helped it to be
acquired incidentally. As evident from Table 4, be-
tween 11% and 15% of all lemmas in the materials

Table S

are recycled ten or more times. Thus, these figures
reveal that only a limited percentage of the words
in the materials can probably be learned from the
exercises in the workbooks. Moreover, over 40%
of the lemmas found were repeated four times or
fewer. This finding indicates that there is no sup-
port in the materials through recycling for the
students to learn a large percentage of the target
vocabulary.

Number and Percentage of all Lemmas Recycled in WBs

All lemmas
Times 14 9<
Lift Off 250 (49%) 57 (11%)
Full Blast 153 (41%) 50 (13%)
Super Goal 363 (51%) 109 (15%)
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With regard to the word classes, the small-
est percentages of sufficient recycling were no-
ticed for lexical verbs, where 13% or less of the
lemmas were recycled over nine times. Nouns
and adjectives have slightly higher figures—
between 13% and 15% of recycled lemmas for

nouns and between 6% and 16% recycled lem-
mas for adjectives (see Table 6). For adverbs,
more lemmas were found to be repeatedly recy-
cled. Thus, the learners have more opportunities
to learn adverbs than other three types of word
classes.

Table 6
Number and Percentage of Lemmas Per Word Class Recycled in Workbooks
Adjectives Nouns Lexical verbs Adverbs Total
14 9< 14 9< 1-4 9< 1-4 9 <
Lift Off 35 8(9%) 178 36 34 7(7%) 3(6%) 6 307 (60%)
(40%) (64%)  (13%)  (35%) (13%)
Full Blast 6 (13%) 3 (6%) 112 29 28 9 7@21%) 9 203 (54%)
(50%)  (13%)  (41%)  (13%) (26%)
Super Goal 60 21 219 60 53 10 31 18 472 (66%)
(A7%)  (16%)  (55%)  (15%)  (44%)  (8%)  (471%)  (27%)

However, it is important to note that the num-
ber of lemmas per word class is not the same in
all the materials and this may be the reason that
word classes that include fewer words are repeated
more often. This may illustrate why there are high
numbers for recycling adverbs in the materials. It
is also notable that Super Goal includes the high-
est percentages of sufficient recycled lemmas per
word classes, except for lexical verbs where Full
Blast has the highest. This implies that the exercis-
es in Super Goal provide the learners with more
opportunities for learning target vocabulary com-

pared with the other two workbooks.

In terms of the extent to which the mid-frequen-
cy words in the textbooks are recycled in the ex-
ercises in the workbooks, the findings indicate that
there are few mid-frequency words in the textbooks
that are recycled in the exercises. As evident from
Table 7, the total percentages of the recycled words
range between 37% and 44%, which implies that
over half of these words are not recycled. The total
percentages of recycled mid-frequency words pre-
sented in Table 7 are calculated from the total num-
ber of mid-frequency words presented in Table 3.

Table 7

The Number and Percentage of Lemmas Recycled Per Word Class in Mid-Frequency Bands in

Workbooks

Adjectives Nouns Lexical verbs Adverbs Total
14 9< 14 9< 14 9< 1-4 9<

Lift Off 8 (23%) 2(6%) 13 (38%) 3 (9%) 5(15%) 1 (3%) 2(6%) - 34 (40%)
Full 2(7%) - 15(54%) 3 (11%) S(18%) 2 (7%) 13%) - 28 (37%)
Blast
Super  9(13%) 3(4%) 29(43%) 8(12%) 14 2 (3%) 3(4%) - 68 (44%)
Goal (21%)

Moreover, the number of mid-frequency
words recycled over nine times is too low in
the three textbooks. The occurrence of mid-fre-
quency words recycled over nine times is con-
sistently limited to a maximum of eight times
or fewer in the workbooks. Consequently, the
materials fail to provide effective opportunities
for students to acquire mid-frequency words
through exercises. In terms of the word class,
the figures reveal that the number of recycled
nouns is found to be better compared to other
types of word classes. Moreover, it is important
to note that there are no adverbs recycled over
nine times among mid-frequency words in all
the workbooks. These findings can be contrast-
ed with the results obtained in Sun and Dang’s
(2020) examination of Chinese EFL textbooks
in which they found that a large number of

mid-frequency words were repeated 10 or more
times. This study demonstrates that EFL. mate-
rials can exhibit higher proportions of mid-fre-
quency word recycling. Thus, the extent to
which the mid-frequency words in the textbooks
are recycled in the exercises in the workbooks is
found to be unexpectedly low.

5.3 Types of Exercises in Terms of Their
Vocabulary—Learning Focus

To examine to which extent the exercises fo-
cus on teaching the target vocabulary in explicit
way, all the exercises in the workbooks were
identified based on their explicit and incidental
focus on teaching vocabulary. Table 8 displays
information regarding number and percentages
of both explicit learning focus exercises and In-
cidental learning focus exercises.
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Table 8.

An Analysis of Exercise Design in EFL Textbooks
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The Number and Percentage of Explicit and Incidental Learning Focus Exercises

Explicit learning focus Incidental learning Total
excrcises focus exercises
Lift Off 19 (31%) 42 (69%) 61
Full Blast 22 (29%) 54 (71%) 76
Super Goal 26 (30%) 62 (70%) 88

As evident in Table 8, the figures illustrate
that most of the exercises included in the work-
books are incidental, where the percentages of
exercises with incidental learning focus con-
stitute approximately 70% of the total percent-
ages of the exercises in the three workbooks.
This implies that the structure of the exercises
is designed to help learners to learn the target
vocabulary subconsciously by engaging them in
the activities without specific intention to em-
phasise on vocabulary. However, the number
of exercises with explicit learning focus is too
small compared to the incidental ones where
their percentages in the three workbooks do
not exceed 31% of the total percentages of the
exercises in these workbooks. Incidental vocab-
ulary learning needs more recycling frequency
of target vocabulary than intentional vocabulary
learning (Webb 2020). Thus, exercises in the
teaching materials should be designed to ensure
that they provide learners with repeated expo-
sure to target vocabulary for their optimal lan-
guage progress. However, the results regarding
recycling showed above indicated that vocabu-
lary are not recycled on the target level in the
exercises in the workbooks. Repeated exposure
to new vocabulary is important for effective
learning. However, our analysis revealed that
mid-frequency terms in exercises do not receive
adequate repetition for vocabulary development
in textbooks. Further, the findings indicate that
there is recycling of high-frequency words,
which are the words that learners already know
and are familiar with.

6. Discussion

As language learning is based mainly on vo-
cabulary learning that requires organized assis-
tance (Schmitt, 2008), the current study exam-
ined the vocabulary component in the exercises
in EFL teaching materials to investigate wheth-
er they assist the learning process in this regard.
As stated earlier, EFL learning materials includ-
ing textbooks and workbooks are considered the
main source for teaching foreign language in
the classroom and they play an effective role in
teaching vocabulary if they are constructed well.
A well-constructed method for teaching vocab-
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ulary in the materials is important as no promi-
nent attention may be given by EFL teachers to
teaching vocabulary as a specific learning goal
(Bergstrom et al., 2022; Gao & Ma, 2011). The
aim of the current study was to analyse vocabu-
lary learning opportunities in exercises in Saudi
intermediate EFL materials in terms of their fre-
quency distributions in practice exercises, their
recycling, and the extent to which the exercises
in the workbooks explicitly focused on learning
the target vocabulary. The results reveal that the
exercises in the materials mainly provide the
learners with practice of high-frequency words,
which are words that the learners are expect-
ed to already know (Alsaif & Milton, 2012).
This implies that the exercises in the materials
are not designed to suit the target learners in
terms of the frequency of the target vocabulary.
Thus, there is a lack of target vocabulary adap-
tation in the exercises for target learners. This
finding is similar to the finding of Bergstrom
(2023), which indicated that vocabulary exer-
cises mainly comprise high-frequency words,
which are commonly known by the learners.
This finding is also similar to the finding of oth-
er previous studies which, although concerning
texts, found a deficiency in vocabulary adapta-
tion for targeted students (e.g. Bergstrom, et al.,
2022; Norberg & Nordlund, 2018; Sun & Dang,
2020). Such a failure of exercise design in the
materials to consider learners’ extended target
vocabulary demands impedes learners’ vocabu-
lary development (Alsaif & Milton, 2012). It is
important to acknowledge that the implications
discussed here are based on the vocabulary size
of an average student. It is worth mentioning
that there may be students in the EFL classroom
whose vocabulary sizes are smaller; for them, a
concentration on high-frequency words can be
beneficial. However, considering that teaching
materials should be tailored to meet the needs of
the average student, these findings indicate that
the exercises are not designed in consideration
of the intended learners. Additionally, prioritiz-
ing high-frequency words may be acceptable
if the exercises enhance learners’ understand-
ing by encompassing various aspects of word
knowledge or improving fluency development,
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thereby expanding their vocabulary proficiency.

In terms of recycling, the results indicate
that vocabulary is not recycled at the target level
in the exercises in the workbooks. For effective
learning, repeated exposure to new vocabulary
is important. However, our analysis has revealed
that mid-frequency terms within exercises do
not receive adequate repetition for vocabulary
development from textbooks. Thus, the findings
indicate that there is recycling of high-frequen-
cy words, which are words which learners al-
ready know and are familiar with (e.g. Webb,
2007). The challenge lies in the teacher’s ability
to continually reintroduce all target terminolo-
gies within classroom sessions (Schmitt, 2019).
Hence, the revelation of insufficient focus on
mid-frequency words is significant; these words
are less likely to be retained in students’ long-
term memory. Similar conclusions were drawn
by Matsuoka and Hirsh (2010) and suggested
that such curricular material inadequately sup-
ports vocabulary development. Moreover, Yang
and Coxhead’s study (2020) mirrored these
observations as well. Similar results were also
found in previously conducted Swedish studies,
which indicate substantial inconsistencies in
the recurrence of mid-range frequency terms in
learning materials (Bergstrom et al., 2022; Nor-
dlund, 2015). Based on the observations of the
findings of this study and previous studies, it is
evident that EFL materials worldwide predom-
inantly exhibit lower levels of recycling; this
persists regardless of the target age group.

The findings of this research indicate that
recycling is overlooked in the formulation of
workbook exercises. This suggests an incongru-
ity between the EFL material designed for inter-
mediate learners and their respective vocabulary
learning objectives. Although extramural En-
glish activities may be considered an effective
means for learners as they repeatedly encounter
many words from the target-level vocabulary
(Sundqvist, 2009), the teaching materials for
those learners are not the main source for tar-
get vocabulary learning and this may contrib-
ute to mitigating its negative impact. However,
acknowledging that schools bear responsibility
for each student’s educative journey emphasises
the importance of teaching materials to provide
plentiful opportunities to align with established
vocabulary learning objectives—particularly
when factors like recycling prove difficult to
ensure externally (Schmitt, 2019). It is crucial-
ly important for students who do not participate
in extracurricular activities to have adequate

academic exposure within the classroom envi-
ronment itself, particularly for the development
of their vocabulary skills. Thus, a gap might be
created over time between learners who benefit
from supplementary English exposure—such
as through extramural English activities—and
those who do not, particularly because learning
a large number of vocabulary words provides a
significant advantage in further language acqui-
sition (Elgort et al., 2015).

In terms of the types of exercises that must
be included in the workbooks, the findings in-
dicate that a large number of the exercises are
incidental learning focus exercises. Natural-
ly, language acquisition can occur without the
learner’s conscious awareness, a process re-
ferred to as incidental learning. However, this
method requires frequent encounters with words
for effective comprehension. These interactions
often demand copious amounts of linguistic in-
put through reading or listening (Brown et al.,
2008; Webb & Rodgers, 2009). Unfortunately,
fitting such extensive linguistic exposure into
an EFL curriculum presents a challenge, partic-
ularly if teaching resources lack built-in oppor-
tunities for word repetition and reinforcement.
Therefore, it may prove more advantageous to
implement exercises that intentionally highlight
targeted vocabulary intended for absorption by
students. These direct approaches enhance lan-
guage comprehension and usage considerably
more than relying on incidental learning alone.
The workbooks analysed in this study have both
exercises with an overt emphasis on vocabu-
lary acquisition and those that do not directly
prompt student awareness of the target vocabu-
lary. As stated earlier, incidental learning focus
exercises which require repeated recycling of
the target vocabulary dominate the content of
the workbooks. Thus, these incidental exercises
in the material examined in this study are not
effective for learning the target vocabulary, as
the findings indicate that recycling of the words
is neglected in the formulation of the exercises.

While the basis of this study may be de-
rived from a limited sample—specifically, three
workbooks of three series of EFL materials
used for teaching one grade—the consequential
results are nonetheless significant. Given that
teaching materials play an instrumental role in
educational settings, it can be inferred that the
configuration of tasks presents pivotal implica-
tions for vocabulary learning prospects within
the school environment. EFL students encoun-
ter significant educational challenges. Utiliz
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ing well-organized vocabulary exercises can
remarkably alleviate these complexities, there-
by enabling more efficient learning processes.
This study conclusively reveals that instruction-
al resources do not consistently embody exer-
cises deliberately designed to bolster learning,
despite relevant scholars in the vocabulary re-
search field offering well-defined principles and
guidelines dedicated to effective learning of for-
eign language (e.g. Nation, 2011).

Based on the findings of this study, several
recommendations have been identified to en-
hance the effectiveness of EFL materials in sup-
porting vocabulary development. Firstly, it is
essential for textbook developers to incorporate
exercises that deliberately target mid-frequency
words, ensuring these terms receive adequate
repetition and recycling. This can be achieved
by embedding mid-frequency vocabulary in
various contexts across multiple exercises and
sections within workbooks.Secondly, educators
should supplement textbook content with addi-
tional resources and activities designed to rein-
force targeted vocabulary, particularly focusing
on mid-frequency words. Strategies may include
creating word lists, flashcards, or conducting
interactive classroom activities that emphasize
these terms.Thirdly, professional development
programs for EFL teachers should encompass
training on effective vocabulary teaching strat-
egies as well as the importance of word recy-
cling.Lastly, further research is warranted to
develop and evaluate new methodologies for in-
tegrating both high-frequency and mid-frequen-
cy vocabulary into EFL materials while ensur-
ing alignment with best practices in vocabulary
acquisition and pedagogical theory. By imple-
menting these recommendations, educators and
material developers can better support students
in expanding their vocabularies and enhancing
their overall language proficiency.

7. Conclusion

This study revealed that the content in ex-
ercises included in Saudi EFL teaching ma-
terials provides limited reinforcement for the
vocabulary enhancement of language learners.
While certain beneficial aspects are evident in
these materials, such as a satisfactory ratio of
familiar words, it is apparent that the positive
impact on learning can be reduced due to an
inadequate frequency of mid-frequency words.
Moreover, there is no systematic approach to-
ward recycling, as many words that exist in
textbooks are not found in workbooks and nu-
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merous new words are added only in exercises
in the workbooks. Most exercises found with-
in these instructional resources unintentional-
ly emphasize incidental vocabulary learning.
Consequently, student focus is not guided to-
wards specific linguistic attributes intended for
comprehension but largely relies on language
acquisition through uninterpreted input. The
conclusion drawn from this analysis suggests
that exercise construction lacks a systematic ap-
proach to vocabulary learning in terms of word
selection, systematic recycling, and exercise
constructions. The findings illustrate that there
is a need for enhanced prioritization of effective
vocabulary development by publishers and de-
velopers alike in the process of developing EFL
materials for word-focused exercises which can
significantly augment learning outcomes in an
EFL classroom.

This research conclusively highlights the
significant advantage of using corpus-based
methods in scrutinizing language learning ma-
terials. To delve further into understanding the
role textbooks play in student’s language acqui-
sition, conducting additional studies—particu-
larly those that explore how instructors employ
educational resources for vocabulary instruc-
tion—could provide valuable insights.
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