AN EVIDENCE-BASED BRIEFING HF DN EER

The Big Word Myth

(13 A— B2 A3 /4
Kid” RUERR
Why reaching for advanced vocabulary lowers your score — and what actually raises it.

At 2R BRI S ARIRR D —— AR AT BEEIER S

A student sent me an essay last month with the word ubiquitous in it three times. She was
proud of it.

ENNBENREELBAR—RBIEX, EEAT =X ubiquitous, #RE=,

I had to tell her it was one of the reasons her Lexical Resource was stuck at 6. Two of the three uses were
wrong — not wrong in meaning, wrong in collocation and register. She had spent months building a list
of impressive words, and the list was holding her back.

BAEAER, XIERMANALCSR7E 6 PHNERZ— ZARZEARAREN——FE2RRE, MEEEMERE. it
THIANRARE—) “ERAT B8R, MXOEREEEE.

This one is easier to settle than most IELTS arguments, because the answer is printed in a public
document that anybody can read. The band descriptors are published by the IELTS Partners. [11 21 31 T am
going to walk you through what they actually say.

XNEABLEASZHHBRFRERZHERE, ANEEREE—OEAATIUEANQAXAE, T915E& (band descriptors)
HEBENHRFRE, A TERHFEEEIRE T 4.

The short version

TSI XEhR A

The criterion is called Lexical Resource, and it rewards precision, appropriacy and collocation — not
rarity. A rare word used slightly wrongly is not scored as ambition. It is scored as an error. In fact,

reaching for less common vocabulary and getting it slightly wrong is very close to the published
description of Band 6. [

XTmEN ACRR , EXRMNEERE. JSHREENBILE—MAEEREE, —MERNFRFEERE, TomIE
BEL , MEWUIEHEIR FLE, “BRAEARTEINFELERERE , FERIES M 6 SR, M

PARTONE « E£—&f%

What is true: range genuinely counts
BIxm—+: Wi EHxits

I am not going to tell you vocabulary does not matter. It matters enormously. A candidate who can only
say good, bad, big, a lot of is capped, and no amount of clever structure will lift them. The descriptors do
reward a wider resource as you move up the bands. [1! [3]

EA2HRMEALAEE, BIFEEE, —NR21% good. bad. big. alotof WEEREXRERN, BITYHLEMHIRE,
FEEDEELE, TOMMERISEMBERISCERR, HE

And research backs this up. Studies of learner corpora have shown that phraseological richness — how
well a writer handles word combinations — predicts overall text quality as judged by professional raters.
[51 161 So vocabulary work is not wasted. The question is which vocabulary work.

RUZFIX—R. FIEBRENRRKE, “MEFEE ——tURESEELIEREHESHEE——EBTUNE TS A3t
Sizk%ﬁkﬁiﬁ’ﬂ#lﬂi‘ﬁo B Fr I EiRHAB S, FEET: FENEM 4.
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What the top bands actually say

BAEERERTA

Read the top of the Lexical Resource column and one word keeps appearing. It is not rare. It is not
advanced. It is precise. Band 8 and Band 9 are described in terms of conveying precise meaning with

flexibility. Rarity appears only as something to be handled skilfully — which is a condition, not a reward.
[1] [3]

£ FLER B—rNmR—E, MLl —MIRELM. A2 “FW” , A2 “Bf" , MR, 8 7 9 DHHE
7R, BSENE “RIEBMEEERESN . FRARE— TR THR: FER PG FR——BEXRG, TR, HBE

What moves up the bands Control: accuracy, collocation, register, flexibility

FED I EFHHYE =817 ERE. B, Bk REE

What does not Rarity of the individual words you choose

THED 1 EFARIZE REmERIAARSHNEINIZE

The Band 6 pattern Less common words attempted, but slightly inaccurate
6 T HYEREIFIE SRAENIREL, BEERE

The Band 8 pattern Wide resource used flexibly for precise meaning

8 7 HYERBUAHAE WL BEARE, TRER

The sentence that should stop you

—iZILIRE T REYE

Here is the part almost nobody reads carefully. The published Band 6 description of Lexical Resource
covers a candidate who reaches for less common vocabulary and does not quite land it. ! Read that
again.

TEXED, NLFEEANNERT. EAXMN 65 WLRER R, MEENERXFE—NEE: EFEERELNE, A
RReER, IEEE—E,

That is the big-word strategy, described by the people who write the test, and filed under Band 6. Not
Band 7. Not Band 8. The strategy you were sold as a way to reach Band 7 is the published description of
the band you are trying to leave.

PR WA REEF——mpASREER, HIAN6D. T2 TS, BARE 873, MMRIUIE “LT7OMSGE" RAIR
BERES, [ERIFEBHARINIENESEN .

Band 6 Reaches for less common words, some inaccuracy

65 BFEERENR, FENER

Band 7 Uses them with some awareness of style and collocation
&) FRNEEEASHEEERIR

Band 8 Handles them skilfully; inaccuracies are occasional

85 ERAAL, TERBNE/REI

The variable is not the word. It is your control of the word. The same item can sit at Band 6 or Band
8 depending entirely on whether you placed it correctly. This is why swapping common for ubiquitous is
not a score strategy. It is a coin toss.

LEFREXME, MEBHEMXRANET. A—MNE, 8BTS, HAfEEES S, ReATHRETIBERM T &,
Fff LU common #2568 ubiquitous, IR HEE, MEMET,
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What the research adds

HR#FET (4

Corpus work on learner writing found something that should change how you study. Comparing
intermediate and advanced non-native writers, the difference was not that advanced writers chose rarer
single words. It was that they handled word combinations differently: intermediate writers overused
ordinary high-frequency pairings and underused the strongly associated combinations that mark fluent
academic English. [

HWFEIEBSENERERR, AT —PZRERFEIBANER. MEPLESERIEFESHEE, ENNFETSREET
BEFIEIE, METFHMTMBNERAGHNAERAARE: PASFEIECRERINSIER, M AABERMIE FARRIENR
REKASG, B

Later work went further and argued that single-word measures are simply not enough to assess writing
quality — formulaic competence has to be measured too. [’ In plain terms: the examiner is not counting
your rare words. The thing that separates a 6 from an 8 lives in the spaces between your words.
BEEMAREH—FIRE: RARENEFRATEITHEERE, YARNEE ‘BERAXEN . VHAT: TEFRHE
BIRATLAERE, 6 2 8 SROFRMAA, MEEMASAZENZRE,

So the honest version of the true half

Etk, BESERAR—F, WERRER
Vocabulary breadth matters. Vocabulary control matters more, and it is what the bands are actually
built around: accuracy, collocation, register and flexibility. [ [31 [51 [7]

LT EEE, BRCEHNEEE, MAEARHOEEERSNAA: ARE. B, ERS5REE, BRI

PART TWO * SBZZf49

What is false: that rarity is the same as range
ERE—#F: 8 “F” 48T TE”

The myth survives because it feels obvious. Harder words look like better English. And a word list is easy
to sell, easy to buy, and easy to feel productive with. Learning collocations is slower and far less
satisfying.

XNMKBZFUKERFETE, RERANEERRESE, ¥AE LEMBERIFNRIE, M—MDLRTFE. ¥XE, URZILATE
“BEHDT NN, FRENEES, WEIFABRME.

But the criterion is not measuring how difficult your words are. It is measuring whether you put the right
word in the right place. Those are different skills, and only one of them is on the scale. [1 [21 3]

EXTHLEGENAZIMENDE 2%, MEMERAIENINARENNUE, XERMFRENEN, MERLEREHEP—M,
(121 [3]

I want to be fair to the people selling these lists. A collocation dictionary or a good academic vocabulary
book is a genuinely useful thing to own, and the Academic Word List is free and worth working through.
4] The problem is not the words. It is the promise attached to them — that difficulty alone buys you a
band.

BEWNEXERRMARDREIE, —ABCEA. —AFNERECS, BEEEERBENARA, MEANER (AWL) 2%
ZRRY, WESIAET—B, Y IEAARTER, MEFHRER LN EE——FEEERTHEEER— 91,
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Three ways a big word costs you marks
“KiF” Hram=mAa

e Wrong collocation. Make a threat instead of pose a threat. Take a conclusion instead of draw a
conclusion. The individual words are correct; the pairing is not. This is the single most common
lexical error I mark.
fEfidEE, make a threat M3E pose a threat; take a conclusion 3E draw a conclusion. BRiF#&RIT, HBEHET. X2
B EIRZMIRCER.

e Wrong register. An idiom dropped into an academic essay, or a formal legal term dropped into a

Part 1 answer about your hometown. The word is real. It is wearing the wrong clothes.
EFtE, BE—MBEEBEEHFAEN, FE—NERNEZBERNEEHNBRZH Part 1 B%, HAEHNE, REFH T XK.

e Wrong precision. Choosing a word that is near your meaning rather than on it. Ubiquitous does
not mean common; it means present everywhere at once. Get that wrong and you have not shown
range — you have shown that you do not know what the word means.

BRESE. &7 B FREMNE, mMAE “EF REEMIE, Ubiquitous 7% F common, B “BLAFR
7T . BET, MRS E, RRTTHRAHEXMIZTARRE,

PART THREE * =%

The swap that actually works
HIFEMREIR

So what should you be swapping, if not common for ubiquitous?

BRAINEFZIE common R ubiquitous, {REIRRIZIETA?

Swap vague for specific, and swap loose pairings for strong ones. That is what the descriptors mean by
precision and collocation, and it is what the research found separating intermediate writers from
advanced ones. [11 5] Here is what it looks like in practice.

BESHRAAR, IEREEEECIRRGRIERL. XM ITOITEFMRBERSER, CERMRPROPRSSRSIEENBNE
Fo [ AR,

Instead of Write this — specific, correctly paired

rES BEXN——EAK. BECER

a very big problem a pressing concern / a serious shortfall

the government must do something the government should introduce stricter regulation
this causes bad effects this has adverse consequences for public health
many people think there is a widespread belief that

technology is developing fast technological change is accelerating

Look at what changed. Not one of those upgrades is a rare word. Pressing, stricter, adverse, widespread,
accelerating — every one of them is ordinary vocabulary. What changed is that each one is exact, and
each one is sitting in a pairing that native academic writing actually uses.

BELTHA. XEAREEE—NEFEMNIE. Pressing. stricter. adverse. widespread. accelerating——£Ef#B2 Zi@i7
Co ZTWE: §— 1 EEH, MES— I HAEHEFASIERIEFANERLF.
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This is also why the Academic Word List is worth your time while a “band 9 word list” is not. [4 The AWL
is a list of words that actually recur in academic text, so learning them in context teaches you their
normal company. A list assembled for impressiveness teaches you nothing about where the words
belong.

EMRBAFAFARIER (AWL) EFIRERNE, M “0 LR FMER. WAWL EMAREIEEFANAFRELIN, £
BIRPFEN], FMFATENTFENEEF. MAT “BEREE" MHPEENIAR, tAthBERTIR.

“A common word used exactly beats a rare word used nearly. Every single time.”
‘I HAERBENTRR, B3 —THEEFRSHNERRE, S§—REBINLL. ”

PART FOUR - FMER5

What Lexical Resource is actually measuring
“SECHER HENEMZEMHA

Four things, drawn from the published criteria. (1 [2] [3]

MR, HHEATFHTS IR, 1120

1. Precision. Does your word land exactly on your meaning, or somewhere near it? This is the word that
dominates the top of the scale.

BRE, MIARERFNER, ERREMNIL? XEERTMKHINEZH— M,
2. Collocation. Do your words keep the company that English actually keeps? This is where
Chinese-speaking candidates lose the most marks, because L1 pairings rarely map across.
g, MR SENRBEEAFSZBRMNIATE—IKL? XEPXZ LRI RZHMT, FEASIENERRIVEERERIE.
3. Register and style. Does the vocabulary fit the task and the audience? Formal essay, spoken
conversation, letter to a friend — all different.
BESARE, ALEEREREMNER? EXiEX. OBME BRARNE—T2TE,
4. Flexibility. Can you say the same thing more than one way when you need to? This is paraphrase, and

it is the skill that carries across into Reading and Listening too.
RiEE. FEN, MEETEATRAARRE—HE? XMERXNE, WEEEETEEIFIEMIFIRIEE .

Notice what is absent: the difficulty of the words you chose.

IHFRREHMMN—I: REMERIFNHEE,
PARTFIVE + SRS

What | tell my own students to do
KA B CFEREIN

e Learn the pairing, never the word alone. Do not write down threat. Write down pose a threat to.
The unit of study is the combination, because that is what is being assessed. 5! /]

FE, MEFERFHE, FERIC threat, BiC pose a threatto, FIMNBMURAS, RAWIHEMHREAS, B

e Cap yourself at one risk per paragraph. If you want to try a less common item, try one, and make it
the one you are most sure of. Four risky words in a paragraph is four chances to be marked down.

BSRAAFEHCE R, NRMFER—IFERE, mA—, HEERFREIEENBD. —REENMNLICENS,
MENMIDH=.
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e Delete before you decorate. Cut very, really, a lot of, so much first. Removing vagueness raises
precision faster than adding difficulty does, and it carries no risk at all.

Sci, B3k, HiBvery. really. alotof. so much fflig, EFEMLLIEMEEEIRRAERE, MASXK,

¢ Read your own sentence out loud and ask: would a specialist write this? Not does it sound
clever. Whether it sounds like the field it belongs to.

BECSHAFILRE, F—a: FWALTSXAEL? fE0 FERBED , MR “INEREXMURRNESE .

¢ Build from the Academic Word List, in sentences. 570 word families, free, and every one of them
recurs in real academic text. Copy out a whole sentence for each, not a translation. [

MERFR (AWL) NF, BAFRERE(L, 570 MElk, %%, B THEELFAXETHRELT. S MNFF—EG
, MAR—THXEX, M

e Keep an error log of your own collocation mistakes. Yours will repeat, because they come from
Chinese pairings that do not transfer. Twenty logged and fixed is worth more than two hundred new
words.

HECHERERE—MEES, MOESRENI, ANE(TRETEERTIBNPXELR, S THEN 1, S
MEMIEENE.

PARTSIX * SB7NER4

Test your own writing tonight
SEREAR] LIS WARBYESC

Take your last essay and run these five checks.

SR —RIEX, MXETIRE,

e Circle every word you would not use in speech. For each one, ask whether you could defend
its collocation. If not, it is a liability, not an asset.

BHS—MROEPFR=ANE, ZNREC: EWEREREED? NRTT, EBNG, FEHR™.
e Count your verys and a lot ofs. Every one is a place where a precise word was available and you

did not reach for it.
B—ERE) very fl a lot of, &— 1 EHEKE: BEEE—MERIE, MINEEE.

e Check your verb-noun pairs against a corpus or collocation dictionary. Verb-noun is where
Chinese-speaking candidates go wrong most often.

1BIREY “hif + BiA” BREXBHENEARER—B, HBELRTXEEHEMERREHM.

e Read one paragraph aloud to somebody who does not do IELTS. If they wince at a word, the
examiner will mark it.

B—BIHR— I FERBHIAR, MRMWERXMILET TE, ZERSINIBNE.

e Then ask the honest question. Did you use that word because it was the right word, or because
it was the impressive one? You already know the answer.

ABE—TNRERNEE. RAIRMNE, REAEN, ERANEERFEE? (MUEBEEBLEERT,

deencoxielts.com 6
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INSUMMARY -+ /&

Where | stand
34 0kvRY]

Vocabulary range counts. The bands do reward a wider resource, and building one is real work
worth doing. [t B

LT EWEt S, SEHISEHERNIDCRR, MARRIDCREEESMHMIIR, E

But rarity is not range, and difficulty is not a score. Reaching for a less common word and
missing is close to the published description of Band 6 — the band you are trying to leave. 1]

B “FW” FFEF TE , “BE BFEFEFIH. BFEZ—NTERMNAIEER, LFREES X 6 28R ——B
ERREREFBN I, U

Precision is the lever. A common word used exactly, in a pairing English actually uses, outscores a
rare word used nearly. Work on control, not on difficulty. [5] [7]

BEEFNIHRERE, — T REEE. BATREEIRETNEER, 2¥ET—TRBEFRZNENR, &iE67, 72
SR, BIU
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REFERENCES * £33k

Sources, numbered
ik (RES)

Every numbered marker points to an entry below. The band descriptors are published free by the IELTS
Partners — go and read the Lexical Resource column yourself. It is the single most useful hour in your
preparation.

XAG—NMRSEHMNN THIZE. TP RERRBEINFREAF——EBRESEE FALRR BB—5E—E. FEEEHPm
BEEEN— N,

Official assessment criteria — published by the IELTS Partners

EF TSRS (HREBEEXHSER)
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