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The Word List Myth
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What IELTS Reading and Listening actually test — and why | will not sell you a word list.
BRESRAEEZHTA——URRATATEZLIR—IRCR

I want to start by talking myself out of a sale.
BERSEE—24EEMNBCFEHREE

Every week a student asks me the same question. Deen, which words come up in the test? Just give me
the list. And every week I have to tell them something they do not want to hear. There is no list. Not an
official one. Not one that anybody can honestly sell you.

SRAMEFEREFE—NR: “Deen EIW, ZXESHIMMLRIR? EICRAEBMIT. ” MESAEBLMEFMAT— M
MARBIFMESR: EEXENALR, REEAMAE, WEHERAGRRIEEL RIS,

But I also have to tell them the other half, because the other half is true. There is a measurable core
vocabulary in IELTS, and researchers have counted it carefully. So let me give you both halves properly,
with every source numbered so you can check anything I say.

BREHFLASFMINZ—FFER, BNF—FREN, BRAREFE— AT UENZOIRL, MAREESICEFASITE
KT TERIIERFEHER, HAG—THLES, IFRATUENKRRNE—1E

The short version

TR 2k s

A core vocabulary exists and has been measured. But no word list has ever been published by the
organisations that own and write the test, and the paper is built so that memorised words do not turn
up where you expect them. Reading and Listening are comprehension papers that use vocabulary as
raw material. They are not vocabulary papers.

ORCHAEETE, HEREN. BREHES XZZXNNEMIREAmIERIEDCER, MERXERSNZT, REILMED
HIEARSEMEMRUAESHINME. FRMAAELLECAREMEINIRRENE X, MALIACE i,

PARTONE * $£—&4%

What is true: the core exists, and it has been counted
BIM—F: Z0idiLEE, MAB#HSST

I have been teaching English since 2005, and for most of those years this was a matter of opinion. It is
not any more. Corpus linguists have taken large collections of published Cambridge IELTS practice
material and counted every word in them. The findings are public and peer-reviewed, and I have listed all
of them at the back so you can go and read them yourself.

M 2005 FFIEHERIE, EEHPRIBDPENE, XNMABAREREZRLIE. NERET. BEEESFERIERELTFHRNS
HHEBEIMBERIER, FiAFIT. ARERSLAFARAZRITITH, FIES(LBIIEXEK, FAIUBDEE,
Listening

Uipa]

Phung and Ha analysed 239 listening transcripts drawn from 60 official practice tests — 168,370 running
words in total. Coverage is measured against the BNC/COCA frequency lists. [

Phung 5 Ha M TEXE 60 EEA 4 IER 239 IR EA, Hit 168,370 MEHiE. BEEZELL BNC/COCA ik A& T
g, m
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3,000 word families 95% coverage of all four sections
3,000 MaEkk BRI NEBIHY 95%
5,000 word families 98% coverage
5,000 MaEi& BEZEIX 98%
2,000 families plus the AWL 95% of Sections 1-3 — which is 75% of the paper
2,000 MaEh& + FEATAR BEH 1-3E59H 95%, BIEEZIA Y 75%
Section 4 The outlier — consistently denser than 1-3
E4TH fFgh: LB ERERTRI=5S

Reading

iR

Two teams have done this for Reading. Ha and colleagues profiled 186 passages from 42 Academic and
12 General Training tests. @ Le and colleagues went back to the question with 345 passages from 115
tests. [

FIRAEE R MR NSERAN T, Ha EAD T EB 42 EFARZEMN 12 ER)IZKAEH 186 BXE, PLe EANA
115 EidS. 345 EXESEHHEM T XMNIE, B

Academic passages 4,000-5,000 word families for 95%; 9,000 for 98%
FREXE 4,000-5,000 MaEi&X 95%; 9,000 MK 98%
General Training, Sections 1-2 3,000 word families for 95%; 6,000 for 98%
RS 1-2 HH 3,000 MEREIE 95%; 6,000 NE 98%

General Training, final passage Sits at Academic-level lexical demand
BIXRE—R WCEESFEALEEY

A word about that range. You will notice the two Reading studies do not agree. The 2022 study says
5,000 word families for 95 per cent coverage. The 2025 study says 4,000. 2 Bl Different corpora,
different passage counts, different years of material.

XFRXAIXE, FREEE, RIFIRARNEICHA—K. 2022 EHARIANEE] 95% BEEFEE 5,000 Mk, 2025 F
HYERSRIAAZ 4,000 1~ P BHERERR. BERERR. BMERBTRE,

I could have picked whichever number sounded better and printed it as fact. I am not going to do that.
Treat it as a range. And when a resource quotes you one exact number with total confidence, ask yourself
where they got it.

HAALUB—NIFERERT=OET, SFEIRENER, RAXAaM. BIEEHF—TKE, SEMHHFHEE B BiMGLR—1
FEHERFRY, BRI —a XMMF MIIRAY?

The Academic Word List
FARiFR (AWL)
The single most useful list in IELTS preparation was never built for IELTS. Coxhead's Academic Word
List identifies 570 word families from a 3.5-million-word corpus of academic writing, and they account
for roughly one word in every ten of academic text. [“I

BREZTPREANBMDIER, SVRERZAHEREDN, Coxhead Y (FEARIARY M 350 FiaHIEARERFIZENL 570 ™MF
i, XERAYEFANAPFHMEEH— @
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It is free. It is finite. It is independently published and you can check it yourself. If you take nothing else
from this document, take that.

CeRHEN, BARN, BRILRBMAUETZEN. MRXOXARIISE—HSE, HiSEX—.

So the honest version of the true half

Eit, HEMI—F, HEEHEE

A core vocabulary exists. It is roughly 3,000 word families for Listening and 4,000-5,000 for Academic
Reading, and the 570 families of the Academic Word List are its most valuable slice. [1 [2] [3] [4]
AR ETE. ITAKRLIFE 3,000 Makk, FALFIRALYFE 4,000-5,000 15 MFEANFRDN 570 Mk, SHH
RAEMNEMNEES, 2B

PART TWO * SBZZf49

What is false: nobody has published a list, and nobody can
ERN—F: BEAEZMIIFALER, HEBEARLRS

The three organisations that own and write IELTS are the British Council, IDP: IELTS Australia, and
Cambridge University Press & Assessment. Between them they have never published a vocabulary list
for Reading or Listening. Not a frequency list. Not a ranked list. Not a required set. There is no such
document, so there is nothing to memorise.

MEARSHEBSHN=ZRIMIZE: REXKHBH=. IDPHBER (BRAFIL) , UNIIHKFHRTSE T, =5HE
MREHBIERFDREFDIDLR. KEAR, KEHFR, LREMENCGEER, XENXAHREFEFE, BBENE
o

There is a good reason for that. Word-level data from live papers is confidential test-security material. If
it were published, the test would be compromised. Every study I cite in this briefing analysed published
practice books, not live papers — and every one of them says so in its own methodology. [* [2] [3] [5]

XEEREN. BEREMNDCHERTNENS e, —BaH, EHXEXSMEAN T XSRS TR, D1
MRAFHEIRESIM, MIFER——ES—TRAREIES A D ERRATX—K, HRIEIBE

What the test producers themselves say points the other way. The British Council's own preparation
guidance tells candidates to avoid memorising long lists of complicated academic words, because it is not
effective preparation and you cannot know in advance which words you will need. [¢! IDP publishes
topic-based vocabulary articles — education, environment, health, business and so on. [’ Those are good
teaching resources written for candidates. They are not drawn from test content, and IDP does not claim
they are.

ZRHHECHRE, ReEEERNE R, REXCEENSNEEZESBERENZEFEEZTRIKNEHEZANER, EH
BEXMARHAEN, MAGTEMANECSAEIMERE, CIDPEGTHE. HE. BF. BlEFlxE, VXEEE
H[ELEMRRBFERR, BEMHIENEE RS, IDP BMKRXESFIFL,

I want to be fair here. There is nothing wrong with a well-made vocabulary book. I have written one
myself. The problem is not the teaching. The problem is the word official on the cover when nobody
official was ever involved.

XEFRRINEE. —FALESNIECEASEEREARE——KBIME T —4, MERERE, METHELONE “B
B ZF, MEAMKIIEREEESS,
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Three things the word “official” does not mean on a cover

HELWN “BER HAEKREX=(S

e It does not mean published by the IELTS Partners. Check the imprint page. If the publisher is
not the British Council, IDP or Cambridge University Press & Assessment, the book has no official
standing, whatever the title says.

EFEMHERRBEEDSG MR, EEERINTL NRERAFEREXKEENS. IDP REFAF iRkt 5E TR,
BATBREHA, EMKBEEHMIL

e It does not mean taken from real papers. No commercial publisher has access to live item
content. What is being sold is almost always a general frequency list, a repackaged Academic
Word List, or an author's editorial judgement.

EFREMENEEE, SEEMELERAEZMIIETIANR. FEINFER: —MBRAEMKR. —HERTEN
FAFER, HEBEEDANREHIET.

e It does not mean verified. A list with no stated corpus, no stated method and no stated size is an
opinion presented as data.

EFEHEEIWIE, —MRARABEERER. RERPBMARGE. WRERAMRKRRNRR, IRIEMRERM T HiE.

PART THREE *+ B=%

Why a memorised list lets you down on the day
A AETREACREET G LSILIRKE

Now I want to show you the thing that actually decides your band.
ETR, BRILREEEEREMRDHANHER.

IELTS Reading and Listening are built so that the wording of the question rarely matches the wording of
the passage or the recording. That is not an accident, and it is not unfair. It is the entire point. The item
writer's job is to check whether you can recognise a meaning when it arrives dressed differently. (&l

BEEMIAARILT, MEBLEBNBRAREFRSRNARENARNES. XFRLE, UARFAT, XMBERES,
RAANES, BRBMFESER—IERRT —SKRZGE, KAINGHR, ¢

If the question says... ...the text or recording is likely to say
mREHESSE--- e BARXHRZERATER

environment surroundings, habitat, setting, conditions
benefit advantage, gain, positive effect, upside

reduce decrease, cut back, scale down, curb

difficult challenging, demanding, problematic, testing
main reason principal cause, chief factor, what really drives it

Now picture what a candidate does under time pressure when they have memorised three thousand
words but have never trained this one skill. They scan for the literal word from the question. They find it
— often because it has been placed there on purpose as a distractor. They answer, and they are wrong.
ME/RR—T: —MET=FTEE. MNKRIGIXTMEANZ L, EREIENTREAMN? METERXEEIHE PRI
[RiFl, MXE T —— M MAEEM R AARDREREN TR, METER, T2HET.
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I see this every week. It is the most common single reason a student sits at Band 6.0 and cannot
understand why. It is not a vocabulary problem, and more vocabulary will not fix it.

XMERKEALERNE. ERFEFRE6.0D. XEBFHARANEERNRE, XAZIRLENEE, BSHIFHEARTT,

The same thing governs Listening. A speaker gives a figure and then corrects it. A lecturer describes an
older theory before giving the current position. The answer almost always sits after the turn — however,
but actually, in fact, having said that. If you are listening for words, you miss it. If you are listening for
the shape of the argument, you catch it.

AR EFREIR, WIEASIR—MCE, MEXEE,;, HEAZNARES, BRAEBENGS. ER/NFERHMEER
ZJfg——however. butactually. infact. havingsaid that, MRFITHREE, FEHET; MRIFTHVRICRNER, (Rt
REHME,

“The question was never how many words you know. It is how many meanings you
can still recognise when they arrive dressed differently.”
“MREMRFZIRIAIRZ D18, MEHE—TEBMRT —FKRIREMET, REARINGHE, ~

PART FOUR - FMER5

What the paper is actually measuring
INEHIENENREHTA

Four things. I have listed them in the order that candidates neglect them.

s, HRLBELEBAENRIZERF.

1. Paraphrase recognition. Can you match a meaning across two different wordings, at speed, under
pressure? This is the central skill in both papers.

FXEiRG, ERNEMENZT, MESIERMARNRANNEFE-—IMER? XERMDIHELOEES.

2. Vocabulary depth, not breadth. Do you know a word's family, its collocations, its register and its
common forms — or only its dictionary meaning? A word you recognise in one form only is a word you
will miss in another.

WCHYRE, mIEE. MME—MIRiEE. B, BFNEREEE, RERIAMETHIAEEN? RIAMF—MERNIAE
, —MER IR,

3. Discourse and signposting awareness. Can you follow how a talk or an argument is organised, and
hear the moment a claim is corrected, qualified or overturned?

BERSRTATIR. FESRE—BIHEH—MEIENARS R, HIFHEMEWHRIEE. RESHEB—2?

4. Topic familiarity. The passages and recordings recycle a stable set of domains. Familiarity does not
hand you the answer. It lowers what the text costs you to process, and that buys you time.

BMREE. XENRERECHA—AENEENTE. AEHFIERSIFMESR, BERET MOAIEXXREIAFMSZ,
XA RFEREIESE,

Notice what is not on that list: the ability to recall words from a page.

HERXMER LREN—T MNAE B2,
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PARTFIVE + RS

What | tell my own students to do instead
HABECFEREIN

e Build from the Academic Word List. 570 families is real, finite and defensible. Work through it in
context, not on flashcards alone. [

MERBRANF, 570 MAKREEN. BIRM. ZFEHN, BEERFEEEN], MARREREFR, M

e Learn families and collocations, not single words. Analyse, analysis, analytical, analytically,
analyst. Learn the shapes a word takes and the words it travels with.
FFARIEER, FERFHIT, Analyse. analysis. analytical. analytically. analysto iBE—MISTRA AT, UKk
EiE B HLE—RH M.

e Train paraphrase directly. Take any practice question, find the answer, then write out exactly how
the question wording differed from the text wording. Do this for every question you got wrong. It is the
highest-value exercise in Reading preparation and almost nobody does it.

BERIIFRNXMAE. BEE—EHIHE, HIER, AEEAENARSEXNARZENEREFE TR, S—EHEN
DX —IB, XEFREEPUENLLREES, M/LFEEAEM.

e Build a signposting inventory. Contrast, addition, example, sequence, correction, conclusion. Thirty
phrases learnt properly will do more for Listening Section 4 than a thousand nouns.
BU—HRTIAER, BT B B0, 0iFE. BE. B4, INEZE=1TMEIE, WIAHE 4 BoNESEL—F 13
1o

¢ Read and listen inside the recurring domains. Environment, education, technology, health,
history and archaeology, psychology, business. Not to predict the topic — to reduce what it costs you
when it appears.
EREHMAOMINFIEMR, T, HE. 8. BR. hES5Eh. OBF. g, FRATNRE, MR 7THRE
EHIEHREM HAE M

e Measure coverage, not count. The useful question is not “how many words do I know” but “how
much of an unseen academic passage can I follow without stopping?” At roughly 95 per cent coverage
you can read independently. Below that, you are rebuilding meaning from fragments — which is a
polite way of describing guesswork. [t [21 [3]

BEESE, MABRNLE. EEFRANRERE “WINRZDMNME , MR “—RELENFAXE, K MEEiEE
%7 7 BEFRKRLEXET 95% B, RABEMIZEIR, RFXNKE, (FARERARRERER—BRR B N—HER
5, 102103

PART SIX * SB7\&8%

Before you buy anything
TEfR{TEE 2 A0

Five questions. Ask them of my books too.

AN, EXNERECHB, MiEREXAm,

deencoxielts.com 6
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e Who published it? If the answer is not the British Council, IDP or Cambridge University Press &
Assessment, the word official on the cover carries no weight.

EHARAY? MRERZFEREXHHENS. IDP HEWFAF LIRS EITE, BHE LN “BER” —FMREERS

==K}

e What corpus was it built from, and how large? A credible resource names its source material
and its method. An honest one also names its limits.

EETHAIEHE, SIS X? IENHERSHAESHMERENMREE; MENZRERRARSHER,

e Does it teach word families and collocations, or single-word glosses?
EHBRIAGMER, ERARAL—ITPNXEN?

e Does it train paraphrase recognition, or only recall?
BIlEMERNXATIR, ERAREIF?

e Does it promise you a band score? Nobody can honestly make that promise. Vocabulary is one
input among several, and no book controls the others.

ERRRESEHIG? ZE AR XFEE, CRRSMARZ —, MEEEA—FBEEHEMEZR.

INSUMMARY -+ I\

Where | stand
E54: kR Y]

There is a core vocabulary. It has been measured. Roughly 3,000 word families for Listening,
4,000-5,000 for Academic Reading, and the 570 families of the Academic Word List are the most
valuable part of it. [11 [2] [3] [4]

BaliaiCHREFET. SEHREN: 772 3,000 Mk, FARZEHEIEL 4,000-5,000 1; HERSENENES, BFANERD
570 Mg, 1112103114

There is no official list, and there never has been one. What is sold as one is a general frequency

list, a repackaged Academic Word List, or somebody's editorial judgement wearing a confident title. [¢]
[71

BEEAIALR, MNRMEEE, BELAZHENERAR, AEERAMKR. EREENFERIER, HEFREBEIFEN
MM, [6117]

And this is not a vocabulary test. It is a comprehension test that uses vocabulary as its raw
material. Prepare for the comprehension, and the vocabulary will do its work.

ME, IRR—HACE R, ERLUIDCARMEIRIERENE R, BEREENEY, LEARLIFECHER.
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ik (RES)
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