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ABSTRACT 

 
A large receptive vocabulary could have a significant impact on scores in the IELTS Academic Reading 

test. However, the lack of official information about vocabulary in this test raises questions regarding how 
lexis is selected and approached in existing IELTS training materials. This paper evaluates three books 

issued by leading ELT publishers to assess how far they effectively help learn vocabulary for the 

Academic Reading test. First, the lexis in the test is identified based on what can be gleaned from official 

information and available research. Then, the three books are evaluated using a checklist of criteria 

relevant to the acquisition of this lexis. The results suggest that the materials investigated may not 

contribute enough towards the acquisition of vocabulary useful for success in the Academic Reading test. 

This paper offers some important insights into some shortcomings of current IELTS training materials 

and points to ways of surmounting them. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Passing IELTS Academic with an overall score of 7.0 (C1 on the Common European 

Framework of Reference (CEFR)) is a goal for many students worldwide. The IELTS 

(International English Language Testing System) Academic test is used by universities 

worldwide to determine whether candidates’ proficiency in English will enable them to 

study in English-medium environments. An IELTS score above 6.0 is usually required 

for admission. 

 

I.1. A strategy for success in IELTS 

Many candidates find themselves in the need of attaining an overall IELTS score that is 

above their current level of proficiency, in a limited period of time dictated by 

university application procedures. Candidates also tend to approach the exam with 

different levels of ability in the four language skills. As the overall IELTS score is the 

average of the scores attained in each of the four discrete skills tests that make up the 
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exam, good results in one or more tests can significantly raise overall exam scores. 

Thus, it can be a useful strategy to dedicate efforts to improving results in the test in 

which success is most likely. One of the tests in which candidates attain their highest 

scores, regardless of overall level (IELTS, 2020), is the Academic Reading (AR) paper. 

In AR, candidates must answer 40 questions about three long, real-world texts in one 

hour.  

One way of improving reading scores could be by developing receptive, or recognition, 

vocabulary knowledge. Research has established the key role of vocabulary knowledge 

in reading (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010; Nation, 2013; Schmitt, Jiang & 

Grabe, 2011) and relevant literature suggests that vocabulary can be learnt quite quickly 

for receptive purposes (Nation, 2013; Sökmen, 1997; Webb & Nation, 2017). Although 

not specifically assessed, knowledge of vocabulary seems to play a key role in the AR 

test. A close inspection of published practice testsi reveals that answering the majority 

of the questions requires the recognition of synonymy and paraphrase. Additionally, the 

length and density of the texts mean that a lack of vocabulary may constitute a major 

handicap in this high-stakes language examination. Therefore, increasing receptive 

vocabulary size could positively impact reading scores and as a consequence overall 

scores could be raised. 

 

I.2. Framing the problem 

In order to increase the size of candidates’ receptive vocabulary for success in IELTS 

AR, it is necessary to know what vocabulary is involved. However, guidance as to the 

vocabulary to study for IELTS AR is scarce. The test is not based on a set vocabulary 

syllabus, and the IELTS consortium divulges little information regarding vocabulary 

useful towards passing the test successfully. At the same time, existing literature on 

vocabulary in IELTS mainly regards the IELTS Speaking and Writing tests. At the 

same time, IELTS coursebooks usually include sections on vocabulary, and some 

textbooks dedicated to vocabulary for IELTS are also available. Given the dearth of 

research and information about vocabulary in this test, it is unclear how these materials 

are informed. Furthermore, recent literature suggests that coursebooks often seem to 
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lack a solid grounding in principle and familiarity with state-of-the-art research on 

vocabulary (Schmitt, 2019). 

 

I.3. Aim and scope 

This paper critically evaluates three books that claim to help learners acquire vocabulary 

towards IELTS. The aim of the study is to understand whether these books effectively 

provide exam candidates with the vocabulary they need for success in the AR test. To 

this purpose, a checklist was developed and used to evaluate how far the books address 

the features of AR vocabulary that can be gleaned from official information and 

available literature. The checklist also examines the books’ grounding in established 

pedagogical principle 

The outcome of the evaluation suggests that the books examined fall short of their 

claims due to their unsatisfactory grounding in research and pedagogical principle. This 

paper provides some important insights into the limitations of current vocabulary study 

materials for IELTS. The results presented here may usefully inform future IELTS 

vocabulary learning materials. 

 

II. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Although it is well-researched that vocabulary is crucial for reading (Alderson, 2000; 

Schmitt, Jiang & Grabe, 2011), this paper evidences that only a surprisingly small body 

of literature is available on vocabulary in the IELTS AR test. Nonetheless, relevant 

information about the lexis in the test can also be learnt from some studies on other 

aspects of IELTS. This section provides an overview of research that provides key 

insights into vocabulary in IELTS AR and that underpins the present investigation. 

 

II.1. Vocabulary and reading 

Research indicates that reading comprehension is dependent on high percentages of 

vocabulary knowledge (Hu & Nation, 2000; Milton, 2009). In fact, Alderson (2000, 

p.35) asserts that vocabulary knowledge is “the single best predictor of text 
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comprehension” among the many other variables that are also involved. Knowledge of 

vocabulary applied successfully to reading implies the possession of a large receptive 

lexicon, that is, a strong form-meaning knowledge (Schmitt, 2014). As aspects of 

deeper word knowledge such as morphology or collocation are provided or clarified by 

the context, depth of vocabulary knowledge may be of less relevance (Schmitt, 2014). 

However, phonological knowledge may be highly relevant to reading as phonological 

memory may play a greater role than has previously been considered (Lin, 2019; 

Milton, 2009; Walter, 2008) Awareness of derivation may also have a bearing on 

reading, as research indicates that knowledge of a stem word is no guarantee of 

recognition of its derived forms (Schmitt & Zimmerman, 2002). 

A further element of vocabulary knowledge that affects reading is formulaic language, 

that is, the tendency of vocabulary to take the shape of phraseological units of two or 

more words, rather than consist in single words connected syntactically (Schmitt, 2013). 

Martinez and Murphy (2011) showed that formulaic units can be the source of 

incomprehension, as they are often semantically opaque and readers may not recognize 

them as units of meaning. Thus, knowledge and awareness of formulaic language is key 

to successful reading.  

It would seem, therefore, that a good receptive knowledge of vocabulary should be 

highly useful towards passing the IELTS AR test. This lexicon should be composed of 

key individual words and opaque formulaic or multiword units (MWUs) (Martinez and 

Schmitt 2012). This strong sight knowledge should be supported by some aspects of 

deeper vocabulary knowledge such as phonology and morphology. 

 

II.2. Vocabulary and IELTS AR 

Vocabulary in IELTS has received little attention overall in the literature to date. 

However, a few specific studies are available. Bax (2013) found that successful AR 

candidates were more lexically proficient and better able to match words in the 

questions with synonyms in the text than less successful candidates. Milton, Wade & 

Hopkins (2010) correlated IELTS scores to vocabulary size test results, finding a very 

strong relationship between receptive vocabulary size and the AR test. Moreover, they 

found that 48% of variance in scores in this test can be explained by orthographic, or 
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sight, vocabulary size, making this the possibly most determining factor for success in 

the AR test. This suggests that attention to orthographic knowledge of vocabulary is 

highly relevant for the AR test. 

Relevant insights about vocabulary in IELTS AR can also be gained from work not 

specifically investigating vocabulary. In their study of how AR test materials are 

developed, Green and Hawkey (2011) show that source texts for AR reading passages 

tend to be more general than academic. Even after adaptation to the IELTS test format, 

the texts seem uncharacteristic of standard academic texts, as they contain larger than 

typical percentages of high-frequency vocabulary (Green & Hawkey, 2011; Weir 

Hawkey, Green, Unaldi & Devi, 2009). This suggests that focusing strictly on academic 

vocabulary is not useful when approaching the AR test. In fact, it can be deduced from 

Schmitt and Schmitt (2014) that concentrating on general high-to mid-frequency lexis 

would be more appropriate, as their seminal paper shows that this vocabulary tends to 

be prevalent in non-specialist, university-level texts. The relevance of these frequency 

levels is corroborated by the findings in Drummond (2018), which reveal that 

candidates attaining an overall IELTS score of 6.5 to 7.0 may have a vocabulary size 

that affords them approximately 90% text coverage. According to Schmitt and Schmitt 

(2014), such coverage is granted by knowledge of the first 3- to 4000 most frequent 

words in English, i.e. high- and early mid-frequency vocabulary. 

 

II.3. Vocabulary learning and published pedagogical materials 

Classroom experience and research show that many learners struggle to acquire 

substantial amounts of vocabulary, even over time (Henriksen and Danelund 2015), and 

often have a poor knowledge of high-frequency vocabulary (Lawley 2010). One reason 

for this situation may lie in the shortcomings of published learning materials. In his 

recent research agenda, Schmitt (2019) lists investigating why these materials so often 

do not reflect current vocabulary teaching principles. To mention just a few of the 

numerous studies that reveal such deficiencies, Lawley (2010) and Acosta Moncada et 

al. (2016) found that the coursebooks they analyzed dedicated a surprising amount of 

space to less frequent lexis, to the detriment of high-frequency vocabulary. O’Loughlin 

(2012) and Demetriou (2017) also found that extensively used coursebooks contained 
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little frequent vocabulary and overall approached it unsystematically, often only 

providing one encounter with the target items.  

Given these premises, prospects appear inauspicious also for published vocabulary-

learning materials aimed at IELTS. A few dedicated books are currently available on the 

market, as are some IELTS training materials that contain a section on vocabulary. 

These materials would seem to merit close inspection for a number of reasons. Firstly, 

they may effectively be the only existing guides to learning vocabulary for IELTS, 

given the dearth of research and information available on vocabulary and the exam. At 

the same time, this very lack of information gives rise to questions regarding how the 

pedagogical choices in these books are informed. Moreover, assessment materials such 

as those mentioned above outline potential weaknesses that should be verified also in 

these materials. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

This investigation sets out to answer the following research question: Are existing 

published vocabulary learning materials for IELTS useful towards increasing receptive 

vocabulary size with a view to successfully passing the AR test? In this section the 

methodology and the materials used to answer this question are described. 

 

III.1. The books evaluated 

Three books were selected for the present investigation (See Table 1). Four main criteria 

were used to select these books. Firstly, all three were issued by well-established 

English Language Teaching (ELT) publishers. This suggests that they are pedagogically 

sound and developed by experts in the field and therefore valid materials for IELTS 

candidates. Secondly, the presence on an international level of all three publishers 

means that the books are available to students in many countries and that it is therefore 

useful to examine their content. Thirdly, the three books have good face-value, in that 

they look clearly structured, cover a variety of IELTS topics, seem to present and 

practice vocabulary in contexts and exercises that are relevant to the exam, and provide 

an array of apparently useful ancillary material such as vocabulary lists, revision tests 
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and exam tips. A final criterion for selecting these books for evaluation was that they 

seem to be aimed at a target level of IELTS 6.0 and above, which tend to be the scores 

from which IELTS is accepted in university application processes around the world, 

thus making the books relevant to IELTS candidates. 

Table 1. The books evaluated. 

Title Authors Publisher 
Year of 

publication 

Referred to in 

text as 

Vocabulary for 

IELTS. Self-study 

vocabulary 

practice 

Cullen, P. 
Cambridge 

University Press 
2008 VFIS 

Focusing on 

IELTS Reading 

and Writing skills 

(2nd ed.) 

Lindeck, J., 

Greenwood, J., & 

O’Sullivan, K. 

Macmillan 

Education 

Australia 

2011 FIRW 

Vocabulary for 

IELTS 
Williams, A. Collins 2012 VFI 

 

All three books are directed at both IELTS Academic and IELTS General Training. 

VFIS (Cullen, 2008) and VFI (Williams, 2012) approach the target vocabulary 

topically, rather than by individual test. The items are presented and practiced in 

different exam-type contexts throughout the units, but no indication is provided as to 

which items or learning strategies might be specifically useful for each of the four 

different tests in the exam. FIRW (Lindeck, Greenwood & O’Sullivan, 2011) is aimed 

at developing reading and writing skills for IELTS. Vocabulary is dealt with in two 

brief subsections in the unit on reading, where some suggestions are made about 

identifying and learning useful lexis, but no specific words are taught.  

VFIS (Cullen, 2008) teaches about 1,211 lexical items including MWUs, organized into 

twenty topic-based units, with a test every five units. Lists of all the target items in each 

unit are provided at the back of the book. The vocabulary is taught through a variety of 

exercises including exam-type tasks, and listening and reading activities. A further five 

units close the book and focus on vocabulary learning skills, and on vocabulary for the 

Writing tests. The book boasts the label ‘CEF (Common European Framework) B2–

C1’, but it is not clear whether these are starting-out or target levels. 
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VFI (Williams, 2012) covers about 277 different words through 18 topic-based units, 

with two revision units. The input does not include MWUs, and a complete word list is 

not supplied. By contrast, the book provides a list of common collocations for most of  

the target vocabulary. Each input unit focuses on 14-15 words connected to the unit 

topic. The target words are presented at the beginning of every unit using a dictionary-

entry format for each word, providing part of speech, a definition and one or two 

example sentences. The subsequent sections of each unit practice these words through a 

variety of exercises, including listening, reading and exam-type tasks. The book targets 

students at an IELTS level of 5.0 - 5.5 who are aiming at a score of 6.0+. 

FIRW approaches vocabulary for the Reading tests in two subsections (Lindeck, et al., 

2011). Building up your vocabulary (pp.43-44) offers some brief suggestions on how to 

learn vocabulary in general and what type of lexis to look out for. In Identifying how 

words relate to each other (pp.44-47) learners are advised to notice relationships 

between words such as hyponymy, meronymy and collocation. The aim of these 

subsections is therefore not to teach a specific list of words, but rather to outline some 

useful strategies to learn vocabulary for IELTS Reading. No level is specified, but the 

presence of lengthy explanations and the choice of language used seem to target 

students beyond an intermediate level of proficiency. 

 

III.2. The checklist 

A simple checklist was developed to analyse the usefulness of the three books towards 

learning vocabulary that will help pass the AR test at a band level above 6.0 (See Table 

2).  

Table 2. Checklist for evaluation 

CHECKLIST 

1. Does the book teach the 1 – 8000 most frequent words in English, including multiword units (MWUs)? 

2. Is the vocabulary-learning program clearly defined? 

3. Is a strong form-meaning knowledge developed? 

4. Is morphology addressed? 

5. Is phonology addressed? 

6. Is synonymy and antonymy addressed? 
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7. Are clear explanations provided regarding how to use the book? 

8. Is feedback provided? 

9. Is repetition facilitated and encouraged? 

10. Are vocabulary learning strategies suggested? 

 

The checklist takes inspiration from materials analyses such as Tomlinson and 

Masuhara (2013), Tomlinson (2010), and Reinders and Lewis (2006) and the questions 

are grounded in the following pedagogical and theoretical principles: 

• frequency should be a key consideration when selecting vocabulary 

(Nation, 2013; Schmitt, 2008). 

• vocabulary does not only involve individual words (Martinez & Schmitt, 

2012) 

• receptive vocabulary knowledge includes morphological and 

phonological awareness (Walter, 2008; Gardner, 2013) 

• learners need to be aware of the dimensions of the task ahead in order to 

set targets and plan their work (Dörnyei, 2001; Little, 2003; Schmitt 

2008) 

• autonomous learning strategies need to be fostered as the classroom 

typically does not afford sufficient time to deal with the amount of 

learning required (Webb & Nation, 2017). 

 

III.3. Procedure 

The target words in VFIS (Cullen, 2008) are listed at the back of the book, while in VFI 

(Williams, 2012) they are at the beginning of each unit. These words were counted 

using the Microsoft Word word count tool in order to determine the books’ learning 

load. As this tool cannot identify formulaic units as single lexical items, the components 

of the phrases and two-word compounds in VFIS (Cullen, 2008) were counted as 

individual words. This was not considered a miscount, as many of these components are 

also dealt with individually in the books. Furthermore, many of the formulaic units 
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covered are semantically transparent, making it useful to understand their individual 

components. Nonetheless, the phrases and compounds were also counted as individual 

units, totalling 300. 

In order to establish the levels of frequency of the vocabulary in VFIS (Cullen, 2008) 

and VFI (Williams, 2012), all the words were processed through the frequency analysis 

tool Compleat Web VP BNC-COCA 1-25 (Cobb, n.d.). This web tool matches the 

words inputted to corpus-based frequency lists, identifying the level of frequency of 

each word. Some of the words used as examples in FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011) were 

also profiled on this tool. The phrases in VFIS (Cullen, 2008) were checked manually 

against the PHRASE list (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012).This is a list of the 505 most 

frequent semantically non-transparent MWUs in English. The aim was to assess the 

usefulness of the phrases included, given the relevance of frequency to vocabulary 

learning. The results and implications of this frequency profiling are discussed in 

Section IV below 

  

IV. THE EVALUATION: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Having examined the books known as VFIS (Cullen, 2008), VFI (Williams, 2012) and 

FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011), the results obtained can be observed in Table 3 below. 

Table 3. Results of the evaluation. 

 VFIS 

(Cullen, 

2008) 

FIRW 

(Lindeck et 

al., 2011) 

VFI 

(Williams, 

2012) 

1. Does the book teach the 1 – 8000 most frequent 

words in English, including multiword units 

(MWUs)? 

   

2. Is the vocabulary-learning program clearly 

defined? 

   

3. Is a strong form-meaning knowledge developed?   (✓) 

4. Is morphology addressed? (✓) (✓) (✓) 
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5. Is phonology addressed? (✓)  (✓) 

6. Is synonymy and antonymy addressed? (✓) ✓ (✓) 

7. Are clear explanations provided regarding how to 

use the book? 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

8. Is feedback provided? ✓ (✓) ✓ 

9. Is repetition facilitated and encouraged? (✓)  (✓) 

10. Are vocabulary learning strategies suggested? (✓) (✓) (✓) 

 

IV.1. Question 1: Does the book teach the 1 – 8000 most frequent words in English, 

including MWUs? 

As argued above, the AR passages can be predicted to require knowledge of high- to 

mid-frequency vocabulary, i.e. the 8,000 most frequent words in English. Since research 

has established that language is highly formulaic, and that opaque formulaic units can 

challenge reading comprehension, knowledge of MWUs (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012) at 

similar levels of frequency should also be necessary. 

The vocabulary profiles of the words in VFIS and VFI show that they largely belong to 

the appropriate frequency range. However, the books only target a small number of 

vocabulary items. No explanation is provided as to the choice of these particular items, 

no reference is made to the (rest of the) 8,000 most frequent words in English, and the 

concept of frequency and its key role as identifier of usefulness (Schmitt, 2010) is not 

mentioned. 

FIRW indirectly refers to frequency by dividing vocabulary into versatile words 

(Lindeck et al., 2011, p.43) which “can be used in many different contexts”, and specific 

words (Lindeck et al., 2011, p.43) “[of] very limited use, as they are usually used in one 

field or context only”. The vocabulary profile of the example versatile words reveals 

that they fall into the 1-5k range, i.e. high- to mid-frequency according to Schmitt and 

Schmitt (2014). Thus, versatile would seem a suitable name for these words, and, given 

their relevance for the AR test, prompting students to learn them is clearly appropriate. 

However, learners are again not informed of how many versatile words there are in 



Learning vocabulary for IELTS Academic Reading: An evaluation of some pedagogical materials 

 

Language Value 13(1), 78–102 http://www.languagevalue.uji.es 89 

English, nor that research-based, pedagogical lists of versatile words exist and are 

available free of cost on the web, for example the frequency lists published on Compleat 

Lextutor (n.d.).  

VFIS (Cullen, 2008) includes 50 MWUs, and VFI (Williams, 2012) none. Of the 

MWUs in VFIS (Cullen, 2008), only 15 appear in the PHRASE list (Martinez & 

Schmitt, 2012). Why such a large amount of low-frequency phrases are included is 

unclear, particularly as high frequency formulaic units are often poorly known even at 

more advanced levels (Martinez & Murphy, 2011). FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011) touches 

on formulaic language in the section on collocation, which is part of a larger section 

discussing word relationships. Being able to identify these is presented as an important 

reading skill. Collocations are initially approached as a two-word pair phenomenon, 

with examples such as ask a question, interested in (Lindeck et al., 2011, p.47). 

Subsequently, formulaic units, such as hold the key or facing stiff competition, are 

shown as further examples of collocation (Lindeck et al., 2011, p.47). Given their 

semantic opacity, these phrases qualify as MWUs and could therefore more profitably 

approached as units of meaning rather than as a sequence of related words (Martinez & 

Schmitt, 2012). No distinction is made between the two types of formulaic unit and no 

indication is given as to which might be more relevant to learn for reading purposes (i.e. 

MWUs). 

 

IV.2. Question 2: Is the vocabulary-learning programme clearly defined? 

Setting goals is key towards ensuring a principled and systematic learning program,e 

(Nation, 2013), determining the scope of the task (Schmitt, 2008), developing and 

maintaining motivation (Dörnyei, 2001), and supporting autonomous learning (Little, 

2003). VFIS (Cullen, 2008) and VFI (Williams, 2012), however, outline their 

vocabulary-learning programmes only in very broad terms. VFIS “aims to extend and 

improve the accuracy of your vocabulary and help you prepare for the IELTS test” 

(Cullen, 2008, p.4), while VFI claims to help “improve your vocabulary when preparing 

for the IELTS examination” (Williams, 2012, p.4). Close inspection of the contents 

reveals that neither book explicitly states exactly how many words they teach nor why 

these words should be learnt. In fact, in the two chapters on vocabulary learning skills 
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(21 and 22), VFIS suggests acquiring further, non-specified vocabulary beyond the 

book’s word list (Cullen, 2008). Thus, the dimensions and the exact composition of the 

learning programme are not clear. 

FIRW does not quantify vocabulary learning aims. Instead, learners seem to be invited 

to build up an IELTS lexicon through reading generally (Lindeck, et al., 2011) p.44). 

This seems an impractical suggestion for time-strapped IELTS candidates, as research 

has amply proven that incidental learning of vocabulary through reading yields far 

smaller and slower results than intentional word learning (File & Adams, 2010; Laufer, 

2003; Webb & Nation, 2017). IELTS candidates cannot afford to spend time on 

undefined learning programmes with no clear predicted outcome. 

A further problem regarding the definition of the learning programme in these books is 

that learners are not advised to identify where their vocabulary knowledge intersects 

with the books’ syllabuses. Only advanced learners are advised to begin study of each 

block of five units in VFIS (Cullen, 2008) by taking its corresponding vocabulary test. 

The assumption seems to be that learners at lower levels are unlikely to be familiar with 

most or any of the words in the book. This is not necessarily the case: research suggests 

that learners do not acquire vocabulary linearly, but rather according to their needs and 

to the language they are exposed to (Schmitt, 2019). As discussed above, textbooks 

often focus more on low-frequency vocabulary than on high-frequency lexis (Lawley, 

2010; O’Loughlin, 2012). Thus, determining their distance from the target is useful for 

all learners. However, to achieve this, they must be informed of the dimensions of the 

task and be provided with the means to assess their position with respect to the target. 

None of the books afford this support satisfactorily. 

 

IV.3. Question 3: Is a strong form-meaning knowledge developed? 

Schmitt (2014) claims that a receptive lexicon useful for reading involves a strong form-

meaning knowledge. To this purpose, learners need to recognize word form and connect 

it with its meaning, and re-encounter target items repeatedly at spaced intervals (Webb 

& Nation, 2017). Recent literature consistently recommends the use of flashcards to 

develop form-meaning knowledge (Gardner, 2013; Nation, 2013, Webb & Nation, 

2017), as cards allow manipulation such as randomization and reshuffling (Ballance & 
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Cobb, 2018). Bilingual L1–L2 word cards have been found to be particularly conducive 

to learning (Schmitt, 2008, Webb & Nation, 2017). 

None of the books in this evaluation focuses explicitly on developing form-meaning 

knowledge nor mention bilingual word pair learning nor flashcards. VFI (Williams, 

2012) can be seen to facilitate form-meaning knowledge in that it presents the target 

words in the dictionary-entry format of word plus brief definition, but not so repeated 

retrieval and manipulation. VFIS (Cullen, 2008) prefers a word list, without providing 

meaning or guidance for learning it, and in spite of the risk of serial learning induced by 

the list format (Nation and Webb 2011). FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011) might have been 

ideally positioned to advise students to use flashcards, as its vocabulary section consists 

in suggestions for learning vocabulary. It does not mention flashcards, however, and 

instead discusses guessing from context and dictionary use to discover meaning, which 

are reading skills rather than ways to learn vocabulary. 

 

IV.4. Question 4: Is morphology addressed? 

Awareness of morphology can help increase vocabulary size and the recognition of lexis 

(Gardner, 2013, p.131). Awareness of derivation is particularly relevant for reading, as 

research has shown that derived forms may not be understood, despite knowledge of 

stem forms (Schmitt & Zimmerman, 2002). Morphology is dealt with in a variety of 

ways in the three books, although overall a lack of underlying systematicity is apparent. 

VFIS (Cullen, 2008) draws attention to aspects of morphology in page margin notes 

randomly placed through the units. For example, “prefixes can help you work out the 

meaning of unknown words” (Cullen, 2008, p.113). Students are invited to find 

derivations for words learnt and to record them in a table, and word-family table 

completion exercises appear at different points in the book. The word list includes 

derived forms for at least 112 stem words, but attention is not specifically drawn to this 

relationship, and it is not clear why these particular words and forms have been selected 

and not others. 

VFI (Williams, 2012) provides inflections for the nouns and verbs covered in every 

unit, and also dedicates some attention to affixation via exercises and Exam tip boxes in 

page margins. However, the importance of these concepts for vocabulary development 
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is not explicitly addressed. By contrast, FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011) mentions the 

importance of affixation for guessing the meaning of unknown words. Unfortunately, 

prefixes are defined as “usually show[ing] the opposite or a contrast” (Lindeck et al., 

2011, p.51), while suffixes are defined as “chang[ing] the word form” (Lindeck et al., 

2011, p.51). These are, to say the least, incomplete and infelicitous explanations.  

Overall, morphology is addressed to some extent in all three books, but without the 

systematic, explicit attention it requires. 

 

IV.5. Question 5: Does the book address phonology? 

Phonology is usually assumed to regard speaking and listening. This may explain why it 

is not addressed in FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011), which focuses on reading and writing. 

However, some research suggests that phonology is highly relevant for reading, 

particularly for speakers of languages with alphabetic orthography. Walter (2008) 

argues that words read are stored first in the phonological loop rather than in the 

visuospatial sketchpad. Milton (2009) claims that it is strongly possible that the phonic 

representation of words is far more significant than their written form for the mental 

lexicon of most learners. Furthermore, it seems that it is the specific prosodic features of 

formulaic sequences which identifies them as linguistic units, to the point that Lin 

(2019, p.90) suggests that they would be better treated as “strings of sounds rather than 

strings of words”. 

Of the three books, VFIS dedicates most attention to pronunciation, including one 

pronunciation exercise in each of twelve units, which focuses on individual sounds, 

minimal pairs and stress patterns. The exercises always have an audio component. 

Learning the pronunciation of a word is listed as one of the steps in the general word-

learning plan outlined in Unit 22, and the word list at the back of the book provides the 

phonemic transcription for each individual word, but not for the MWUs. This is 

unfortunate, as Lin (2012) suggests that learning MWUs as sound units facilitates the 

learning and retention of the phrases and can contribute towards greater reading fluency. 

VFI (Williams, 2012) only touches on pronunciation in Unit 4 (stress patterns), Unit 8 

(/s/ vs /z/), Unit 12 (“problem consonants”, p.53) and Unit 16 (/ǝ/). A brief exercise is 

included that uses the book CD. Phonemic transcriptions or audio tracks of the target 
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words are not provided. Thus, phonology is addressed summarily in VFIS (Cullen, 

2008), minimally in VFI (Williams, 2012) and not at all in FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011). 

 

IV.6. Question 6: Is synonymy and antonymy addressed? 

Bax (2013) stressed the value of attending to synonymy when preparing for IELTS, and 

practice materiali endorsed by IELTS reveals that recognition of synonymy is highly 

relevant in order to answer questions in the AR test. VFI (Williams, 2012) explicitly 

draws attention to synonymy in units 2 and 14. However, work is limited to one or two 

exercises, with no suggestions for how to build up a lexicon of synonyms or what words 

to concentrate on. VFIS (Cullen, 2008) regularly includes exercises that require 

identifying synonyms in a text or finding synonyms for words extracted from a text, but 

never mentions the specific importance of synonymy for the AR test. By contrast, 

FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011) dedicates a whole section to synonymy and antonymy, 

where it defines the concept and explains the importance of being able to identify 

synonyms and antonyms in text and questions in the AR test, and provides examples of 

both types of word relation. Prefixes are underlined as frequent identifiers of antonymy, 

but suffixes (e.g. useful-useless) are not mentioned. Techniques are not suggested for 

developing a lexicon of synomyms and antonyms, as could be keeping tables of word 

families, or making mindmaps, and this seems an opportunity missed in this guide to 

building up vocabulary for the AR test. 

 

IV.7. Question 7: Are clear explanations provided regarding how to use the book? 

Nation (2011) posits that the focus of a vocabulary learning programme should be more 

on learning than on teaching vocabulary. This suggests that self-study plays a major role 

in this learning process, also considering that classroom time is too limited to ensure 

large amounts of vocabulary learning (Webb & Nation, 2017). In their list of features of 

good self-study materials, Reinders and Lewis (2006) include the need for clear 

explanations on how to use them. It therefore seems appropriate to critically assess 

whether, how and how much learners are guided in using the books investigated here. 
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Both VFIS (Cullen, 2008) and VFI (Williams, 2012) provide detailed suggestions for 

how to work through the units, using the ancillary materials (word list, tests and 

reference section in VFIS; collocations list and revision units in VFI) and keeping a 

vocabulary notebook. FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011), by contrast, limits instructions for 

using the book to one paragraph where learners are advised to do all the exercises 

provided. They are also told that they can “easily select the particular sections to study 

based on [their] specific needs” (Lindeck et al., 2011, p.V). A useful improvement 

would be to supply tools to help learners identify these needs. However, this would only 

be helpful if clear vocabulary learning targets were identified previously, and this does 

not occur, as has been discussed with regard to question 2 above. 

 

IV.8. Question 8: Does the book provide feedback? 

Feedback is a key factor in learning, as it facilitates self-evaluation and fosters 

motivation (Dörnyei, 2001). In all three materials analyzed here, feedback can be 

obtained from the answer keys provided at the end of each book. FIRW (Lindeck et al., 

2011) offers no further occasions for feedback, while in VFIS (Cullen, 2008) and VFI 

(Williams, 2012) many of the learning tips found in the units can be viewed as indirect 

feedback, as they can stimulate reflection. The five tests in VFIS (Cullen, 2008) and the 

two revision units in VFI (Williams, 2012) are further sources of feedback. Some check 

questions at the end of each unit, or a plan of expanded rehearsal (Schmitt, 2010) could 

be useful additions to develop the feedback features in these books. 

 

IV.9. Question 9: Is repetition facilitated and encouraged? 

Repeatedly meeting a new word strengthens knowledge of and about it (Nation, 2013; 

Webb & Nation, 2017). Although there is no agreement in the literature as to how many 

revisitations of a lexical item are necessary in order to learn it (see Schmitt (2007) for 

some possible numbers of repetitions), systematic revision sessions are necessary, as 

research shows that forgetting begins shortly after the end of a learning session 

(Schmitt, 2007).  
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Basic repetition tools are provided in VFIS (Cullen, 2008) in the shape of regularly 

spaced vocabulary tests –one test every five units, for a total of five tests– while VFI 

(Williams, 2012) provides two tests, after the first and last ten units. Aside from this, 

there are few further opportunities for revisiting vocabulary, as only a handful of target 

words ever appear more than once in these books. By contrast, revisiting vocabulary is 

recommended in the two-page how to use the book sections of both volumes, although 

no guidance is provided as to how or how often to do it. Repetition is neither mentioned 

nor facilitated in FIRW (Lindeck et al., 2011). It would therefore appear that the books 

investigated here do not offer sufficiently structured recycling programmes. 

 

IV.10. Question 10: Are vocabulary learning strategies suggested? 

Memorization and retrieval techniques play a key role in retention of vocabulary (Ellis, 

2001). Moreover, research indicates that successful learners seem to use a variety of 

vocabulary learning strategies, and therefore explicit instruction of these techniques 

could be beneficial (Chacón-Beltrán, 2018). In Unit 22, VFIS (Cullen, 2008) proposes 

the following sequence of learning steps, illustrated with example words and exercises: 

find out the meaning and the different forms of a word, learn its pronunciation and how 

to spell it; use the word, remember the context, apply spelling rules (Cullen, 2008, 

pp.114-116). The book can therefore be said to provide a framework for learning the 

basic aspects of a word, i.e. form, meaning, and use. Curiously, the examples and 

exercises that illustrate each step do not use vocabulary taught in the book. This word-

learning plan could usefully be moved to the beginning of the book, focusing it on the 

book’s word list, thus furnishing learners with a practical strategy for setting out to learn 

the target vocabulary. The plan should include concrete learning techniques for 

memorizing, retaining and retrieving the new vocabulary. 

FIRW usefully suggests trying different strategies to decide which are more effective 

(Lindeck et al., 2011, p.43). Further useful suggestions are using target words in a 

written sentence, checking their pronunciation and then saying them out loud 

repeatedly, and learning to distinguish between frequent and less frequent words. 

Learners are also advised to guess meaning from context and check the accuracy of the 

guess at a later stage, which is again more of a reading strategy than a technique for 
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“building up your vocabulary”, as the section heading would have it (Lindeck et al., 

2011, p. 43). Other essential word-learning methods are not mentioned, such as 

memorization and retrieval techniques. No activities for trying out the proposed 

techniques are included, and no tools are suggested that can help learners record, 

memorize and retrieve new vocabulary. 

VFI (Williams, 2012) makes brief but frequent suggestions for vocabulary learning 

throughout the book in the ‘Exam tip’ boxes, such as studying example sentences or 

learning the different parts of speech of a new word. Curiously, here too the strategies 

are not applied to the vocabulary syllabus in the book, but seem to be aimed at a broader 

and undefined vocabulary learning program. The suggestions in the tip boxes might 

more usefully be related to the target vocabulary in the units, facilitating its learning, 

recycling and retrieval. 

As can be seen, the learning strategies proposed in all three books are suitable for long-

term study programs. This seems an impractical approach for IELTS materials, since 

studying for IELTS typically takes place within a short time span. Student life is 

articulated by a variety of short-term deadlines, such as those imposed by university 

application and admission procedures, which usually include presenting IELTS scores 

by a given date. The provision of a framework for short-term vocabulary learning would 

be desirable in materials that claim to prepare for IELTS. Such a framework could 

consist in the deliberate learning of form-meaning pairs from word cards and word lists. 

The literature shows that this is a highly effective way of quickly acquiring significant 

amounts of vocabulary, particularly if the word lists are bilingual (Elgort, 2011; Laufer 

& Shmueli, 1997, Schmitt, 2008, Webb & Nation, 2017). 

 

V. CONCLUSIONS 

This study set out to investigate whether three vocabulary learning books for IELTS 

issued by authoritative publishers could be considered effectively useful towards 

passing the AR test successfully. The outcome of the evaluation performed suggests the 

contrary. None of the books make a clear case as to what vocabulary is necessary for 

IELTS AR, nor how much of it can be learnt by using the materials. At the same time, 

the vocabulary addressed seems to be the result of an insufficiently informed and 
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incomplete selection, as no mention is made of relevant frequency levels, target 

vocabulary size or text coverage afforded. Schmitt (2019) identified the need for current 

vocabulary materials to be more systematic and principle-based. He also pointed at the 

key role of materials writers as the most appropriate players to develop pedagogically 

sound vocabulary learning programmes, as teachers tend to be time-strapped and unable 

to keep up with state-of -the art research. The results of this study confirm Schmitt’s 

research agenda and lay bare the urgent need for appropriate vocabulary materials for 

IELTS study. 

This paper identifies relevant issues regarding vocabulary learning materials for IELTS, 

in particular the need for materials to use a principled approach, grounded in research. 

They also need to outline clear learning objectives based on the effective requirements 

of the exam. A limitation of this study is the lack of a more precise knowledge of the 

features of the vocabulary typical of AR texts. As an independent study not funded or 

endorsed by IELTS, access to authentic IELTS exam materials was impossible. Future 

research could usefully investigate a statistically significant sample of AR passages, 

making it possible to provide IELTS candidates with evidence-based vocabulary 

learning goals. 

 

Notes 

i Cambridge University Press publishes past IELTS papers on a more or less annual basis in their IELTS 

Practice Tests volumes. A practice test is also available on https://www.ielts.org/ 
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