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Abstract

Academic vocabulary serves as the core of academic writing. The level of applica-
tion directly determines the standardization and professionalism of academic texts.
Besides, it directly determining the standardization and logic of academic texts. As
the opening section of an academic thesis, introduction part reflects students’ aca-
demic expression ability through the usage of academic vocabulary. The study used
40 undergraduate thesis introductions as research materials. It takes the Coxhead
Academic Word Lists (AWL) as the criterion, and applies the AntConc 3.5.7 corpus
tool to explore students’ academic vocabulary usage characteristics. The results
show that the frequency of AWL academic vocabulary usage among students is
9.98%, but the coverage rate is only 1.70%. Students have acquired solid basic ap-
plication abilities in high-frequency core vocabulary. They do not have significant

collocation or part of speech errors. However, they have obvious drawbacks in ad-
vanced applications, manifested in the homogenization of high-frequency word us-
age and insufficient expansion of word sub-lists. Moreover, the study proposes
some teaching suggestions for improving the quality and efficiency of academic
writing teaching in English majors provides empirical evidence.
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1. Introduction

From a knowledge perspective, knowing a word mean to understand its usage in specific authentic context (Lawrence
et al., 2022). Academic vocabulary serves as a bridge between basic vocabulary and specialized terminology. It is
characterized by its interdisciplinarity, abstractness, and standardization. Besides, it also serves as a crucial element
for conveying academic ideas, logical reasoning, and textual cohesion (Coxhead, 2000; Warnby, 2023). The intro-
duction part servees as the foundation of an acadmic thesis.It should contain research background, research probles,
research objectives and significance. The usage of academic vocabulary level in introduction part directly reflects
learners’ academic expression ability and academic literacy. Developing academic writing skills is an important goal
of English teaching. Compared to non-English majors, English majors have stronger language foundation. The limi-
tation for them to use academic vocabulary is advanced application skills rather than basic collocation skills.

At present, domestic academic vocabulary research generally focuses on analyzing non-English majors in collo-
cation errors and incorrect use of parts of speech (Wang, 2011; Li, 2013). The studies usually lay particular emphasis
on the basic usage characteristics of the entire thesis. There are few studies specifically focus on English major
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students. And alos, there is a lack of empirical research on the advanced application of academic vocabulary in in-
troductory discourse. In addition, traditional research often relies on manual analysis rather than corpus tools. It may
affect the objectivity and accuracy of the results.

Therefore, this study analyzed 40 introductions of undergraduate these. AntConc is the tool for analyzing corpus
data. It investigates student’s usage of academic vocabulary from four dimensions: the frequency of use, the distri-
bution of word sublists, the basic application, and the advanced application. It aims to identify weaknesses and causes
of students’ usage of academic vocabulary and provide guidance for improving the quality of English majors’ aca-
demic writing.

2. Research Design
2.1 Research corpus

The corpus is build up with 40 introductions in academic thesis. The topic of these academic theses includes literature,
linguistics, and translation. All texts are original works from course assignment theses. The texts contained plagiarism,
excessive grammatical errors, or fewer than 300 words were eliminated after screening. Finally, the corpus consists
of 15,614 words, averaging about 390 per academic thesis. It meets the requirements for writing the introduction part
in an academic thesis and reflects senior English majors’ ability of using academic vocabulary. All texts were con-
verted into plain text files. Spelling was standardized. Punctuation, annotations, and other non-lexical items were
removed before analysis.

2.2 Research Tools and Standards

The study employs AntConc 3.5.7 as the core corpus analysis tool. By utilizing its functions such as word frequency
statistics, retrieval, and morphological retrieval, AntConc achieves operations like academic vocabulary frequency
statistics, contextual analysis, and word list expansion retrieval. The AWL compiled by Coxhead encompasses 570
core academic words, categorized into 10 word sublists. It serves as the criterion for determining academic vocabu-
lary and possesses strong interdisciplinary generality. It is also an authoritative reference standard for academic vo-
cabulary research.

2.3 Research Methods and Procedures

The study adopts a quantitative research method. Combining research objectives, it primarily investigates the follow-
ing three issues: AWL academic vocabulary usage frequency and coverage; AWL distribution characteristics and list
expansion rate; Verification of students’ basic application ability of high-frequency core vocabulary. Basic applica-
tion ability was operationalized as correct use of fixed prepositional collocations and part-of-speech distinctions for
high-frequency AWL words (frequency >10). Advanced application ability was measured through word list expan-
sion rate (percentage of derivatives used relative to core words), lexical diversity (type-token ratio), and use of low-
frequency AWL sublists (9-10).

Firstly, the collected corpus is preprocessed to generate a standardized corpus. Then, the AntConc is used to gen-
erate word frequency statistics to screen out AWL academic vocabulary and to calculate usage frequency and cover-
age. Next, academic vocabulary is classified according to the AWL word-lists standards, which aims to analyze the
distribution of word sublists. Fourthly, the basic usage standardization of students’ high-frequency core vocabulary
is verified through the retrieval function. Finally, the causes of the problems are analyzed based on the research
results.

3. Research Results and Analysis
3.1 AWL Academic Vocabulary Frequency and Coverage

AntConc word frequency statistics reveal that the total frequency of AWL academic vocabulary across 40 introduc-
tions is 1,559, accounting for 9.98%. All students used academic vocabulary in their writing, which indicating that
English majors have awareness and foundation of using academic vocabulary. However, the number of unique aca-
demic vocabulary words is only 266, with a type-token ratio of 1.7% for AWL vocabulary. It indicates the limitation
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of lexical diversity, which means the students have not fully tapped the resources of the AWL vocabulary list and
rely excessively on a limited number of high-frequency words. Meanwhile, there are significant individual differ-
ences among students. Some with the highest frequency of academic vocabulary usage reaching 80 times and the
lowest only 11 times. It reflects the imbalance in students’ academic vocabulary reserves and application abilities.

3.2 Distribution characteristics of AWL academic vocabulary word sublists

Based on the content of AWL, the distribution of student academic vocabulary word sublists shows significant im-
balances. Sublist 1, sublist 2, and sublist 3 are the three word sublists with the highest usage frequency. Totaling 931
occurrences and accounting for 59.7% of the total frequency, exceeding half of the total. The core vocabulary of
sublist 1, such as “analysis,” “focus”, and “approach” is primarily used for expressing research analysis and research
methods. The core vocabulary of sublist 2, such as “theory” and “principle” is often used for elaborating theoretical
frameworks. The core vocabulary of sublist 3, such as “strategies” and “elements” mainly expresses research strate-
gies and elements. The core vocabulary of these three word sublists highly aligns with the core requirements of
introduction writing. In contrast, sublist 9 and 10 have extremely low usage frequencies. It accounts for only 3.33%
and 0.77% respectively, for a combined total of less than 5%. The core vocabulary of these word sublists, such as
“visual” “media” and “technology” is often used for content expression with strong contextualization. However,
students lack sufficient reserves and application of these words. Besides, the zero usage of some AWL vocabulary in
the corpus further indicates the limitations of student’ academic vocabulary reserves.

3.3. Analysis of basic application ability of high-frequency core vocabulary

Contextual retrieval and analysis were conducted on 20 high-frequency core vocabulary words (e.g. “analysis”, “strat-
egies” “focus”, “principle”) with a frequency of >10 in the corpus. The results showed that students made no signif-
icant errors in the basic application of high-frequency core vocabulary. They were able to grasp the fixed prepositional
collocations and part of speech differences of core vocabulary in a standardized manner. Manual verification of all
1559 AWL occurrences revealed zero instances of basic collocation errors such as “analysis on” or “strategires to +
noun”, nor did they make errors due to confusion between parts of speech and similar-looking words, such as “make
an analysis” or “the principle of the theory.” For instance, all students were able to correctly use core collocations
such as “analysis of”, “strategies for”, “focus on”, and “the principle of” accurately distinguishing between the part
of speech differences of “analysis” (noun) and “analyze” (verb), and “principle” (noun) and “principal” (adjective).
The result indicates that senior English majors have overcome the weaknesses of basic collocation and possess a solid
foundation in the application of academic vocabulary, which laid the groundwork for the improvement of higher
application abilities.

3.4 Analysis of advanced application ability of academic vocabulary

Although students performed well in basic academic vocabulary use, they showed notable weaknesses in the ad-
vanced use of academic vocabulary. The specific manifestations are as follows: the expansion of word sublists is
insufficient, and the usage frequency of derivatives or synonyms is extremely low. A morphological retrieval analysis
was conducted on the three most frequently used word sublists (sublist1, sublist 2, sublist 3). The results indicate that
students’ mastery of AWL word sublists remains at the “single-point memory of core vocabulary” level, which leads
to an extremely low rate of expansion. They are unable to use academic vocabulary flexibly with similar meanings
to express their viewpoints. In addition, they have not formed an overall cognition of “core vocabulary-derivatives”
or “core vocabulary-synonyms” word sublists. It leads to a narrow range of academic vocabulary use and fails to
fully leverage the value of AWL word-list vocabulary resources.

4. Discussion
4.1 The Causes of Lack of Advanced Academic Vocabulary Application Ability

The weaknesses in English majors’ advanced use of academic vocabulary result from several factors, such as teaching,
learning, cognition, and language input. First of all, the academic vocabulary teaching model is rigid. Academic
writing teaching for English majors still centers around “basic collocation rules + part of speech differentiation”. It
lacks the awareness of cultivating advanced application abilities. Targeted teaching methods, such as synonym
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network construction, overall word-list learning, and vocabulary-syntax integration are not implemented. Besides,the
teaching content is disconnected from students’ advanced developmental needs. Secondly, students’ learning meth-
ods are improper. They still adopt a mechanical, single-point memorization approach of “vocabulary + Chinese def-
inition”, without constructing a systematic vocabulary network and word list cognitive system. Vocabulary learning
is disconnected from context and syntax. It results in an inability to flexibly apply vocabulary. Students exhibit cog-
nitive biases is also one of the factors. Some students equate the core requirements of academic writing with “gram-
matical correctness and standard collocations”. However, it lacks awareness of advanced expression requirements
such as “rich vocabulary, precise expression, and professional syntax”. In writing, they adopt a mindset of “seeking
stability rather than excellence” and deliberately repeat familiar high-frequency vocabulary. Finally, there is insuffi-
cient input of authoritative academic texts. Students’ daily reading is mainly focused on textbooks and course papers.
They do not have enough exposure to authoritative journal articles. Moreover, their reading is centered on content
comprehension, without deliberate analysis and accumulation of advanced usage patterns of academic vocabulary.
As a result, they are unable to transform reading input into writing output.

4.2 Research Implications

The findings of the study indicate that the academic vocabulary usage issues among senior English majors have
shifted from basic errors to higher-order shortcomings. It suggests that academic writing instruction should break
away from the traditional model of emphasizing basics and neglecting high-order skills. Besides, teachers should
incorporate the cultivation of high-order academic vocabulary into core teaching content. In vocabulary teaching, the
method of memorizing vocabulary mechanically should be abandoned. The emphasis of teaching should be placed
on constructing a systematic vocabulary cognitive system. It should shift from single-point memory to network con-
struction and from core word memorization to overall cognition of word sublists. Simultaneously, context-based
teaching should be strengthened. In order to improve students’ ability to use vocabulary in real context, academic
vocabulary, introduction writing and advanced syntax should be integrated.

In addition, the application of corpus tool provides a new path for teaching academic writing. Teachers can use
corpus tool to guide students in analyzing the vocabulary usage patterns in authoritative texts, which may enhancing
the relevance and effectiveness of teaching.

5. Conclusion

The research findings indicate that students have acquired a solid foundation in the use of high-frequency core vo-
cabulary. They have no significant errors in collocations or parts of speech. However, there are shortcomings in the
advanced usage of high-frequency words, such as the homogenization of their use and insufficient expansion of word
sublists. The shortcomings result from teaching, learning, cognitive, and input-related factors.

The study breaks through the perspective limitations of traditional academic vocabulary research. It reveals the
characteristics and problems of using advanced academic vocabulary in English majors. Besides, it provides empiri-
cal evidence for academic writing instruction. The limitations of the study is that it only analyse fourth-year under-
graduate students and does not reflect the developmental characteristics of students across different grades. Future
research could expand the corpus, collect data across different grades, and conduct longitudinal comparative studies.
Morover, it could incorporate background information, such as students’ reading volume and learning experiences,
to more deeply analyze the impact of individual characteristics on academic vocabulary use.
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