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INTRODUCTION
Vocabulary acquisition is a key aspect of
language learning, but not all words are
equally important to know. Which words will be
immediately useful to learners and help them
achieve their communicative aims at different
points in the language learning journey? How
can teachers and learners focus on the highfrequency, high-value words that are especially
worth attention in language teaching and
learning? Which words are appropriate to
learn at different language levels? This paper
addresses these questions in the context of the
Oxford Learner’s Word Lists.
These word lists—the Oxford 3000, the Oxford 5000, the
Oxford Phrase List, the Oxford Phrasal Academic Lexicon,
and topic lists—have been designed to help English language
learners at any level focus on the most important words and
phrases to learn. (The Appendix provides further information
on each of the different word lists.)
In Section 1, vocabulary acquisition is briefly discussed in the
context of high-frequency vocabulary and the revised Oxford
3000, emphasizing the value for teachers and learners of
focusing their efforts on the most useful words to learn.
In Section 2, important features of the revised Oxford 3000
and the new Oxford 5000 are explained. The revisions made to
the Oxford 3000 were prompted by the growing need among
learners for immediately useful language to support their
language learning goals and by the changing use of language.
The new Oxford 5000 was created to meet the vocabulary
learning needs of advanced learners.
There is also a brief introduction to the Oxford Phrase List,
which supports learners in taking their vocabulary learning
beyond individual words.
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Learning the vocabulary of a
new language is an enormous
challenge. Teachers may feel a
heavy burden of responsibility,
but with it comes the potential
to bring about positive change.
Knowing vocabulary empowers
language learners.
MARLISE HORST

In Section 3, vocabulary development and the CEFR are
discussed, in particular how CEFR levels were assigned to the
Oxford 3000 and the Oxford 5000. The importance of revisiting
and recycling vocabulary that has been learned as a way of
reinforcing learning is also discussed.
In Section 4, the benefits for learners of using the Oxford 3000
for vocabulary learning are discussed. In particular, the ways in
which it provides coverage of high-frequency, high-value words;
ensures comprehension across a range of text types; allows
learners to track their progress; and introduces new words, new
uses of words, and increased coverage of topic areas.
In Section 5, ways of using the Oxford Learner’s Word Lists
to guide learning—to develop a vocabulary syllabus, create
classroom materials, and for self-study—are explored.
Through discussion and analysis, this paper explores the
development of the Oxford Learner’s Word Lists. It sets out
some of the practical ways in which they can help guide
syllabus designers, materials writers, teachers, and learners to
focus vocabulary learning around high-frequency, high-value
words that will provide high returns for the time and effort
spent on them.
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01
VOCABULARY DEVELOPMENT AND
LANGUAGE LEARNING
Words are the basic building blocks of language and, for any
learner, acquiring vocabulary is a key part of developing their
language skills. Vocabulary size is also one of the most useful
indicators of overall language level.1 Learners vary in terms of
exactly how their vocabularies develop, depending, for example,
on age, context, or motivation, but typically vocabulary grows
gradually as a learner’s general language level progresses.

THE MOST FREQUENT WORDS IN ENGLISH
Table 1 shows learners’ approximate vocabulary size at different levels of the Common
European Framework of Reference (CEFR) in terms of their knowledge of the 5,000 most
frequent words, measured as part of a large study of students taking exams linked to
the CEFR. It indicates that considerable knowledge of these most frequent words is
required to get to A1 and then to A2 level, but after that the rate of progress appears to
be fairly consistent, with around 500 words being added at each CEFR level.

CEFR Level

Number of words known
out of the most frequent 5,000

A1

<1,500

A2

1,500–2,500

B1

2,500–3,250

B2

3,250–3,750

C1

3,750–4,500

C2

4,500–5,000

Table 1. The CEFR and vocabulary size (adapted from Milton, 2009, p. 186)

Vocabulary acquisition is not arbitrary. Certain words are more commonly acquired
before others. In particular, the most high-frequency words, which are essential for
expressing basic ideas, are typically acquired early. They will include basic function
words (articles, prepositions, basic conjunctions), common verbs (have, get, go, do,
make), nouns (thing, people, day), and adjectives (new, good, first). Knowledge of the
3,000 most frequent words in English gives learners a surprisingly high coverage of
the words they are likely to encounter. Remarkably, corpus analysis shows that about
80% of almost any English text is made up of the 2,000 most frequent words.
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Vocabulary development and language learning

Figure 1 shows that the 3,000 most frequent words in English
will typically make up around 87% of many everyday texts. This
figure may be even higher for certain genres, such as informal
conversation. Understanding 87% of the words in a text is not
enough for full comprehension, but in a classroom context, with
some input from the teacher and effort from the students, it is
enough for students to work with a text.
These high-frequency words can be thought of as high value
and hard-working for the learner. Time and effort spent on
learning these words will provide a high return in terms of both
comprehension and communicative value.

Text coverage (%)

100
80
60
c.87%
40
20
0
0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

14,000

Number of words

Figure 1. The proportion of words in a text that can be understood with
knowledge of increasing numbers of the most frequent words in English
(adapted from Milton, 2009, p. 52)

HIGH-FREQUENCY VOCABULARY AND THE
OXFORD 3000
Launched in 2005 and designed for use with secondary and
adult learners of general British English, the aim of the original
Oxford 3000 word list was to help users identify the highfrequency, high-value words that are especially worth attention
in language teaching and learning.
The original list was compiled by looking at word frequency
information from the British National Corpus, a large database
of English texts (100 million words) composed of a wide
range of written and spoken genres which can be seen as
representing language usage in general. While frequency was
the main guiding principle in compiling the list, raw frequency
data can throw up a number of anomalies that make little sense
from a teaching perspective. For example, some words that
are clearly useful for learners, such as passport and apple, are
not very high frequency in a general corpus. For this reason,
compilers took into account not just frequency, but also
familiarity, i.e. how familiar the words would be to intermediate
learners, as judged by a panel of 70 teachers.
The resulting list appeared in the 7th edition of the Oxford
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, with Oxford 3000 words marked
with a key symbol . Since then, the Oxford 3000 has been
widely used by materials writers, syllabus designers, teachers,
and learners around the world.
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A key benefit of the list for learners is that it enables them to
focus their vocabulary-learning efforts on the most useful words
and gives them confidence that their study time is being well
spent. It provides teachers with a checklist of words to prioritize
in their teaching and allows them to measure their students’
progress against their knowledge of these words.
The list has also been used:
• as the defining vocabulary for Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries,
that is, the set of words that are used in dictionary definitions.
If learners know these words, they will be able to understand
the definitions of all the other words in the dictionary, greatly
enhancing learner autonomy.
• as the basis for the vocabulary syllabus for a number of major
ELT coursebook series published by Oxford University Press,
including Navigate (for adult learners), Scope (for teenagers),
and Q Skills for Success (academic English). Teachers and
classes following these courses can have confidence that they
are acquiring the most useful vocabulary.
• to create the Learn the Oxford 3000 app, which motivates
individual learners to take responsibility for their own
vocabulary learning.
• to check the accessibility of the language used in iGCSE
exam questions set by Oxford AQA. This ensures that
students taking an iGCSE exam in science, for example, can
be confident that the exam will be testing their knowledge of
science, not English, which is not supposed to be the subject
of the exam.

The Oxford 3000 is a list of
high- frequency words, which are
the essential core vocabulary of
English proficiency. Knowledge
of the high-frequency words
represents the vocabulary
learning goals of the majority of
well-designed courses. It also
allows access to other learning
resources, such as monolingual
dictionaries and graded readers.
PAUL NATION
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02
REVISING THE OXFORD 3000 AND
CREATING THE OXFORD 5000
The Oxford 3000 has been revised to reflect current language
usage and to meet the changing needs of learners and teachers,
while the Oxford 5000 is a new word list which aims to provide
an extension to the core vocabulary for advanced learners.
This section explores the development of these word lists and
introduces the Oxford Phrase List, which supports learners in
taking their vocabulary learning beyond individual words.

WHY REVISE THE OXFORD 3000?
A growing need for immediately useful language
The number of learners of English worldwide continues to grow. Estimates have
suggested that by 2020 around 2 billion people would be using—or learning to use—
English to communicate.2 The primary motivation for the majority of these learners
is to be able to use what they learn directly in the real world for a range of reasons,
including education, employment, and travel. This makes a practical focus on learning
immediately useful language all the more important, and the need to identify highvalue, hard-working vocabulary is an essential part of that.
Measuring progress against the CEFR
There is an increasing focus on accountability and on measuring learner outcomes. As
part of this trend, the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) is becoming
more widely used as a benchmark for setting goals and measuring progress, and
not just within Europe. However, the CEFR is largely concerned with communicative
competence—the things that learners can do with language—and makes few
specifications in terms of the vocabulary needed at each level.
To ensure that learners make measurable progress against CEFR benchmarks, there is
a clear need for information about which vocabulary students need to learn to achieve
these different levels of communicative competence. For this reason, one of the goals
of revising the Oxford 3000 was to divide what had originally been a single list into
levels aligned with the CEFR to give teachers and learners guidance about how to
tackle vocabulary learning in manageable stages.

© Oxford University Press
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M @bliM adv.: to run a business profitably k He spent the weekteacher of the highest rank: Professor (Ann) Williams k a
end profitably.
chemistry professor k to be appointed Professor of French at
Cambridge k He was made (a) professor at the age of 40. %profit and "loss account noun ( business ) a list that
shows the amount of money that a company has earned
M Full professor is used to describe a rank of univerand the total profit or loss that it has made in a particular
Revising thesityOxford
the) aOxford
5000
teacher at
a
teacher, 3000
and notand
as a creating
title. 2 ( NAmE
period of time
university or college—compare assistant professor,
profAitAeerAing MKprQfILtI@rIN; NAmE KprAFf@LtIr-M noun [U]
associate professor
( disapproving ) the act of making a lot of money in an unfair
proAfesAsorAial MKprQf@LsOFri@l; NAmE KprAFf-M adj. conway, for example by asking very high prices for things
nected with a professor; like a professor: professorial duthat are hard to get j prof it eer noun
ties k His tone was almost professorial.
proAfesAsorAship Mpr@Lfes@SIp; NAmE s@rS-M noun the proAfitAerAole Mpr@LfIt@r@Ul; NAmE roUlM ( especially BrE )
( NAmE usually %cream "puff) noun a small cake in the
rank or position of a university professor: a visiting professhape of a ball, made of light pastry, filled with cream
sorship k She was appointed to a professorship in Economics
and usually with chocolate on top
A changingatlanguage
Princeton.
profAitAless MLprQfItl@s; NAmE LprAFf-M adj. ( formal ) produAfer MLprQf@GrH; NAmE LprAFf-M verb ~ sth (to sb) | ~ sb
prof
The language
in daily use has changed enormously sincecing
2005,
no profit or useful result
sth ( formal ) 1 to offer sth to sb, by holding it out to them:
There
were two main criteria for selecting the words to be
she said,
a plate. and
[also VNN
] 2 to
[VN] ‘Try
especially with
thethis,’
growth
ofproffering
the internet
social
media,
and
"profit-making
adj. [usually before noun] (of a company
offer sth such as advice or an explanation: [VN, VNN] What
or a business) that
makes or will
make
a profit Oxford 3000 and the new Oxford 5000.
included
in the
revised
with the rapid
spread
of proffer
new technologies.
These
changes have
advice
would you
to someone starting
up in busi"profit margin (also margin) noun the difference bek What advice would you proffer her? k [VN] A soluness?
not just involved specialist terminology or transient buzzwords,
tween the cost of buying or producing sth and the price
tion proffered itself.
that it is sold forFrequency
but have also
everyday
vocabulary
proAaffected
fiAcient Mpr@LfISnt
M adj. ~
(in/at sth) | ~relevant
(in/at doingto the
"profit-sharingAn
noun [U] the system of dividing all or
sth)
able
to
do
sth
well
because
of
training
and
practice:
step in revising the Oxford 3000 was to check
average learner. A word like profile, for example, was notsome
of of a company’simportant
profits among its employees
She’s proficient in several languages. k He’s proficient at his
word
frequencies
corpus
data. This was done by using
sufficiently job.
high
frequency
inproficient
2005 and
didj not
k I’m
"profit-taking noun [U] ( business ) the in
salerecent
of shares
in
a reasonably
driver.
pro fimerit
ciencyinclusion
companies
whose
value
has
increased
M
nsiM noun [U] ~ (in sth/in doing sth): to develop profithe
Oxford
English
Corpus
(OEC),
which
is currently in use by
in the original
Oxford 3000.
ciency k a high level of oral proficiency in English k a certifi- profAliAgate MLprQflIg@t; NAmE LprAFf-M adj. ( formal, disapthe
Oxford
dictionaries
team
and
runs
to
over 2 billion words.
cate of language proficiency
proving ) using money, time, materials, etc. in a careless
j profof
proAfile MLpr@UfaIl; NAmE LproU-M noun, verb
profligate
spending
li gacy
way g wasteful:
It contains
a wide
range
text types, including fiction and
MLprQflIg@si; NAmE LprAFf-M noun [U]
C noun 1 the outline of a person’s face when you look from
traditional news media, and media formats such
the side, not the front: his strong profile k a picture of the "pro-form nounnon-fiction,
( grammar ) a word that depends on anpresident in profile 2 a description of sb/sth that gives
other part of theas
sentence
orand
text online
for its meaning,
for ex- and provides a representative
blogs
comments,
useful information: a job/employee profile k We first
ample ‘her’ in ‘I like Ruth but I don’t love her.’
build up a detailed profile of our customers and their
picture of the ways in which language is used today.
requirements. 3 the general impression that sb/sth gives pro forma MKpr@U LfOFm@; NAmE KproU LfOFrm@M adj. (from
Latin ) [usually before noun] 1 (especially of a document)
to the public and the amount of attention they receive:
Data
from
OEC
revealed
some interesting changes in
prepared in order
to show
thethe
usual
way of
doing sth or
The deal will certainly raise the company’s international
pro
to provide a standard
method:
a pro that
formawere
letter kreflected
profile. 4 the edge or outline of sth that you see against
language
usage
not only with the addition
forma instructions 2 (of a document) sent in advance: a
a background: the profile of the tower against the sky
of
new
words,
such
as
app
and
smartphone,
but also with words
pro
forma
invoice
(=
a
document
that
gives
details
of
the
J a %high/%low "profile the amount of attention sb/
goods being sent to a customer) 3 done because it is part
sth has from the public: This issue has had a high profile
that
have
acquired
new
uses,
such
as
digital,
edit, and scan.
of the usual way of doing sth, although it has no real
in recent months. k I advised her to keep a low profile for
meaning: a pro forma debate j pro forma noun: I enclose
the next few days (= not to attract attention).
a pro forma for you to complete, sign and return.
C verb [VN] to give or write a description of sb/sth that
Relevance
gives the most important information: His career is pro- proAfound Mpr@LfaUndM adj. 1 very great; felt or experiFigure 2. profile
(from
Oxford
Advanced
enced very strongly:
profoundcorpus
changes like
in thethe
earth’s
cli- can be said to represent the
filed
in this
month’s
journal. Learner’s Dictionary, 7th ed., 2005).
A general
OEC
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HOW WERE THE WORDS SELECTED?

A

A

A

A

s see | people
t tea | v
van have
shoe | Z vision
T thin and
this | N sing
by highly proficient speakers across
| w wet
| z zoo
| S profiles,
| tS chain language
| dZ jam | used
| D needed
However, many
now
social
media
leading
a range of contexts. However, learners, especially those at
to a 50% increase in the word’s frequency. Unsurprisingly,
1231
progesterone
~in (doing) sth She’s proficient in several languages.  ~at
lower levels, are typically interested in and exposed to a much
He’s
proficient
his job. has
pro·fi
/‑ʃnsi/
therefore, it(doing)
is one
the
wordsat which
been
into
sthof
·ciencypromoted
noun [U]: to develop proficiency  a certificate of language prof·it·less /ˈprɒfɪtləs; NAmE ˈprɑːf‑/ adj. (formal) produnarrower range of genres. These learners will not, for example,
the revisedproficiency
Oxford 3000
list.
 ~in/at (doing) sth a high level of oral proficing no PROFIT or useful result
ciency in English
expect
to tackle complex written texts about highly abstract
ˈprofit-making
adj. [usually before noun] (of a company or
makes orTheir
will make
a profit will be around common communicative
a business) thattopics.
pro·file    /ˈprəʊfaɪl/ noun, verb
priorities
noun 1   a description of sb/sth that gives useful infor- ˈprofit margin (also margin) noun (business) the difference
functions, such as those exemplified in the CEFR descriptors:
mation: We first build up a detailed profile of our customers
between the cost of buying or producing sth and the price
and their requirements.  You can update your Facebook
that it is sold for
exchanging information, taking part in social interactions,
profile (= your description of yourself on a SOCIAL MEDIA
noun [U] thefamiliar
system ofevents
dividingand
all or
describing
experiences. Topics and tasks
website). 2   the general impression that sb/sth gives ˈprofit-sharing
some of a company’s profits among its employees
to the public and the amount of attention they receive: Her
of formal exams will also be important for many learners.
popularity has done great things for the profile of the sport. ˈprofit-takingtypical
noun [U] (business) the sale of shares in
 The deal will certainly raise the company’s international
companies whose
value concerns
has increased
These
prompted the introduction of a new relevance
profile. 3 the outline of a person’s face when you look from
ˈ
profit
warning
(BrE
also
ˈprofits warning) noun (business)
criterion.
the side, not the front: his strong profile  in~ a picture of
a statement from a company informing the people who


the president in profile 4 the edge or outline of sth that you
invest in it that profits will be lower than expected: The
see against a background: the profile of the tower against
company issued a profit warning following disappointing
the sky
sales in October and November.
 a ˌhigh/ˌlow ˈprofile the amount of attention sb/sth
has from the public: This issue has had a high profile in prof·li·gate /ˈprɒflɪɡət; NAmE ˈprɑːf‑/ adj. (formal, disapproving) using money, time, materials, etc. in a careless
recent months.  I advised her to keep a low profile for the
way  wasteful: profligate spending  prof·li·gacy
next few days (= not to attract attention).
/‑ɡəsi/ noun [U]
 verb ~sb/sth to give or write a description of sb/sth that
gives the most important information: His career is pro- ˈpro-form noun (grammar) a word that depends on another
Figure 3. profile
(from
Oxford
Advanced
2020).
filed
in this
month’s
journal. Learner’s Dictionary, 10th ed., part
of the sentence or text for its meaning, for example
‘her’ in ‘I like Ruth but I don’t love her.’
pro·fil·ing /ˈprəʊfaɪlɪŋ/ noun [U] the act of collecting useful information about sb/sth so that you can give a
pro forma /ˌprəʊ ˈfɔːmə; NAmE ˈfɔːrmə/ adj. (from Latin)
description of them or it: customer profiling  offender pro[usually before noun] 1 (especially of a document) prepared
filing  see also RACIAL PROFILING  pro·fil·er /‑lə(r)/ noun
in order to show the usual way of doing sth or to provide a
standard
method: a pro forma letter  pro forma instrucThe Oxford 3000 provides
a solid
high-frequency,
  /ˈprɒfɪt
; NAmEbase
ˈprɑːf‑of
/ noun,
verb
tions 2 (of a document) sent in advance: a pro forma invoice
 noun 1   [C, U] the money that you make in business or
(= a document that gives details of the goods being sent to
high-value words
to take learners up to B2 level, but vocabulary
by selling things, especially after paying the costs
a customer) 3 done because it is part of the usual way of
Profits
before
involved:
learning should
notannual/pre-tax/corporate
stop there. At B2 profits
level and
beyond,
itdoing
can sth, although it has no real meaning: a pro forma
tax grew from £615m to £1168m.  a rise/an increase/a
debate  pro forma noun: I enclose a pro forma for you to
be difficult jump/a
for teachers
and
learners
to
know
which
words
drop/a fall in profits  to maximize/increase profits
complete, sign and return.
 to report/post profits of £50 million  The club may turn a
to focus on.profit
Research
has shown that, in addition to high(= make a profit) by the end of the year.  The sale pro·found   /prəˈfaʊnd/ adj. 1   very great; felt
or experienced very strongly: profound changes in the
generated recordthe
profits.
 Net
profit (of
= after
you have paid words
frequency vocabulary,
next
range
mid-frequency
earth’s climate  My father’s death had a profound effect
costs and tax) was up 16.1 per cent.  The business record(between around
3,000
and
6,000)
can
also
provide
significant
on us all. 2   showing great knowledge or understanded a gross profit of (= before you pay costs and tax) £1.45
profound insights  a profound book 3   needing a
 The division’s profit margins are being 3
million last
gains for learners
in year
dealing
with a range of text types. Ating:
lotB2
of study or thought: profound questions about life and
squeezed.  The directors are driven only by the profit
death 4 (medical) very serious; complete: profound
level, learners
will need
master
Oxford
3000
~on sthto
The
companythe
made
a healthy
profit and
on move
motive.
disability
the deal.  ~from sth Profit from exports rose 7.7 per cent. 
towards adding
mid-frequency
vocabulary
to
their
repertoire.
The radio station earns a profit from its advertising.  at a~
pro·found·ly /prəˈfaʊndli/ adv. 1 in a way that has a very
We should
be able of
to sell
the house
at a hugelearners,
profit.  for~
great effect on sb/sth: We are profoundly affected by what
To help meet
the needs
these
advanced
the Oxford
The agency is voluntary and not run for profit.  loss
happens to us in childhood. 2 (medical) very seriously; com5000 has been
follow
Oxford 3000,
 seecreated
also NON - to
PROFIT
, NOT -on
FORfrom
- PROFITthe
 HOMOPHONES
pletely: profoundly deaf
at PROPHET  WORDFINDER NOTE at MONEY 2 [U] (formal)
pro·fund·ity /prəˈfʌndəti/ noun (pl. -ies) (formal) 1 [U] the
with a further
2,000 mid-frequency
words
to the core
the advantage
that you get from doing
sth:added
Future lawyers
quality of understanding or dealing with a subject at a
study
this text
profit. 5000 provides learners
vocabulary.could
In this
way,
thewith
Oxford
very serious level  depth: He lacked profundity and
 verb [I, T] (formal) to get sth useful from a situation; to be
analytical
precision. 2 [U] the fact of being very great,
with a manageable
useful general
vocabulary
to
~(from sth)
Farmuseful to sbnext
or givestep
them of
an advantage:
serious or powerful: the profundity of her misery 3 [C, usuare profiting
from the new legislation.
 ~(by sth) We
continue toers
build
their
vocabulary
base
to
C1
level.
ally pl.] something that sb says that shows great undertried to profit by our mistakes (= learn from them).  ~sth
standing: His profundities were lost on the young audience.
Many local people believe the development will profit them.
pro·fuse /prəˈfjuːs/ adj. produced in large amounts: pro HOMOPHONES at PROPHET
© Oxford University Press
fuse apologies/thanks  profuse bleeding  pro·fuse·ly
prof·it·able   /ˈprɒfɪtəbl; NAmE ˈprɑːf‑/ adj. 1  
adv.: to bleed profusely  to apologize profusely
that makes or is likely to make money: a highly profitable
pro·fu·sion /prəˈfjuːʒn/ noun [sing. + sing./pl. v., U] (formal
business  It is usually more profitable to sell direct to the

MEETING THE NEEDS OF ADVANCED LEARNERS
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Revising the Oxford 3000 and creating the Oxford 5000

In order to better assess which words are most relevant to
learners, a second corpus made up of published ELT materials
was compiled to reflect the kind of input texts learners are
typically exposed to. The Oxford Materials Corpus (OMC)
consists of over 7 million words drawn from materials published
by Oxford University Press for a range of ages, levels, and
teaching contexts, but with a main focus on general British
English for secondary and adult learners.
By comparing word frequency in the OEC and the OMC, it
was possible to identify words which are especially relevant for
developing learners. Unsurprisingly, there is a large degree of
overlap in terms of the highest-frequency words: function words
and basic nouns, verbs, and adjectives. However, a significant
number of words, for example cafe, homework, jeans, o’clock,
swimming, and delicious, appear within the top 1,000 or 2,000
words in the OMC, but outside the top 5,000 in the OEC. Such
words reflect the immediate needs of the developing language
learner as compared with the wider concerns of the proficient
user.
The use of a needs-based or ‘teaching-oriented’ corpus such
as the OMC is the best way to access the kind of topics, tasks,
and genres that learners typically encounter.4 As illustrated in
the CEFR, learners tend to progress from more concrete ideas
and transactional exchanges, which are well represented in the
OMC, to more abstract and discursive texts, such as those found
in the OEC. The two corpora naturally complement each other,
balancing learners’ immediate needs and their long-term goals.
What counts as a word?
In putting together a list of words, one of the decisions to be
made is what counts as a word. For the purposes of the Oxford
3000 and the Oxford 5000, a unit has been chosen that will
make most sense to users and reflects the current view in the
research community on how words are stored and retrieved:
a word is considered to include its base form (e.g. use) plus
basic inflections (uses, using, used), known as a ‘lemma’. Where
a word has the same form as a noun and a verb (as with use),
provided the meanings are closely related, these have also
been counted as one word.5 Evidence shows that, especially at
lower levels, learners cannot reliably recognize other derived
forms (e.g. useful, usable, reuse, reusable).6 For this reason, they
have been counted as separate words, maintaining the same
principle through all the levels for consistency.
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Words are not created equal.
Some are very important to know
and are worth explaining and
reviewing in class, while others
do not merit this attention. Welldesigned corpora of authentic
English provide a principled basis
for determining which vocabulary
is worth spending precious class
time on.
MARLISE HORST

BEYOND INDIVIDUAL WORDS
It is also clear from research7 that there is more to acquiring
vocabulary than learning individual words. Both spoken and
written texts have been shown to be made up, to a great
extent, of multi-word items of language which enable us as
speakers, readers, listeners, and writers to process language
much more efficiently than if we had to build each sentence
afresh, word by word. These multi-word items are therefore
an essential part of any vocabulary syllabus. However, a list
that mixes both single words and multi-word items is difficult
to construct in a principled way using frequency data and
can prove difficult for users to work with. Many multi-word
items can be learned through analysis, which is different from
the ways in which most high-frequency words are learned.
For these reasons, a separate list was created. The Oxford
Phrase List addresses this vital aspect of vocabulary learning
by providing a list of some of the most frequent and useful
multi-word items to be studied alongside the main word
lists. It includes 750 multi-word items, including phrasal
verbs, formulaic expressions, collocations, compounds, and
prepositional phrases, graded from A1 to C1 on the CEFR.
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03
THE OXFORD LEARNER’S WORD
LISTS AND THE CEFR
The CEFR provides a description of the language abilities of
learners at different levels of learning and is widely used around
the world to compare standards in language learning and to
create teaching programmes. To support teachers and learners,
CEFR levels have been assigned to the revised Oxford 3000 and
the new Oxford 5000. This section describes how this was done
and the ways in which the information can help to guide learning.

VOCABULARY AND THE CEFR
Vocabulary development is included in the CEFR descriptors, which describe progress
in terms of the range and control of different types of vocabulary as students move
from A1 to C2. However, the CEFR descriptors do not contain specific vocabulary
lists, referring only in generic terms to learners having a ‘sufficient’ or ‘good’ range of
vocabulary to enable them to achieve various communicative functions. This puts the
onus on teachers and materials developers to decide which vocabulary items are most
useful to introduce at each CEFR level. To provide a principled basis for making such
decisions, the revised Oxford 3000 and the new Oxford 5000 have been organized by
CEFR level.
Although it is possible to have a good idea of approximately how many words are
needed for learners to progress from one stage to another, it is, of course, impossible
to describe exactly which words each student will learn at each stage of their learning.
Learners will progress through the CEFR levels at different ages, in different contexts,
and with different motivations. The vocabulary needs of an individual learner and the
order in which they acquire particular items will therefore vary. For example, a learner
living in India or South-East Asia might learn a word like monsoon quite early, or an
adult learner working in the hospitality industry may pick up words like complimentary,
transfer, and confirmation at an earlier stage than might be expected. For this reason,
the CEFR labels attached to the Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 are intended as a
guide only and, as we will see later, ‘off-list’ words (i.e. words which do not appear on
the lists) form an important part of vocabulary learning and teaching at all levels.
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HOW WERE CEFR LEVELS ASSIGNED IN THE
OXFORD 3000 AND OXFORD 5000?

WHAT DO THE CEFR LEVEL LABELS MEAN?

Figure 4 shows the approach taken to assigning CEFR levels
to words in the revised Oxford 3000 and in the new Oxford
5000. Firstly, the frequency of a word was checked in the
Oxford English Corpus (OEC) and a provisional CEFR level was
assigned based on its frequency band (that is, whether it was
in the top 1,000 words in the OEC, between the 1,000th and
2,000th most frequent words, or between the 2,000th and
3,000th most frequent words). This frequency band was then
compared with its frequency band in the Oxford Materials
Corpus (OMC) to identify any words that were much more or
less frequent in the OMC, and therefore more or less relevant
to learners. In addition, because the materials in the OMC
are already graded by CEFR level, it was possible to look at a
‘frequency profile’ of the words in the OMC to see at which
CEFR level the word is most frequently presented to learners.
This process highlighted words that are:

Before using any word list with CEFR levels, it is essential to
understand what the level labels mean. Some word lists refer
to the level at which learners are likely to recognize a word
receptively (i.e. when they read or hear it), while others refer to
the stage at which learners are typically starting to use the word
productively (i.e. in their own speech or writing). Because the
Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 level labels were developed by
looking at language input (i.e. the language that students are
likely to read or hear), they are designed to indicate receptive
knowledge. This means, for example, that words labelled B1
might reasonably appear in a B1 reading or listening text and
form the basis of a vocabulary comprehension activity focused
on recognizing form and understanding meaning in context.
In productive activities, B1 learners can be expected to mostly
produce words labelled A1 and A2, as they seek to extend their
knowledge of these words and move them from their receptive
to their productive vocabularies.

• especially relevant to learners and typically acquired earlier
than their general frequency would suggest (e.g. passport,
apple)
• high frequency in a general corpus, but typical of genres that
learners are unlikely to tackle until a higher level (e.g. thus at
B2 level).

Receptive vs. productive vocabulary

Importantly, this approach to levelling is consistent with how
coursebook syllabuses are designed. A student using a B1-level
coursebook, for example, has already achieved an A2 level of
proficiency and is working towards B1 level. These students will
be working with words labelled as B1 which they will hope to
have mastered by the end of their course, when they can then
be said to have achieved B1 level.

Check word
frequency in the
OEC

Check word
frequency in the
OMC

Provisionally allocate words to
CEFR levels based on their
general frequency, with the
highest-frequency words
assigned to the lowest levels,
assuming these will typically
be learned first.

The word appears most
frequently in the OMC at the
predicted level.

The word appears in the OMC
at a significantly higher or
lower level than predicted.

Assign CEFR level

Assign the word to this level.

Examine possible reasons for
the discrepancy. For example,
thus is in the top 1,000 words
in the OEC, suggesting a low
(A1/A2) level. However, it does
not appear in the OMC until
B1+/B2 because it is typical of
formal discursive writing,
which learners do not usually
tackle until this level. So it is
assigned to B2.

Figure 4. Assigning CEFR levels in the Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000
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Words with multiple meanings
Where words have multiple meanings, the level label shown
on the Oxford 3000 list refers to the most frequent meaning.
If users click from the list to the linked entry in the Oxford
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, this will always be the first
meaning given. In the dictionary, words that appear on the
Oxford 3000 list are marked with the ‘key’ symbol, which
is repeated at each ‘key meaning’ (i.e. the most important
meanings to learn). Each key meaning also has a CEFR level
label, and less frequent key meanings may have higher CEFR
labels than the more frequent ones, as in this example:

Words and meanings in the Oxford 5000 are indicated by a ‘key
plus’ symbol, with a CEFR label for B2 or C1, for example:

VOCABULARY LEARNING AS AN INCREMENTAL
PROCESS
Vocabulary acquisition cannot, of course, be seen as a process
of simply ticking words off a list as ‘known’. The Oxford 3000
and Oxford 5000 lists with their CEFR level labels can be used
as a guide to help teachers and learners decide not only which
words and meanings to focus on, but also to keep track of
which vocabulary has already been introduced and needs to be
revisited and reinforced. This can be done by:
• keeping a record of the words at the target level that are
included in classroom reading and listening activities
• adding to this any words that come up in class and checking
their CEFR level
• ensuring that these target words are revisited in future classes
to check if they have been retained
• checking the Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 for words at the
target level that have not been covered.
How long it will take for a learner to reliably recognize a word
and start using it productively after their first encounter will
depend on a number of factors. Out of necessity, learners
at very low levels typically move words from receptive to
productive vocabulary fairly quickly because they have a
communicative gap they need to fill. As they progress, the
gap between their productive and receptive vocabulary tends
to grow because new words are not immediately essential for
communication, so they may be understood but not actively
used. In addition, certain types of words tend to move more
easily into productive use than others. A simple concrete noun
referring to a familiar object (car, chair, stadium, tunnel), for
example, may be picked up quite easily and used straight away,
whereas more abstract words or words with multiple meanings
and uses (reach, allow, slight, force) may be acquired gradually
over a longer period of time and require repeated exposure
and classroom focus.

Good teaching and learning
involves recycling vocabulary as
much as possible, and in a variety
of contexts. This helps to cement
words in the memory and prime
them for creative use.
By looking at the dictionary entries, learners can check the
meaning of any word on the list. They can also find several
example sentences to help them understand the word in
context and show them how the word is used. Learners will
also become aware that many of these words have more than
one key meaning. Higher-level learners will want to revisit
these words on a regular basis and gradually increase their
knowledge of the words and how they are used.
© Oxford University Press
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04
HOW THE REVISED OXFORD 3000
SUPPORTS LEARNERS
The revised Oxford 3000 is a resource that can support learners
from A1 to B2 level with their vocabulary learning. The benefits
for learners can be demonstrated in four ways, drawing on
information from the Oxford 3000 itself, from the two corpora
used to check word frequency, and from comparison with
other learning and reading materials. While this section focuses
specifically on the Oxford 3000, many of the benefits described
also apply to the Oxford 5000.
1 Provides a list of high-frequency, high-value words
Figure 5 shows that the revised Oxford 3000 provides good coverage of the
highest-frequency words used in English generally, as represented by the Oxford
English Corpus (OEC), and of the language typical of ELT materials, as represented
by the Oxford Materials Corpus (OMC). Most of the words fall within the 3,000 most
frequent words across both sources, providing a solid base of high-frequency,
high-value words relevant to the needs of learners.

OEC

OMC

1,200

Number of words

1,000
800
600
400
200
0
1K

2K

3K

4K

5K

6K+

1,000-word frequency bands
Figure 5. Number of Oxford 3000 words from each frequency band in the OEC and OMC
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How the revised Oxford 3000 supports learners

2 Ensures comprehension across a range of text types

3 Allows learners to track their progress

Figure 6 shows the coverage achieved by the Oxford 3000
across a range of different text types. It demonstrates a
high level of coverage in a B1-level coursebook (88%), a B1+
coursebook (87%), and a C1-level coursebook (86%).8 It also
provides good coverage of authentic texts, including 84%
coverage of a magazine text for a general audience and 79%
coverage of a more complex newspaper text.

The Oxford 3000 provides a core vocabulary that learners
can use as a base upon which to build at each CEFR level
and to track their progress. Figure 7 shows an approximate
proportion of overall vocabulary that this core might provide
and how much extra vocabulary input will be needed to
achieve competence at each CEFR level. The amount of extra
vocabulary needed will increase with each level and will
depend on the aims and interests of students. Some students
will want to focus on the topic or functional vocabulary needed
for specific formal exams, while others will prefer to focus on
language relevant to their own interests or communicative
aims. Most of this extra vocabulary will not need to be explicitly
taught, provided learners are offered plenty of opportunities
for incidental learning, through extensive reading, extensive
listening, speaking, and writing.

Newspaper
(The Guardian)
Magazine
(Marie Claire)
ELT reading texts C1

Core

ELT reading texts B1+

Extra

ELT reading texts B1
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

1,000

100%

The remainder of the words in these texts will include a
proportion of proper nouns and topic-specific vocabulary
that is not covered by the list. This means that learners who
have mastered the Oxford 3000 will have a core vocabulary
which will enable them to understand a large proportion of
the words occurring in all these text types. When this core is
supplemented with a range of topic vocabulary, it will ensure
they have good levels of comprehension across a range of texts
they might encounter.

600

300

Figure 6. Oxford 3000 coverage across different text types

100
1,700

2,400

3,000

900
A1

A2

B1

B2

Figure 7. Vocabulary progression

4 Reflects changing language and topics relevant to learners
Figure 8 shows a selection of the words that have been added
to the revised Oxford 3000 in different topic areas. Using the
new corpus data, it has been possible to compile a list that
introduces new words and new uses of words that reflect recent
changes in the language, especially in the areas of media and
technology. It has also resulted in increased coverage of topic
areas that are especially relevant to learners, such as sports,
culture, weather, and nature. These are also representative of
topics that are frequently found in exams.











app
blog
download
edit
profile
scan
smartphone

athlete
baseball
champion
golf
hockey
instructor
rugby
ski
skiing
soccer
stadium
tennis
trainer

celebrity
classical
creative
folk
gallery
guitar
historic
jazz
poet
popularity
portrait
sculpture
venue

cartoon
costume
critic
detective
episode
genre
ghost
narrative
script
setting
tale

earthquake
hurricane
phenomenon
solar

Figure 8. Some of the words that are new to the revised Oxford 3000,
organized by topic
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05
USING THE OXFORD LEARNER’S
WORD LISTS
The Oxford Learner’s Word Lists are practical tools for teaching
and learning. They can be used to develop a vocabulary syllabus,
create classroom materials, and for self-study. This section
outlines ways in which the word lists can help guide syllabus
designers, materials writers, teachers, and learners to achieve
more effective outcomes in vocabulary learning.

ACCESSING THE OXFORD LEARNER’S WORD LISTS
The full Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 word lists are available online at
www.oxford3000.com. Users can:
• browse the full word lists
• search for specific words by typing them into a search box
• filter the lists by level (e.g. searching only for B1 words or for A2 and B1 words).
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All Oxford 3000 words are clearly marked in the 10th edition
of the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, both in print
and online, using a key symbol . There are also CEFR level
labels next to the most important meanings of each word. This
enables users to see at a glance whether words they look up
are key words worth spending time and effort on learning or
teaching. Oxford 5000 words and meanings are marked with a
key plus symbol  and a CEFR level label of B2 or C1.

CREATING CLASSROOM MATERIALS
As well as forming the basis of a wider vocabulary syllabus, the
Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 can be used to create specific
classroom materials, whether for publication or for use with
a particular class. This might involve checking the level of
individual words or using the lists to analyse all the vocabulary
in a text when considering its potential for teaching purposes.
There are a number of questions to consider when selecting or
adapting a text using the Oxford Learner’s Word Lists. These
questions, with answers, are provided below.
How many words in a text should already be familiar to
students?
Research suggests that to understand a text comfortably on
their own, readers need to be familiar with 98% of the words,
or 95% with a little effort.9 However, for a teaching text which is
being used to stretch learners and where support is available
from the teacher or in the form of accompanying notes and
activities, around 85–90% of the words should be familiar.
How should familiar words be dealt with?

The Oxford 3000 was also used as the defining vocabulary for
the 10th edition of the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary.
That is, the definitions in the dictionary are all written using
Oxford 3000 words, making the definitions easily accessible to
learners.
See the Appendix for an overview of the full range of Oxford
Learner’s Word Lists.

CREATING A VOCABULARY SYLLABUS
The Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 are useful tools for creating
a vocabulary syllabus. The Oxford 3000 provides a principled
and research-based core vocabulary list, organized by level
and linked to definitions via the Oxford Advanced Learner’s
Dictionary, that can be used to build a full vocabulary syllabus
up to B2 level. When combined with the Oxford 5000, it goes
up to C1 Level. The Oxford 3000 provides a vital checklist for
syllabus designers and materials writers to ensure that essential
high-frequency vocabulary, which can so easily be missed, is
adequately covered and revisited in a consistent way. It can
then be supplemented with topic vocabulary relevant to the
specific needs and interests of individual groups of learners.
The Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 can also be used more
informally by teachers alongside any published or self-created
teaching materials as a general checklist to track progress and
reassure themselves that they are covering a good range of
core vocabulary.
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Ideally vocabulary should be taught in manageable quantities
that can be recycled regularly. Completely new words should
be practised in largely receptive activities at first encounter, but
there is also an important role for productive practice exercises
which recycle words encountered earlier in a course. Using
the Oxford Learner’s Word Lists can help teachers to track
which words have already been covered and ensure effective
recycling.
How should unfamiliar words be dealt with?
When dealing with unfamiliar words in a teaching text, any
proper nouns, such as the names of people or places, can
be discounted. A handful of topic-specific words which are
neither familiar nor useful to learn as target vocabulary could be
explained. This can be done by providing glosses, translations,
or illustrations alongside the text. If too many words are
unfamiliar, it may be necessary to consider cutting or rewording
any items that are distracting and not essential to the text. The
remainder of the text (5–10%) will be target items that learners
are looking to add to their vocabulary and which will form the
focus of vocabulary activities.
Which words should be the focus of vocabulary activities?
Target vocabulary will be largely high-frequency words which
appear in the Oxford 3000 (or mid-frequency words in the
Oxford 5000) and are pegged at the relevant level (e.g. labelled
A2 for an A2 class). However, it may also include a few ‘abovelevel’ or ‘off-list’ topic words that are of interest to students
because these are also important for vocabulary development.
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ANALYSING A TEXT

Familiar vocabulary

Figure 9 on page 18 shows an example of a short reading text,
colour-coded according to the CEFR levels in the Oxford 3000,
Oxford 5000, and Oxford Phrase List. It demonstrates how
teachers can work with a text and the Oxford Learner’s Word
Lists to create their own classroom materials. In this example,
the text, which is about a well-known graffiti artist, is intended
to be used with a B1 class (i.e. students working towards B1
level). It has been annotated with notes about the vocabulary
above B1 level, and there are further comments on dealing
with unfamiliar words and target vocabulary. A similar approach
could be used with other texts at other levels.

Table 2 shows a breakdown of the vocabulary in the text and
indicates that around 84% of the words are likely to be already
familiar to students (A1/A2) or are proper nouns. This puts it
slightly below the 85–90% coverage that allows learners to
understand a text with support. However, this is a text that
could be used by a teacher, if some adjustments are made.

The Oxford Text Checker (also available on the Oxford
Learners’ Dictionaries website) is a tool that can assist teachers
and writers with this analysis. Any text can be pasted into the
Oxford Text Checker to find out which words are in the Oxford
3000 and Oxford 5000 and to see their CEFR level.

The importance of knowing
the high-frequency vocabulary
of general English cannot be
overstated, and class time spent
on teaching and learning it is
time well spent.
MARLISE HORST

Level

Number of words/
vocabulary items*
used

Unfamiliar vocabulary
The annotations in Figure 9 suggest ways in which some of
the potentially unfamiliar vocabulary in the text (graffiti, alleys,
cans of spray paint, interactive, artworks) can be illustrated or
explained to help learners understand them. These are words
that learners will need to know to follow the text but which the
teacher does not want to focus on as target vocabulary.
Target vocabulary
The items labelled as B1 are likely to be the target vocabulary
and main focus of the lesson (decorate, spread, politics,
best-known, plenty, organized). The teacher may also choose
to include one or two of the B2 or off-list items as target
vocabulary because they fit well with the theme (e.g. display,
popular culture, multi-coloured), bearing in mind that the
level labels are a guide only and students will need to acquire
a proportion of off-list words to supplement their core
vocabulary.
Cut, reword, or keep?
That leaves a handful of items (boldly, humour, a sideways
look at, come across, in action) which the teacher will have to
decide whether to cut, reword, or keep. This decision will, in
part, be influenced by the context and the individual teacher’s
knowledge of their own students—for example, the word
humour may already have come up in a previous lesson—and
how they feel about maintaining the authenticity of the text.

Percentage

Number of different
words used

Percentage

A1

90

69.3

49

58.3

A2

13

10

12

14.3

B1

7

5.4

7

8.3

B2

6

4.6

6

7.1

C1

2

1.5

2

2.4

Proper nouns

6

4.6

3

3.6

Off-list

6

4.6

5

6

130

100

84

100

Total

Table 2. Breakdown of vocabulary in example reading text (Figure 9)
*Phrasal vocabulary items, such as ‘come across’, that consist of more than one word but need to be understood as a whole have been counted as single items.
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Bristol Street Art

illustrate
in an image

Walk around Bristol, a city in South-West England, and you’ll soon
find a piece of graffiti art decorating the city’s walls. Along alleys and
side streets, spread across the sides of buildings and boldly
displayed on bridges, you’ll find examples of street art both large
and small. Expect images with humour and a sideways look at

fairly
transparent
compound

politics and popular culture. You might even come across a street
artist in action with their multi-coloured cans of spray paint creating

illustrate
or cut?
reword
or mime?
illustrate
whole phrase

a new work of art.
Bristol is also home to Banksy, probably one of the world’s best-

well known

known graffiti artists, and you can see plenty of examples of his
work around the city. Go on an organized Banksy walking tour or
download an app with interactive maps to guide you around his artworks.

fairly clear
in context
easy to explain
A1 = blue

B1 = orange

C1 = brown

A2 = green

B2 = purple

Off-list = red

Figure 9. Example analysis of a reading text using the Oxford 3000, Oxford 5000, and Oxford Phrase List
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USING THE OXFORD LEARNER’S WORD LISTS
FOR SELF-STUDY
Exploiting texts in the classroom for their vocabulary teaching
potential is a valuable approach to helping learners acquire
and consolidate word knowledge. However, in most classrooms
there is not enough time to give all the words on the Oxford
3000 and Oxford 5000 lists the attention they deserve, despite
the enormous benefits for learners.
Both word lists can be used to supplement classroom learning
and foster autonomous learning outside the classroom. This
can be achieved, for example, by showing students how to
make more informed decisions about which words to spend
time on by pointing out and explaining the keyword symbols in
the dictionary (Oxford 3000 ; Oxford 5000 ).
Students can also be shown how to create and keep a
vocabulary notebook highlighting Oxford 3000 and Oxford
5000 words and allocating more space, time, and effort to
these words. Especially for this core vocabulary, learners
should be encouraged to go beyond simply listing the English
word and a translation, and expand their entries to include
examples, collocations, and notes about usage, going back and
adding new information about the word when they discover it.
Vocabulary notebooks can be in paper or electronic form, and
students can explore how they can enter Oxford 3000 words
into a vocabulary study app. They can also create flashcards
(either paper or electronic) and be shown how to use them to
regularly review items.

Using the Oxford 3000
is a great approach to
vocabulary learning for
students. The list becomes
a guide to the words they
really need to know to
progress in English. It is a
focus tool that helps them
become more independent
as language learners.
Students don’t have to
make an effort to decide
which words to focus on. If
the word is in the list, they
simply learn it.
Bjorn Candel, Teacher, United Arab Emirates

Using the Oxford 3000 for self-study can give students
confidence that they are learning useful words. It provides
guidance and reassurance when the teacher is not present, and
because it breaks vocabulary down into manageable chunks at
each level, it creates a sense of progress. All of these factors
can motivate students to develop their vocabulary both inside
and outside class.
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CONCLUSIONS
The revised Oxford 3000 provides an up-todate and carefully researched basis for an ELT
vocabulary syllabus that meets the needs of
today’s secondary and adult learners, guiding
them towards high-frequency, high-value
vocabulary that will be immediately useful in a
range of relevant contexts. It is designed as a
core vocabulary which, once mastered, will give
the learner coverage of a high percentage of the
words in most text types and form a foundation
on which to build a fuller range of vocabulary
which is relevant to the individual’s needs and
interests.

KEY MESSAGES
1 The Oxford 3000 is a research-based list of high-frequency,
high-value vocabulary which will be useful to learners of
English from A1 to B2 level. The Oxford 5000 uses the same
principles to extend the list to C1 level.
2 Because the Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 are aligned with
the CEFR levels, users are able to decide which words to
focus on at each level.
3 Using the word lists will provide a high return on the time and
effort invested because learners will acquire words that are
relevant to their needs and of immediate use.
4 The word lists can help teachers to plan vocabulary learning
activities and track progress, helping to ensure that effective
teaching and learning take place.
5 Using the word lists for self-study provides learners with
further opportunities for vocabulary development and helps
to encourage independent learning.

The revised Oxford 3000 is aligned with the CEFR, enabling
syllabus designers, materials writers, teachers, and learners
to break down vocabulary learning into manageable stages.
Learners can build up to a full knowledge of the Oxford 3000
at around B2 level. Beyond this, the new Oxford 5000 provides
further guidance for more advanced learners. The Oxford 3000
and Oxford 5000 are also complemented by the Oxford Phrase
List, which can be used alongside them to cover vital multiword items to help build fluency.
The word lists offer a range of benefits for users. For materials
writers and syllabus designers, they provide not only a sound,
principled basis for a vocabulary syllabus but also offer
practical tools for constructing vocabulary practice activities.
They can be used by teachers to give them confidence that the
vocabulary they are teaching in class is genuinely useful and at
the right level for their students. They can help track progress
as students move through a course, and ensure that key, highfrequency words are not overlooked. The word lists can also be
accessed directly by learners for self-study. This will help them
focus their time and effort on the words that will bring them the
greatest returns and will add structure to independent learning.
All of the word lists are fully accessible via the Oxford Learner’s
Dictionaries website at www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/
wordlists/ and are linked to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s
Dictionary.
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APPENDIX:

OXFORD LEARNER’S WORD LISTS
The table below briefly describes each of the different word lists available, which can be
found at www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/wordlists/.

Word list

Target group

About the list

Oxford 3000

Secondary/adult learners at A1–B2

A list of the most important words to learn in English,
chosen based on their frequency and relevance to learners.

Oxford 5000

Secondary/adult learners at B2–C1

Using the same principles as the Oxford 3000, this list
extends to the next 2,000 most frequent and relevant words
for B2–C1 learners.

Oxford Phrase List

Secondary/adult learners at A1–C1

This list consists of 750 of the most frequent and useful
multi-word items, including:
• compounds (car park, mobile phone)
• collocations (all day, make sense)
• phrasal verbs (grow up, look after sb)
• prepositional phrases (access to sth, aimed at sth)
• formulaic expressions (and so on, in contrast).
It is also labelled by CEFR level (from A1 to C1) and is
intended to be used alongside the Oxford 3000 and
Oxford 5000 as part of a general English vocabulary
syllabus.

Topic Lists*

Secondary/adult learners at A1–C2

Words in 75 topic areas, graded by CEFR level, covering
both Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 words and non-core
vocabulary.

Oxford Phrasal Academic
Lexicon (OPAL)

Students of English for Academic
Purposes (EAP), from beginner to
advanced level

This collection of four lists provides a guide to the most
important words for learners of EAP, including:
• written words
• written phrases
• spoken words
• spoken phrases.
The word lists are divided into sublists of 100 words each
according to frequency/level and are linked online to
relevant entries from the Oxford Learner’s Dictionary of
Academic English.

American Oxford 3000 and
Oxford 5000 (forthcoming)

Secondary/adult learners of
American English at A1–C1

Versions of the Oxford 3000 and Oxford 5000 adapted to
meet the needs of learners focusing primarily on American
English.

*For Topic Lists, see www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/topic/
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