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Abstract 

   

I | INTRODUCTION  

Tests in general serve different purposes for learners, teachers, parents, and policymakers (Bovaird et 

al., 2011). Whether a test is low or high-stakes depends on the importance of the decisions made 

about test takers based on their test results (Shohamy, 2001). High-stakes test results are used to make 

significant decisions about test takers or others in the educational system including administrators, 

teachers, schools, and communities. However, their interpretation and level of importance vary in 

different settings (Shohamy, 1996; Davis, 2006; Bovaird et al., 2011; Lin & Gao, 2020). 

Assigning grades to test takers and classifying them based on their proficiency levels, comparing their 

scores, and accepting or rejecting them are performed based on tests and their results. That is why, to 

increase their scores on high-stakes tests, test takers go through a substantial amount of test 

preparation activities (Gebril & Eid, 2017). So high-stakes tests function as national policies which, 

upon their introduction, affect the way teachers teach (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Shohamy, Donitsa-
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Schmidt & Ferman, 1996, Larsson & Olin-Scheller, 2020) and, therefore, exhibit strong washback effects 

(Shohamy et al., 1996).  

   With recent advances in technology, corpus linguistics can help to enhance the development and 

validation processes of such important tests. Given that, this study aims at using corpus linguistics to 

assess the content of an Iranian national test as a high-stakes test, namely the Master of Arts/Science 

Iranian University Entrance Exam. 

1. Corpus Linguistics and Test Validation 

Language education is one of the fields that has benefitted the most from the study of corpora. 

Johansson (2009) has summarised the many uses of corpora in connection with language teaching 

including the use of corpora in classroom activities, testing, basic research, syllabus design, and 

developing teaching materials, textbooks, grammars and dictionaries.   

The role of corpora in assessment was first introduced by Alderson (1996). However, the potential uses 

of corpus linguistics in language assessment have remained underexplored compared to other aspects 

of language education. How the study of corpora can be usefully applied to test construction, scoring, 

and validation is still under investigation (Taylor & Barker, 2008; Egbert, 2017; Pan & Qian, 2017).  

   Studies have shown that the development of language tests and automatic item generation systems 

has been informed by corpora in different ways (e.g., Miktov & Ha, 2003; Brown et al., 2005; Lin et al., 

2007; Rafatbakhsh et al., 2021). For instance, corpora are used in task and item design to decide on the 

critical language features of different proficiency levels, language features responsible for the difficulty 

of a reading text or a listening section, and plausible distractors based on the learners’ error types 

(Cushing, 2017). Additionally, information from corpora can help to score tests as well as develop 

scoring scales using linguistics features, frequencies, and difficulty indices (Crossley et al., 2011; Isaacs 

et al., 2018; Monteiro et al., 2020). 

Moreover, some studies have utilized corpora to validate different types of language tests assessing 

various skills and subskills (e.g., Staples et al., 2018; Beigman Klebanov et al., 2019; Crosthwaite & 

Raquel, 2019). Corpus linguistics is used to determine the authenticity of test materials in validation 

processes, (Biber et al., 2002). Authenticity is defined by Bachman and Palmer (1996) as “the degree of 

correspondence of the characteristics of target language use (TLU) tasks and test tasks” (p. 23). Staples 

et al. (2018) have summarized different ways of comparing tests and TLU contexts as a part of validation 

processes. These ways are as follows: 

(a) comparisons of the score level on a test and the holistic scores on the texts/speech 

produced by the same participant in the TLU, (b) comparisons of the score level on a test and 

the scores reflecting broader performance in the TLU, (c) comparisons of the language used 

in a test and the language used in the target domain by the same participants, (d) comparisons 

of the language used in a test and the language used in the target domain more generally (p.2) 

In this regard, corpus linguistics is employed to compare and analyze two or more corpora to investigate 

the degree of the correspondence between the characteristics of test tasks and the characteristics of 

target language tasks. The concept of content typicality is introduced to refer to frequently occurring 

instances of language in the reference corpora (Pan & Qian, 2017). Pan and Qian also used the term 

“atypical” for instances with extremely low or zero frequencies in corpora. According to them, 

grammaticality does not necessarily mean correctness; an item can be grammatical yet unusual and 

unnatural in a language. The topics of authenticity and typicality gain more importance in contexts where 

English serves as a second or foreign language. Systematic study of corpora makes it possible to 

determine the degree of typicality using information such as frequency. Therefore, corpus data can 

complement test developers’ intuition. Test developers can be well aware of the lexico-grammatical 
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characteristics of native speakers’ language usage by studying corpora. The information on the relative 

frequency of words and phrases, patterns, collocations and colligations, grammatical constructions, 

formulaic expressions, and lexical sequences is what test constructs emerge from (Park, 2014).   

Some studies have used frequency lists and other information from corpora to measure test takers’ various 

aspects of vocabulary knowledge at different levels (e.g., Beglar & Nation, 2007; Sasao & Webb, 2017) or 

assess their writing (e.g., Goodfellow et al., 2002; Staples et al., 2018). A few studies have also examined 

the content of multiple-choice items to see if they are actually used in real-life language (e.g., Weir & 

Milanovic, 2003; Bai, 2005). In this context, Paribakht and Webb (2016) evaluated the academic vocabulary 

coverage and its relationship with test takers’ scores in a standardized test. Studying 12 versions of an 

English proficiency test used for admission purposes at Canadian universities revealed that the coverage 

of the Academic Word List (AWL) in the tests was substantial. In another study, Vu (2019) focused on the 

coverage of GSL (Geneal Service List; West, 1953) and AWL to examine the lexical profiles of university 

admission and high-school graduation exams in Vietnam. The results showed a mismatch between the 

policies and the practice as the lexical demands of the exams were far more than the set target. Also, Pan 

and Qian (2017) measured the frequencies of the tested items in a standardized test as a part of the 

validation process. According to the findings, content typicality was problematic as some grammar items 

did not conform to native language production. However, to the best of the researchers’ knowledge, no 

research has been conducted to evaluate the content typicality of vocabulary items in high-stakes language 

proficiency tests through the use of a comprehensive corpus such as COCA. The findings of such a study 

can be useful for test validation by providing evidence about the relevance of the vocabulary used in the 

test to the target domain. 

2. Study Context 

This study is conducted in the Iranian EFL context where large-scale high-stakes tests play a significant 

role in test takers’ lives. The Iranian National University Entrance Exams are run to screen candidates for 

admission into universities at the three levels of Bachelor of Arts/Science (BA/BS), Master of Arts/Science 

(MA/MS), and Doctor of Philosophy (PhD). 

To pursue undergraduate studies in Iranian public universities, on average about 1.1 million candidates 

annually take part in the National University Entrance Exam for BA/BS. Also, to gain admission to higher 

education, on average 800,000 and 200,000 candidates participate in the National University Entrance 

Exam for MA/MS and PhD, respectively (Iranian National Organization for Educational Testing, 2020).  

The focus of this study is on the English proficiency subtest of the Iranian National University Entrance 

Exam for MA/MS. Similar to the other two exams, MA/MS entrance exam is in the form of a multiple-

choice test with a negative score system to avoid guessing and random answering by candidates. According 

to this scoring system, for every three wrong answers, one correct answer will be eliminated. Table 1 depicts 

the number of test takers for this test in the years 2015-2019. 

Table 1. The number of candidates in the Iranian MA/MS Entrance Exam. 

 

 

In the MA/MS entrance exam, the English proficiency subtest assesses test takers’ general language 

proficiency. This subtest includes multiple-choice items assessing vocabulary, grammar, and reading 

comprehension. No specific sources are determined for test preparation for this exam. So, students are 

expected to enhance their overall language proficiency to sit and pass this test successfully. They can also 

have access to the previous versions of the test to increase their preparation for the test. 

There have been some validation studies on different Iranian National Exams exploring washback effect, 

differential item functioning, and content and construct analysis (e.g., Ravand et al., 2008; Ahmadi & 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Participants 813013 761273 878388 735734 614833 
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Thompson, 2012; Razavipur, 2014; Ahmadi et al., 2015; Ravand & Firoozi, 2016; Bazvand et al., 2019). 

However, to the best of the researchers’ knowledge, no study has focused on the content typicality of 

these tests so as to see whether the words and phrases tested are used in real language contexts.   

Taking into account the above gap in the literature, this study aimed at examining the content of 

vocabulary items of the general English proficiency subtest of the Iranian MA/MS Entrance Exam in 

terms of typicality. To examine the content typicality, the frequency of all the options of the vocabulary 

items was extracted from the five genres of COCA, and the results were compared across different 

genres and years. In addition, the collocations found in the items were searched in the corpus to find 

out their degree of typicality. Collocations were formed using the combination of words from the stems 

and options. With these objectives in mind, we addressed the following research questions on content 

typicality in this study. 

2. Research Questions 

1. How frequent are the vocabulary options of the General English subtest of the MA/MS Iranian 

National University Entrance Exam, overall and across different genres?  

2. Are there any differences in the degree of typicality of vocabulary options among different 

versions of the test over the five years from 2015 to 2019?  

3. How typical are the collocations extracted from each item? 

 

II. METHOD  

1. Reference Corpora 

The research was based on COCA, created by Davies (2008), Professor of Corpus Linguistics at Brigham 

Young University. This corpus is the only comprehensive genre-balanced corpus of American English, 

composed of more than one billion words of text from 1990 to 2019. For this study, a purchased version 

of the corpus was used with more than 520 million words in 220,225 texts, including 20 million words 

each year from 1990 to 2015. This corpus is divided evenly among five genres including spoken genre, 

fiction, popular magazines, newspapers, and academic journals gathered from various authentic sources. 

2. Data 

The data for this study were collected from the vocabulary section of the general English proficiency 

subset of the MA/MS Iranian National University Entrance Exam in five years, from 2015 to 2019. The 

MA/MS exam is administered to candidates of 140 fields of study. Every year, parallel versions (usually 

seven) of the test are designed and randomly assigned to candidates of different fields except for foreign 

languages (such as English, German and French) which have their own specific versions of the test. As 

the tests become publicized after administration, new tests are developed annually. 

The vocabulary section of the test comprises 30 multiple-choice items, including 10 vocabulary items, a 

cloze passage of five items on grammar, and two reading passages each with five comprehension items. 

For the English language studies group, consisting of the three fields of English Literature, Teaching 

English as a Foreign Language, and Linguistics, this test version is different and has 60 items including 

10 structure items, 20 vocabulary items, one cloze passage of 10 items, and three reading passages with 

20 items.  

For this study, four versions of the test were selected, including three versions randomly selected from 

the seven available parallel versions and one version specifically designed for the candidates of English 

language studies. Therefore, a total of 250 multiple-choice vocabulary items were studied from the 
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selected MA/MS entrance exams. As a result, 1000 options and 1000 collocations formed with the options 

were extracted from the items to be searched in the corpus for their frequencies.   

3. Data Collection and Analysis 

To find out the degree of the typicality of the tested vocabulary items, their frequencies were checked in 

COCA. First, all the four options (the key and the three distractors) of all the items were extracted. Then, 

the possible collocations were formed, including words from the stem with the answer and with each 

distractor. For instance, the options “eccentric, equivocal, exuberant, and exorbitant” and the possible 

collocations that the options could form, i.e., “eccentric prices, equivocal prices, exuberant prices, and 

exorbitant prices”, were listed as follows:  

Item: Although no one was interested in buying Vincent Van Gogh’s paintings during his lifetime, they 

now sell for ………. prices.  

1) eccentric  2) equivocal  3) exuberant  4) exorbitant 

After that, the frequency of these options was counted in COCA. Considering the objective of the study, 

writing a specific script for this particular purpose was preferred to using the existing concordancers. 

Therefore, to find out the frequency of each option and the collocations in COCA, a script was written by 

a computer programmer. The designed concordancer made it possible to search a long list of 2000 words 

and collocations in COCA within a short time. All the lemmas of the verbs  and the different variations of 

the phrases were also included in the search. Comparisons were then made among the exam versions and 

years across the five corpus genres using descriptive statistics.     

 

III. RESULTS 

In line with the first research question concerning the frequency of the options, all the options in the items 

of the selected test versions (250 multiple-choice vocabulary items) were extracted and searched in the 

corpus. Table 2 reports the total frequency of the options per million. As it can be seen, the exam years 

2018 and 2015 had the highest and lowest frequencies of the options, respectively, with a noticeable 

difference between the two. 

Table 2. Overall option frequencies in each exam year. 

 

 

Additionally, the frequencies of the options in each genre of COCA were counted separately, the results 

of which are demonstrated in percentages in Figure 1. As it can be seen, the overall coverage of the options 

is the highest in the spoken genre (23.22%). The academic (21.16%), magazine (18.89%), fiction (18.76%) 

and news (17.99%) genres occupy the next ranks, respectively. However, it seems that the highest 

frequencies of the options in each year belong to the genre of academic, except in 2018. In this year, the 

percentage of the frequencies in the spoken genre is the highest, i.e., 27.65%. Since the 2018 version had 

the highest frequency among the five versions, it has affected the total results considerably. So, while the 

academic genre enjoys the highest frequency in four versions, in the 2018 version and the total results, the 

spoken genre appears with the highest frequency. 

 

 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Total 

Frequency (pm) 2762.69 5031.22 2920.57 13514.18 5334.85 29563.51 
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Figure 1. The percentage of the option frequencies across the genres. 

To answer the second research question, concerning the typicality of the vocabulary options in different 

test versions, the overall frequencies of the options in each test version of each year were extracted 

across the genres. The total frequencies were then calculated for each test version and the percentages 

of the frequencies in each genre were computed accordingly. Table 3 presents the results. 

Table 3. The percentages of the option frequencies in different test versions across the genres. 

 Field Academic Fiction Magazine News Spoken 

2015 

Version 1 26.96 13.25 21.46 21.43 16.90 

Version 2 42.37 12.54 16.29 16.48 12.31 

Version 3 24.89 25.06 22.97 16.40 10.67 

Eng. version  19.88 19.03 20.71 28.19 12.20 

2016 

Version 1 20.11 19.35 20.40 19.32 20.82 

Version 2 35.68 11.21 20.39 18.99 13.74 

Version 3 41.85 10.29 20.08 16.06 11.72 

Eng. Version 23.38 16.76 23.06 24.15 12.65 

2017 

Version 1 33.40 11.49 23.34 18.51 13.27 

Version 2 36.16 10.66 21.73 18.68 12.77 

Version 3 35.30 11.04 21.63 18.33 13.70 

Version Eng. 25.37 18.93 24.55 19.57 11.58 

2018 

Version 1 33.94 13.23 19.41 18.96 14.46 

Version 2 35.12 12.53 20.40 18.33 13.62 

Version 3 12.03 22.81 18.32 16.76 30.08 

Eng. Version 30.03 12.14 22.58 18.69 16.55 

2019 

Version 1 40.33 11.52 20.81 16.72 10.62 

Version 2 38.30 11.72 19.55 17.32 13.11 

Version 3 20.26 18.93 20.80 20.08 19.92 

Eng. Version 28.29 10.98 24.53 23.83 12.37 

As indicated, the largest percentage of the option frequencies in all the test versions belonged to the 

academic genre except for six test versions, highlighted in Table 3. In these tests, the options were more 

frequent in the fiction, magazine, news and spoken genres. As it means, in 70% of all the cases, the 

academic genre had the highest frequency. In 30% of the cases, the other genres were the most frequent, 

and the academic genre had the second rank (in five out of six cases). Exceptionally, in test version 3 in 

2018, 30% of the overall frequencies belonged to the spoken genre, and the lowest percentage (12.03%) 

belonged to the academic genre. 

Furthermore, minimum, maximum, and total frequencies were extracted for each test version in each 

year (Table 4). In the English language studies, the minimum, maximum and overall frequencies were 

lower than the other versions. However, no specific patterns can be traced in the statistics extracted for 
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the three parallel test versions. The vocabulary coverage of these three versions in COCA was not similar 

when compared in each year or across different years. The total frequency of 11843.11 pm was the highest 

among all in the test version 3, 2018, while the lowest was 203.8 pm in 2019 for the options tested in the 

field of English language studies. 

Table 4. Minimum, maximum and total frequencies (pm) of the options in each test. 

 Field Min Max Totals 

2015 

Version 1 0.33 235.43 1666.16 

Version 2 0.02 52.99 225.98 

Version 3 0.16 189.02 715.24 

Eng. Version 0.02 25.89 155.31 

2016 

Version 1 0.1 1601.45 2757.37 

Version 2 0.23 246.44 1244.13 

Version 3 0.05 135.99 849.9 

Eng. Version 0.02 26.84 179.82 

2017 

Version 1 0.05 101.22 694.05 

Version 2 0.01 49.48 434.8 

Version 3 0.75 222.63 1550.23 

Eng. Version 0 27.63 241.49 

2018 

Version 1 1.11 154.97 580.11 

Version 2 0.22 150.8 809.5 

Version 3 0.03 6128.04 11843.11 

Eng. Version 0 40.37 281.46 

2019 

Version 1 0.31 221.85 571.5 

Version 2 0.23 201.76 441.35 

Version 3 0.33 1601.45 4118.74 

Eng. Version 0 46.76 203.8 

Total Mean 
Versions 1, 2, & 3 0.26 752.90 1900.14 

Eng. Version 0.00 33.49 214.52 

On the other hand, there were just three options in the 20 tests which had absolute zero occurrences in 

COCA. The options were “nefandous”, “saporous” and “containerport”. They were all in the items 

belonging to the fields of English language studies in 2017, 2018, and 2019, respectively. In addition, the 

total number of options with less than 10 instances in the whole corpus was 13, all belonging to the 

vocabulary test for the fields of English language studies except for one which was in the test version 2, 

2016.  

To answer research question 3 on the typicality of the collocations, combinations of words from the stem 

and options were extracted for all the items. This yielded all the six main types of collocations consisting 

of adjective + noun, noun + noun, verb + noun, adverb + adjective, verb + prepositional phrase, and 

verb + adverb. The collocations were then searched in COCA for their frequencies. Table 5 shows the 

overall results. 

Table 5. Collocation frequencies (pm) in different tests across genres. 

Year Academic Fiction Magazine News Spoken Total 

2015 8.48 2.43 4.12 3.41 1.61 3.99 
2016 15.85 18.96 17.35 17.33 18.69 17.64 
2017 72.14 13.25 30.86 26.34 17.03 31.76 
2018 8.76 5.61 7.83 8.21 7.93 4.46 

2019 38.63 7.92 14.18 11.05 8.57 15.97 

The frequencies of the collocations were the highest in the academic genre in all the exam years except in 

2016 in which the highest frequency was found in the fiction genre. Besides, the collocations were the most 

frequent in total in 2017, i.e., 31.76 pm.  
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In the search for the collocation frequencies, some very low or even zero frequencies were found, 

showing atypical examples. To detect the degree of atypicality in the collocations, the ones with absolute 

zero frequency were extracted. Figure 2 shows the percentages of the collocations formed with the key 

options with absolutely zero instances in the whole corpus. 

 
Figure 2. The percentages of the answer collocations with an absolute zero frequency. 

The bar chart indicates the zero frequencies across different test versions in different years. The 

percentages of the answer collocations with a zero frequency are the highest in the test version for 

English language studies in all the years except in 2016 where test version 3 had the highest percentage 

of zero frequency collocations (40%). In general, in 2018 and 2019, 32% of the answer collocations 

could not be found in COCA at all, while, in 2016 the percentage was the lowest at 20%. In contrast, 

test version 2 included no answer collocations with a zero frequency in 2016 and 2018. 

Besides the answer collocations, the frequencies of the distractor collocations in COCA were extracted. 

There were some instances where the frequency of the distractor collocations was higher than that of 

the answer collocations and, therefore, more typical in an item. In the years 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018 and 

2019, there were respectively 2, 2, 6, 2 and 3 cases in which the distractor collocations showed a higher 

degree of typicality than the answer collocation. In these items, the collocations that were not much 

frequent in the corpus were used as the correct answer. 

 

IV. DISCUSSION 

In this study, the degree of the typicality of vocabulary items was investigated for four versions of the 

English proficiency subtest of the MA/MS Iranian National University Entrance Exam. To address the 

first research question, all the options in the vocabulary subsets were searched in COCA. Differences 

were depicted among different versions of the test across time. Then, the frequencies were compared 

across the five genres of COCA for each year. As the most marked point emerging from the data 

comparison, the academic genre enjoyed the highest frequency in the four years. However, in one year 

and in the total results, the spoken genre appeared to have the highest frequency. 

The items used to assess English proficiency in university entrance exams are usually developed to 

evaluate whether the test takers are proficient enough to manage the linguistic demands of the academic 

materials in the academic context of university. Although, in many fields of study, except for language 

studies, the main language used at Iranian universities is Persian, students face a great number of 

materials in English. Moreover, the language of most scholarly journals is mainly English. Students are 

normally required to study the recent articles related to their fields, and they sometimes write papers in 
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English and publish them in international journals. Therefore, the screening tests should be in line with 

what is required later in the academic context of universities. 

For further analysis, we examined the occurrence of items from the Academic Word List (AWL) (Coxhead, 

2000) and the Academic Vocabulary List (AVL) (Gardner & Davies, 2014) in all the options. The results 

indicated that 194 (19.4%) and 336 (33.6%) options belonged to the AWL and AVL, respectively. Paribakht 

and Webb (2016) found that 71 out of 144 options (49.30%) of the multiple-choice cloze test of CanTEST 

(an English language proficiency test used in Canada for university admission purposes and professional 

certification) existed in the AWL. The academic vocabulary coverage in the current study is much lower. 

The findings generally reveal that the academic genre is not adequately represented in the MA/MS Iranian 

exam as expected by the function of this test. This points to the lack of systematic attention to the use of 

corpora in designing the test. 

Research question 2 was concerned with the comparison of different test versions across different genres 

during the five years. Given the purpose of the tests, it is reasonable to expect that the vocabulary options 

show the highest frequency in the academic genre. While the results showed that the academic genre had 

the highest frequency in the majority of cases, the difference depicted was considerable in no case. In some 

cases, the academic genre was of a similar frequency as the other genres. Also, in about one third of the 

cases, it was even of lower frequency. The inclusion of the vocabulary frequent in genres other than 

academic for the fields of English language studies is justifiable because the candidates’ overall language 

proficiency is higher than other fields. Moreover, the language proficiency requirements for their university 

studies differ from other candidates’. That is, students of language studies are expected to be proficient in 

all language skills because language is both the medium of instruction and an objective to be studied for 

them. However, for the students of other fields, reading is the basic language skill needed as they are mostly 

required to read foreign sources in English. So, while the findings are more or less supported for English 

language studies, the results are not promising for the other fields and show the need for the inclusion of 

the academic genre in a more consistent way in this high-stakes test. 

Analysis of the test versions in terms of minimum, maximum and mean scores for the frequency of using 

the options also supported this finding. More differences were found among different versions than what 

was expected for such parallel tests. One reason for this finding could be that some items aimed to assess 

the knowledge of collocations or expressions, and the options were mostly chosen from among common 

verbs such as have, take, make or give, that are more meaningful when they are a part of a collocation. 

Furthermore, the fields of English language studies contained less frequent vocabulary as anticipated. As 

explained earlier, that is because candidates whose major is English are more proficient in different 

language skills compared to students of other fields. Therefore, the occurrence of low-frequency words or 

expressions was not unexpected. There are still some doubts on the relationship between word frequencies 

and the difficulty level; however, many studies suggest that lexical processing depends on the frequency of 

the words, i.e., high-frequency words are processed faster and more accurately than low-frequency ones, 

both in the first and second languages (e.g., Laufer et al., 2004; Schmidtke, 2014; Akbari, 2016; Chen et al., 

2018). For instance, in a study by Culligan (2015), from among different methods of estimating word 

difficulty such as frequency, length of word, and the number of syllables, the log of word frequencies 

extracted from large corpora represented the best estimate of difficulty level and lexical familiarity. The 

correlation of the word frequency and the difficulty was negative; as the frequencies decreased, the 

difficulty augmented. Moreover, a study by Choi and Moon (2020) revealed that expert judgment and 

corpus features cover various aspects of item difficulty. Therefore, frequencies, as one of the influencing 

factors in word familiarity, should be considered in designing a test. 

The frequency in the tests designed for the candidates of English language studies ranged from 0 to 46.76. 

There were instances where the options had zero or very low frequencies in the corpus, which means they 

were atypical. The fact that some of the options used in vocabulary assessment were not found in one of 

the biggest language representatives, i.e. COCA, can question the overall validity of this proficiency test. 
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Although the test is intended for candidates of English language studies, the use of words such as 

nefandous, saporous and containerport with absolute zero frequency can be highly controversial. These 

words were non-existent in the British National Corpus (BNC) as well. Some of the other words with 

less than 10 instances in the COCA included: defalcate, clamant, banausic, animadversion, torpidity, 

perorate, depredate, paralogism, and acidulous. Among these words, clamant, animadversion, and 

depredate were the key options, while the others were used as distractors. These words are not practical 

in the English language and should be substituted with more practical and functional words. 

To answer research question 3 on the typicality of collocations, the possible collocations were manually 

extracted from the items, formed both with the answer and the three distractors. Their frequencies of 

occurrence were then extracted from COCA. The findings revealed that the overall frequencies of the 

collocations differed remarkably across different years and versions. More similar statistics were 

expected for such parallel tests. Also, although the highest frequency of collocation in the academic 

genre for each year matched the logic for these tests, the problem was that the frequencies were not 

necessarily high or different from other genres’. This means the tests were not informed by corpus 

linguistics. 

Despite the grammaticality of the collocations, there were no traces of some collocations in the corpus. 

There are possible grammatical ways of forming a phrase; however, not all of them sound natural or 

near-native (Pawley & Syder, 1983). The corpus-based study of collocations is of paramount importance 

in that they are connected to natural and fluent language production by native speakers (Sinclair, 1991; 

Ellis, 2002; Schmitt, 2012). Since there are no specific sources for these tests to study, we argue that 

students may, among other sources, tend to study previous published test samples in their preparation 

for this test; therefore, the tests simultaneously serve as both testing and teaching materials for the 

candidates. This calls for further attention to the content development in such tests, and corpus 

linguistics can be of great importance to this end. 

A growing body of literature has evaluated the use of corpora in vocabulary selection for teaching and 

testing materials, and different threshold levels have been introduced. According to the results of the 

preliminary work in this field, for university students to read academic texts, a core vocabulary of 3000 

word families is essential (Laufer, 1992). Hazenberg and Hulstijn (1996) studied the lexical coverage of 

university textbooks and placed the threshold at 10,000 word families. More recent evidence suggests 

14,000 word families for reading university textbooks (Chujo & Hasegawa, 2003), 8000 to 9000 word 

families for unassisted comprehension of authentic written texts, and 6000 to 7000 word families for 

spoken texts (Nation, 2006). Overall, researchers agree that frequencies extracted from corpora can be 

considered as a yardstick to select teaching and testing materials. The words with frequencies close to 0 

per million, which were included in the vocabulary tests of the current study as multiple-choice options, 

did not belong to any of the aforementioned word families. We believe that the inclusion of words with 

zero occurrences in the materials used in EFL contexts may not be entirely reasoned. In the development 

of teaching and testing materials, more systematic data are required besides the experts’ intuitions. Even 

native speakers’ judgment cannot be a good yardstick. According to Okamoto (2015), there is a positive 

correlation between the native speakers’ self-reported frequency of word use and the word frequency in 

corpora only up to the 7000-word level. Above this threshold, native speakers cannot easily categorize 

the given words. This signifies the value of corpora in designing tests.  

 

V. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

The current study sought to evaluate the content of the vocabulary items in four versions of the English 

general proficiency subset of the master’s university entrance exam from 2015 to 2019 in Iran. A corpus-

based approach was adopted to assess the typicality of the vocabulary tests with the frequencies extracted 

from COCA. It can be concluded from the findings that the development of vocabulary items in this 
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test is not informed by the data from corpora or existing wordlists, and genres are not taken into 

consideration in the process either. 

In a major high-stakes exam such as a university entrance exam for master’s programs, more academic 

vocabulary is expected to be observed than the vocabulary from other genres because this test is intended 

to assess the candidates’ academic language capabilities for entering university. Additionally, the 

vocabularies with zero or extremely low frequencies might be considered unsuitable as they are not 

essential vocabulary and do not facilitate further studies. Therefore, considering the fact that corpora can 

manifest information about content typicality, developing and validating vocabulary tests can benefit 

greatly from corpus linguistics. Checking the typicality of the words tested in an exam can result in more 

systematic and higher-quality assessments. Test developers are, therefore, advised to refer to well-

established corpora as target language representatives to complement the experts’ judgments when 

developing tests. Currently, with the availability of various academic wordlists such as AWL and AVL as 

well as free online access to corpora such as COCA, frequencies can be taken into account to design more 

authentic items and more parallel tests. 
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