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For any L2 research project or pedagogical purpose, determining what counts as a single
lexical unit is a crucial issue. We would therefore like to thank SSLA for instigating this
discussion of the issue, and Stuart Webb for his thoughts on this matter. Although proper
perspective must always be maintained, we believe that in thinking about lexical units
something of a paradigm shift (Kuhn, 1962) is currently underway in our field: At first, a
practice is unquestioned, then conflicting evidence emerges (as has been the case recently
on this issue, e.g., McLean, 2018; Stoeckel et al., 2020), alternate approaches become
permissible, and eventually a new norm is established.
So just what is the emerging norm that appears nascent? Best practice, we would argue,

is for researchers and educators to select a lexical unit that is appropriate, considering the
evidence, for the learners and use in question. Webb suggests that thus far research has
been limited and cautions against the overgeneralization of findings. However, while
more evidence is always welcome, it is important to acknowledge that empirical evidence
is available. As Brown et al.’s (2020) review found, to date the evidence is that (a) many
learners (including those far beyond beginner levels) lack the knowledge necessary to deal
with receptive uses of derivational forms of known headwords, and (b) derivational forms
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make up a significant portion of text (i.e., enough to impact comprehension). Moreover,
there are indications that learners find inferring derivational forms encountered in context
a challenge (Brown, 2013). Our position is that this evidence should be heeded: Decisions
based on evidence (even if limited) are superior to decisions based on supposition.

For many L2 learners, therefore, for receptive as well as productive uses, the appro-
priate lexical unit is likely to be a smaller unit (perhaps the lemma or flemma); for young
L2 learners and early beginners, word types are likely appropriate; and occasionally, for
receptive uses with advanced learners, the word family may be reasonable. It is not
therefore a dichotomous choice between lemmas/flemmas and families: Indeed, we have
previously noted that “ideally, perhaps, a different unit might be adopted for each specific
population of interest” (Brown et al., 2020, p. 2). However, it is the case, asWebb’s article
demonstrates, that only certain units tend to be given consideration (types, lemmas,
flemmas, word families) because they have been conventionalized as named entities.
Moreover, as we also observed previously, there is certainly value in the regular use of a
small number of standard units for reasons of clarity, transparency, and comparability (see
also Bauer & Nation, 1993, p. 264).

But what of the questions Webb raises about the utility and practicality of smaller
lexical units? Regarding pedagogy, Webb suggests that larger lexical units have advan-
tages in that viewing headwords alongside their inflections and derivations might accel-
erate lexical development. This is because learning morphologically related word forms
may be easier than learning unrelated words and because acquisition of the inflectional
and derivational systems may be facilitated. We agree. However, making use of larger
lexical units in instruction makes sense precisely because learners need support in this
area. That is, attention to individual family members is needed because knowledge of a
word form is not a good indicator of knowledge of related forms, as Ward and Chuen-
jundaeng (2009) and McLean (2018) have shown. One issue at present is that different
uses of larger lexical units are conflated: Lists of word families—useful as a pedagogical
resource—are also used in testing and profiling (e.g., to match learners with lexically
appropriate materials) without recognition of the problems raised (see Kremmel, 2016).

On wordlists, Webb argues that larger lexical units allow greater coverage to be
achieved by a given number of units, observing, for example, that “the 1,000 most frequent
word types, flemmas, and word families accounted for 76.46%, 80.97%, and 82.95%
coverage of a 14-million-word corpus (Nation, 2016)” (Webb, 2021, p. 944). However, this
additional theoretical coverage is illusory for a learner who lacks the ability to deal with the
varied forms encompassed by the lexical unit. In and of itself the argument that a particular
unit accounts formore coverage does notmeanmuch.Whatmatters is whether a lexical unit
reflects the knowledge and abilities of learners (Gardner, 2007, p. 242).

Discussing assessment, Webb suggests that using a smaller lexical unit would mean a
much larger number of items requiring assessment. Noting that the first 1,000 word
families comprise 3,281 lemmas (Nation, 2016), Webb argues that in place of a 30-item
test of those families, a 98-item test would be needed were lemmas to be used. However,
there are two problems with this suggestion. First, from a statistical standpoint, this is
incorrect. Vocabulary size and levels tests function as a poll of the proportion of words a
learner knowswithin a given population of words (Gyllstad et al., 2020). In such polls, it is
the sample size that determines the margin of error, not the size of the population being
sampled (Smith, 2004). Therefore, tests with identical numbers of items to existing tests
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would not compromise accuracy of estimation. Second, Webb is mistaken in assuming
that all the lemmas that comprise the first 1,000 families (in his example) would need to be
covered by the test. In fact, many lemmas among the first 1,000 families are of low
frequency and would be replaced by higher-frequency lemmas in a frequency-based
lemmas list. Thus, switching from family- to lemma-based testing would not mean that all
the resultant lemmas would be within the sampling pool. Accordingly, even if a sample of
30 items per 1,000-word band were desired, a lemma-based test need not contain many
more items than a family-based test. This is demonstrated by the fact that a well-
constructed lemma-based wordlist (e.g., Brezina & Gablasova, 2015) can provide cov-
erage levels comparable to family-based lists.
We hope we have been able to addressWebb’s concerns in the space available to us. In

closing, we note that precedent is a powerful force in research and pedagogy. We
recognize that this shift in thinking about lexical units faces opposition from the inertia
of many years of word-family usage by numerous practitioners. In much the same way
less thorough statistical methodologies perpetuate in L2 research due to their long-held
prior acceptability, the use of the word family remains common not just in areas where its
use is well founded but also in others where it is not. We do not wish to denigrate such
work. The word family has been the unit of choice of many seminal researchers, and their
contributions have enhanced our understanding of L2 vocabulary. While rethinking the
use of lexical units can be seen as a paradigm shift, ultimately it is but one ofmany changes
in thinking in our field as practices improve. Scientific progress is about iteration and
gradual improvement onwhat came before. Improvements in wordlists, in the accuracy of
testing and in the precision of coverage estimates are just that, improvements. They are not
a total negation of prior work. Our only wish is that future workmakes use of a lexical unit
that is appropriate, considering the available evidence, for the learners at hand.
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