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Resumo: O GRE® (General Record Examinations) Revised Gérezat € um teste padronizado de
admissdo para o mestrado e doutorado, administiaela ETS (Educational Testing Service), prestado
por 675,000 alunos anualmente. E uma prova queaiego preparo laborioso por parte dos candidatos,
e o resultado alcancado pelo aluno determina, eamde parte, junto com outros critérios, sua adnossa
em cursos de poés-graduacdo. Livros preparatoriosapa GRE® geralmente indicam uma lista de
palavras a ser aprendida ou memorizada, palavragjaais apareceram com frequéncia em edi¢cbes
anteriores da prova. Uma vez que os candidatosapfiovados na universidade de sua escolha, todavia,
esse vocabulario sera usado, como originalmentegst pela ETS? A fim de discutir a validade do
Iéxico requerido a candidatos do GRE®, analisamdista de palavras do livro preparatério Cracking
the New GRE 2012le acordo com sua frequéncia na secdo académicaQiCA.
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Abstract: The GRE® (General Record Examinations) Revised 1@eilest is a standardized graduate
admissions test, which is administered by ETS (&tutal Testing Service) and taken by 675,000
students yearly. Requiring an effortful preparatfomm students, the score achieved by the studehti
test greatly determines, along with other criterlagir admission to graduate school programs. Books
which prepare for the GRE® test usually indicatbst of words to be learnt or memorized by the-test
takers, words which frequently appeared on theiteptevious years. Once the test takers are apgtov
in the school of their choice, however, will thaxabulary be in fact put to use, as originally imded by
ETS? To investigate the validity of the lexiconuiezfd by GRE® test takers, we analyzed the wotd lis
from the preparation book Cracking the New Gre 28&@ording to its frequency in the academic section
of COCA.
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1. Introduction
ETS released a new version of the GRE® Revised @kiest in 2011, with the promise to

students thatthe revised test more closely reflects the kinthatking you'll do in graduate or business
school and demonstrates that you are ready fougtadevel work.” About the GRE® revised General
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Test: <http://www.ets.org/gre/revised_general/abolitis not a language proficiency test of Englisha
foreign language, but for a candidate whose natwguage is not English, it certainly demands a
proficient level.As part of the necessary preparationsuccess in the testtudents have some grueling
work to do, which includes memorizing a lengthy & more than 3000 words, as advocated by some
preparation courses, all that in a limited amourttroe. The GRE® test consists of two essays (agly
of an issue and analysis of an argument), two Vedzsoning sections and two quantitative reasoning
sections, of 30 minutes each, mounting to a 3-hé@minute test. The words from the vocabulary list
are tested in the verbal reasoning part of the ekach section contains 20 questiodsjided into
reading comprehension (about approximately 10 ngadassages), text completion (about 6 questions)
and sentence equivalence (3-5 questions). The niation of so many words might be a challenge for
American studentsand even more sor foreign test takers, whose English proficiencyeles the most
diverse. Here are some sample questions from #qgapation software offered by ETS on their website
http://www.ets.org/greThe questions exemplifidoklow cover words from the vocabulary list analyzed
in COCA.

& 18T Client — R = x
GRE® Untimed Practice Section 2 of 5 Quit Exit |Review | Mark Help Back | Mext
- wi Save | Section O ) <3 =
@S/‘ Question 2 of 20

Select one entry for the blank. Fill the blank in the way that best completes the text.

Since she believed him to be both candid and trustworthy, she refused to consider the possibility that hus statement had
been .

irrelevant

facetious

rnistaken

critical

insincere

Figurel. Text Completion
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Question 15 of 20

Select the two answer choices that, when used to complete the
sentence, fit the meaning of the sentence as a whole and produce

completed sentences that are alike in meaning.

Ewer in this business, where

is part of everyday life, atalent for lying

15 not semething usually found on one’s resurme.

[] aspiration

[ mendacity

[ prevarication

[0 insensitivity

[] baseness

Figure lll. Reading Comprehensiol

& IBT Client
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GRE® Untimed Practice Section 4 of 5

| E)

Question 10 of 20

Quit Exit
wi Save | Section

Review | Mark Help Back Next
[ e | e | [

Questions 10 and 11 are based on this passage.

Objectively, of course, the various ecosysterns that sustain life
on the planet proceed independently of hurnan agency, just as they
operated before the hectic ascendancy of Homo sapiens. But it is
also true that it is difficult to think of a single such systern that has
not, for better or worse, been substantially modified by human
culture. Nor is this simply the work of the industrial centuries. It
has been happening since the days of ancient Mesopotamia. It 15
coeval with the origins of writing, and has occurred throughout our
social existence. And it is this irreversibly modified world, from
the polar caps to the equatorial forests, that is all the nature we have.

Congider each of the choices separately and
select all that apply.

It can be inferred from the passage that the author would agree with
which of the following staternents?

[ Overtime, the impact of human culture on the natural world has
been largely benign

[ Itis amistake to think that the natural world contains many areas
of pristine wilderness

] The only substantial effects that hurman agency has had on
ecosysterns have been inadvertent.

2. Theoretical Background

Corpus linguistics is the study of the linguistibgmomena and frequency of words in
contextualized situations through machine-readablkections of texts, the corpora. Softwares aral th
internet grant the possibility of access to milBoof oral and written productions, thus making the
discovery and interpretation of linguistic pattermusd co-occurrences across texts and texts varietie
possible. (Biber, 2004). Its usefulness reliestmngossibility to research how speakers “use tiguistic

resources available to them in their language.”Ifatl)
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Breeze (2007, review of Biber, 2006) explains tila¢ main challenge of corpus research is to
select tools that will confirm intuitions or revaalexpected patterns of language use.” Origidiiited
to “accurately measuring what it proposes to”, tomcept of validity has become not only more
elaborated, but has also split into specific catego By investigating the frequency of the GRES§ of
words, we want to test the predictive validity,aniterion-related validity, which concerns to “beia
that is external to the measuring instrument itg€farmines & Zeller,1979). Predictive validityrcde
proved when “inferences regarding achievement stabbshed via a statistical relationship betwesst t
scores and subsequent academic performance.” -@{gakson, 2005:17). According to Biber, Conrad
and Reppen (1998), the average frequency for nisuP80 per mil, and a frequency of 25 per thousand
words is “almost impossibly rare”. However, as pytthe authors of Cracking the new GRE® (2011),
there are indications that assessing candidates flifferent fields on their ability to perform ime
academic environment through a standardized tegtitnmot demonstrate accurately predictive validity,
that is, the words required by the GRE test coulg be necessary for one’s approval in the GRE.

The new test supposedly allows graduate schodlstta better sense of an applicant’s ability to
work in a post-graduate setting—a goal that is alistc indeed, considering that the people whe tie
GRE are applying to programs as diverse as physidsanthropology. However, it's safe to say that
neither GRE—new or old—is a realistic measurd@iv well you'll do in grad school, or even how
intelligent you are. In fact, the GRE provides didrassessment of only one thing: The GRE assesses

how well you take the GRE.

3. Methodology

The group of words enlisted in the research wasexd in accordance to the online Corpus of
Contemporary American English, COCA, which is cosgmb of more than 425 million words, divided
into the following sections: spoken, fiction, pomumagazines, newspapers, and academic journals. Ea
of these sections accounts for approximately theesshare in the corpus: around 90 million wordghen
spoken section, 85 million in fiction, 90 milliom ipopular magazines, and almost 86 million in the
academic section — 85,791,918 words at the tingerdsearch was conducted, in November, 2011. Each
word was analyzed according to its frequency pdliamiwords in each of the aforementioned sections.
An issue in the research was choosing whether teraspecified search of the words, that is, upar
of speech tags, a tool provided by the corpus.f&gifying the part of speech, our search would bkso
in accordance to the descriptiGnacking the New GREakes of the words. For exampbeecipitatehas

two entries in the list, as an adverb and as aectdg. However, the frequency results were surayig
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low. For example, by searching the frequencyedilouswith a general adjective tag ([jj*]), these were

the results:

CORPUS OF CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN ENGLISH

425 MILLION WORDS, 1990-2011

T CLICK ON BARS FOR CONTEXT

SECTION SPOKEN FICTION MAGATINE HEWSFAPER ACADEMIC
! FREC 4 3 17 21 it

LISTEN PER ML 0.04 D.04 0,.1% .24 0,13
- ;
CHaRT
powic SEE ALL

SUB-SECTICNS

COMDAF AT ONCE
EEARCH
sTRING ]

Figure IV. Results for zealous [jj*]

In the Spoken section of the corpora, the adjectias identified only 4 times, which is 0.04 in gve
thousand words, and 11 times in the academic seaiic).13 in every thousand words, making it intee
“almost impossibly rare”.

While a more general word search generated a cenadity higher frequency:

CORPUS OF CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN ENGLISH

425 MILLION WORDS, 1990-2011

ESPY  CLICK ON BARS FOR CONTEXT

SECTION SPOKEN FICTION MAGAZINE NEWSPAPER ACADEMIC

= FREQ 70 57 157 164 182
LIS PER MIL 0.78 0.67 1.74 1.89 2.12
o)
CHART

I'_\I
SEE ALL

® SUB-SECTIONS
COMPAF AT ONCE
SEARCH
STRING

Figure V. Results forzealous without a speech tag

This time,zealouswas registered 70 times in the spoken sectiorequéncy 17.5 times higher
than when the word was speech-tagged. In the adadection, a general search rendered 182 results f
the same word, more than 16 times the frequentheispeech-tagged search.

Considering Chapelle’s (1999) restrictions on dlebailed or too oriented analysis, which may
pose a threat to the validation of a research’sfileess as a meaningful interpretation of perforwes,
we opted for a less specific search, without spigifthe part of speech of each word, as an atteémnpt
emphasize that even by doing #us vocabulary list is not constituted of wordsiethare bound to be of
use for GRE® test-takers later in graduate sclasothey read and produce academic literature.
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When researched in COCA, the 302 words researgh@ehaed in the following range of frequency:

Table I.Frequency per thousand words

\Words' frequency _ _ _ _ TOTAL PER

) Hit Parade 1 |Hit Parade Il |Hit Parade Il Hit Parad e IV
range (per mil) RANGE
0 to 0.9 37 34 41 39 151
1to¢ 37 38 32 29 136
10> 3 4 5 3 15
TOTAL 77 76 78 71 307

Exactly 50% of the list has less than a 1 per tandswords frequency, 45% of the words of the list

appear more than once and less than 10 times pevamds, and only almost 5% of the words from the

list appear 10 times or more per thousand words.

Table Il. Raw frequency

Words' frequency Hit Parade | Hit Parade TOTAL PER
range (raw) Hit Parade | | Il i Hit Parade IV | RANGE

0 to 85 word 37 34 41 39 151
86 to 85I 37 38 32 29 13€
851> 3 4 5 3 15
TOTAL 77 76 78 71 30z

When compared to the total number of words in tteglamic section of the corpus - 85,791,918, as

previously mentioned — it was found that 50% ofwloeds appeared 85 times or less, 45% appearenl up t

850 times, and less than 5% appeared 851 time®i@. m

Table 1ll. Raw frequency Il

Words' frequency Hit Parade | Hit Parade TOTAL PER
range (raw) Hit Parade 1| Il i Hit Parade IV | RANGE

0 to 1( 7 10 8 8 33
11 to 10I 36 25 35 35 131
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101 to 100 32 37 31 25 12¢
1001> 2 4 4 3 13
TOTAL 77 76 78 71 30z

When allotted in different frequency bands, lowgfrency can once again be attested. Less than 11% of
the word list appeared 10 or less times in the unrpround 43 appeared up to 100 times, around 41%
appeared up to a thousand times and only 4%of thidsrappeared more than a thousand times.

The original division of the words into four liststhe “Hit Parades”- was mantained, and it is
interesting to note that they show very even, sinfilequencies. Out of the 302 words analyzed, bBly
that is, 4.96%, were found to be frequent in thedamic section of the corpus. Not only that, bsbal
their frequency in the other genres — spoken,diictimagazine and newspaper — were much lower
compared to their academic register levete(appendix)The words were: aesthetic, canon, convention,
discretion, empirical, hegemony, pedagogy, peregivagmatic, rhetoric, static, subtle, synthesis.

4. Conclusion

The implications of these findings suggest thatferms of vocabulary, the GRE test and its
preparation do not necessarily prepare studentgrémtuate school. The great majority of these wards
too infrequent to be deemed as useful tools fodwate life. The only words from the list that sweped
this frequency weraesthetic, convention, empiricahetoric andsubtle.

While the mere memorization of a list of words ntidge helpful and even determining of the
student’s success on the GRE®, the results ofstaidy might suggest that such list of words willdie
little use in their academic life, as originallyoposed by ETS, even more if we have in mind Beck &
McKeown (1991) in Brand (2004:118)

“...knowing a word is not an all-or-nothing propositi it is not the case that one either

knows or does not know a word. Rather, knowledge wbrd should be viewed in terms

of the extent or degree of knowledge that peophepzmssess.”

This study is certainly a small-scale productiout, ibcan be referenced as support in the
argument on the validity of having students men®gdn endless list of words which, based on
their frequency levels on the academic section ©C@&, might not be part of the lexicon used
by students on a frequent basis throughout thaulgate experience.
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