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Abstract

This study on word frequencies deals with some words and word forms used in the Primary
School Tamil Textbooks produced and prescribed by the Tamil Nadu Government published in
2009. Though the topic is an important one from the point of view of language teaching and learning,
it is unfortunate that such a study on the most frequent words used in any textbook in Tamil has not
been undertaken so far. As the learners go up in the levels of their primary education, the frequency
of words learnt will find more uses in those classes to expand their vocabulary stock. The objective
of the present study is to find out the effect of word frequency in teaching and learning. The primary
data as a corpus for the present study was collected from the Tamil Textbooks produced in 2009. A
computer assisted statistical method of frequency analysis with a qualitative and quantitative
approach is followed in the study.

Keywords: Tamil, Language Teaching, word, vocabulary, Word Frequency, Textbook, Corpus
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1. Introduction

Frequency is one of the many important properties of a word. It is not an inherent property
because it cannot be measured directly on the word using some operational definitions. It can be
determined by counting occurrences of the word in a finite sample of text. Its relative value changes
from text to text and its population value cannot be stated at all because there are no true populations
in language (Orlov, Boroda and Nadarejsvili, 1982). Hence, the concept of word probability in
language as propagated by Herdan (1960) has no empirical correlation. It is also true that a word has
no definite frequency in all the texts. For example, a word like ‘god’ will have more occurrences in
the subject like Philosophy and not in Physics. It would mean that the frequency of a word has to be
defined in a particular way to suit the study. However, in a word analysis of textbooks definitely
varies from the general frequency study as in the case of Linguistic Data Consortium for Indian
Languages, CIIL, Mysuru, which has been creating a corpus of each of the twenty-two scheduled
languages of India. Hence, frequency in the case of particular studies is to be well defined and
demarcated.
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The words can be divided into two, namely, lexical and functional. The most frequent words
also fall into these two categories. There should be a conscious effort to make a distinction between
these two; the question of focusing on either one of these two is also important. A word like ‘iTam’
in Tamil has two uses: as a lexical one it has the meaning of ‘place’ and as a functional one it is a
locative case marker or post position used with animate nouns meaning ‘to’ or ‘with’. At this point
of discussion, there arises a question as to which of the meaning or category to look into for teaching
and practice. A solution to this kind of problems is also to be found out using the corpus.

2. Corpus for Language Teaching and Learning

The corpus-based approach to language education has gained importance over the past few
decades, particularly since the mid of 1980s (Tony A. McEnery and R. Xiao, 2011). This is because
corpus analysis can be enlightening ‘in virtually all branches of linguistics or language learning’
(Leech, 1997). Therefore, the teaching and learning of a language in the modern period, mainly,
concentrate on corpus driven language teaching. This helps the teacher, materials producer and the
learners as well in enhancing the teaching learning process. One of the strengths of corpus data lies
in its empirical nature, which pools together the intuitions of a great number of speakers and makes
linguistic analysis more objective (McEnery & Wilson, 2001). Obviously, corpora have been used
extensively in nearly all branches of linguistics including lexicographic and lexical studies, grammar,
language variation, contrastive and translation studies, diachronic studies, semantics, pragmatics,
stylistics, sociolinguistics, discourse analysis, forensic linguistics, language pedagogy, etc.

3. Use of Frequency of Words in Language Teaching

Nation (1900) suggests that most frequent words can be so useful; each word requires a
specific focus. Since words are the focus point in communication, frequently used words can find a
place in the content to be taught or learnt as well as in communication practices. They are otherwise
called ‘active vocabulary’. They need to be identified in developing all the basic skills, namely,
listening, speaking, reading and writing and in developing higher order skills, like coherence and
cohesion, creativity, etc., as well, where the words play a very important role. These words are also
need to be directly studied. Most frequently used words can be taught through audio-lingual or
Communicative methods, or a mixture of both. The key is to make learners understand the
importance of these words and reinforce them at every opportunity.

4. Teaching Most Frequent Words

Like any other words for teaching and practice, the most frequent words can be drilled and
practiced: pair-work; word games; repetition and substitution drills, etc. It is a good idea to get the
learners to build their own list of most frequent words by adding words to a wall chart or making a
list in the back of their notebooks, which they refer to regularly. This may be called a list of ‘words
for active usage’.

The main problem with most frequent words is that it is difficult to interconnect the meaning
because they do not have, sometimes, any concrete object. (e.g. the quotative particle /enru/) has a
high frequency value but has no concrete meaning.) Direct translation or using in sentence is,
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therefore, often needed to teach such most frequent words in a second language teaching situation.
Whereas, in a first language or mother tongue teaching class such a situation may not arise where the
meaning or meanings are to be explained by means of their spoken dialects, as opposed to ‘written
Tamil’ or ‘standard spoken Tamil’, since Tamil is a diglossic language. As far as Tamil is concerned,
in the schools language education is imparted in the written Tamil and outside the classroom the
learners use the spoken Tamil. In such a case, the use of the most frequent words requires to be
spoken forms used in active spoken communication to start with. Information is often best
remembered, when we can use it within a visual context. For example, we may like to introduce the
most frequent word /oru/. We may have to tell the learners what it means and drill it as an individual
vocabulary item. When the learners know it well (i.e. they can understand to say and write it
confidently), introduce it into simple sentences such as:

1. avan oru manavan
he one student
‘He is a student.’

Teachers can help the learners get the meaning of this type of sentences by using flashcards,
mimes or drawings, or they can look them up in a dictionary in the higher classes. The learners can
then make up their own sentences. This technique uses most frequent word as a starting point and
builds the context around them. The second approach is to use them in the conversation. Introducing
different contexts and then teaching the most frequent words as an individual vocabulary item is very
important. For example, if the most frequent word /pati/ ‘to study’ is to be taught, the following
steps are to be taken up and introduced.

2. ni  nanraka pati
you well  study
“You study well’
3. ni patiyil ninru payanam ceyyaté
you step stand travel donot do
“You do not stand on the steps and travel’
4. avan connapatik k&l
he tell listen
‘Listen as he tells’

In sentence (2), the word is used as a verb; in sentence (3), it is a noun and in (4), it is a post
position. Therefore, it is very much necessary and important to teach the meaning of the word in
different contexts so that the learners understand the usage and try to use them in their own
sentences. The learners guess the meaning of /pati/ through the contexts. /pati/ is then drilled and
practiced as an individual vocabulary item (e.g. using methods as suggested above). By repeating
new most frequent words in different contexts, they are reinforced and learners are more likely to
recognize them in future language uses also. This is an excellent way to increase confidence - an
important factor for motivation. Because the learners immediately recognize the new most frequent
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words and are able to work out most of the sentences through their knowledge of common most
frequent word. These are two different approaches to teaching most frequent words.

5. Exercises and Tests

Giving exercises to practice most frequent words regularly is crucial. After full practice of the
words, a test is to be conducted to understand their achievement level. The test, however, should
allow the learners the opportunity to produce a sentence in context, using the most frequent words
that they learnt. For example, if the new most frequent words are:

5. oru ‘one’
enru ‘said as’
ventum ‘want’
inta ‘this’
enra ‘said as’
allatu ‘or’

kontu ‘with’
pala ‘many’
itu ‘qt’

The learners must be tested on the meaning of the words individually and then be required to
produce a sentence, such as

6. avan kutai onRaik kataiyil vankinan.
He umbrella one shop  brought
‘I brought one umbrella in a shop’.

These exercises must be done both orally and written, so that they would be internalized
easily. Less able learners could make smaller sentences.

Example
7. enakku oru palam ta.
Me one fruit give
‘Give me a fruit’.

6. Use of Frequent Words for Syllabus Design and Materials Development

Corpora have been used extensively to provide more accurate descriptions of language use in
this paper. Mindt (1996) finds that the use of grammatical structures in textbooks for teaching
English differs considerably from the use of these structures in L1 English. He, further, observes that
one common failure of English textbooks is that they teach ‘a kind of school English which does not
seem to exist outside the foreign language classroom’. It is true of teaching Tamil as a second
language, as well. Since a standard spoken Tamil is being used in many courses, the learners often
find it difficult to communicate successfully with native speakers.
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A simple yet important role of corpora in language education is to provide more realistic
examples of language usage that reflect the complexities and shades of meanings of natural
language. Absence of this has created a lacuna in the materials. In addition to the above, however,
corpora may provide data, especially frequency data, which may further alter what is to be taught.
However, the use of corpus for syllabus framing, materials production and language teaching or
testing in the context of Indian languages in general and Tamil in particular has not been made use
of. In this era of information communication technology (ICT), the use of corpus for the educational
purposes presupposes that the language speaking community is in hard-hitting with the modern
methods and technology.

For example, on the basis of a comparison of the frequencies of modal verbs, future time
expressions and conditional clauses in the native English corpora and their grading in textbooks used
widely in Germany, Mindt (1996) concludes that one problem with non-corpus-based syllabuses is
that the order in which those items are taught in syllabuses ‘very often does not correspond to what
one might reasonably expect from corpus data of spoken and written English’, arguing that
syllabuses should be based on empirical evidence rather than tradition and intuition, with frequency
of usage as a guide to priority for teaching (Mindt, 1996). While frequency is certainly not the only
determinant of what to teach and in what order, it can indeed help to make learning more effective.

7. Frequencies of Part-of-Speech (POS) Tagged Words from Texts

List of words in the textbooks are not at all given in any form to help the learners or the
teachers. Such a list of words to be used in the textbooks so prepared is also not given to the textbook
writers. In such a context the writers depend on their own knowledge of the words to be included. If
a corpus is used to prepare a textbook, the focus can be given where exactly the learners require
words and the most frequent words to be taught in each of the classes in the research area can be well
listed and the teaching will go smoothly and to reach the exact objective proposed.

The word in a text can be arranged in order of their frequency. This is most interesting when
texts are compared in terms of their frequency lists along with their category. The following list of
words cover the top 10% from the primary level of Tamil text-books:

The following table 1 contains 10% of vocabularies with POS tagged words for both first
standard and second standard in the primary textbooks.

1%t Standard 2"d Standard
Cumul. % Freq. Tagged word Cumul. % Freq. Tagged word
0.99% 19 | elutu\VF 1.01% 39 | elutu\VF
1.93% 18 | ceyka\VF 1.92% 35 | oru\QTF
2.76% 16 | val\NN 2.63% 27 | enna\PRP
3.49% 14 | par\VF 3.33% 27 | enru\CONJ
4.22% 14 | va\VF 3.80% 18 | karu\VF
4.79% 11 | pommai\NN 4.19% 15 | irukkum\VF
5.26% 9 | enna\PRP 4.58% 15 | tamarai\NN
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5.73% 9 | eluttu\NN 4.94% 14 | cenratu\VF
6.20% 9 | palam\NN 5.31% 14 | acai\NN
6.61% 8 | etuttu\VNF 5.67% 14 | kutti\ADJ
7.03% 8 | mutal\QTF 6.01% 13 | varunkal\VF
7.45% 8 | un\PRP 6.35% 13 | pattiyamma\NN
7.86% 8 | collai\NN 6.68% 13 | kuruvi\NN
8.28% 8 | palli\NN 7.02% 13 | muyal\NN
8.65% 7 | karac\VINF 7.33% 12 | par\VF
9.01% 7 | kuru\VF 7.65% 12 | varai\VF
9.38% 7 | oru\QTF 7.96% 12 | va\VF
9.74% 7 | corkalai\NN 8.27% 12 | itu\PRP
10.10% 7 | ptnai\NN 8.58% 12 | en\PRP
8.89% 12 | ni\PRP
9.21% 12 | mampalam\NN
9.52% 12 | nal\NN
9.83% 12 | pulu\NN
10.12% 11 | kontu\VNF

The following table 2 contains 10% of vocabularies with Part-of-Speech (POS) tagged words

Table 1

for both second standard and third standard primary textbooks.

2"d Standard

3rd Standard

Cumul. % Freq. Tagged word Cumul. % Freq. Tagged word
1.01% 39 | elutu\VF 1.13% 64 | oru\QTF
1.92% 35 | oru\QTF 2.04% 52 | enru\CONJ
2.63% 27 | enna\PRP 2.92% 50 | enna\PRP
3.33% 27 | enru\CONJ 3.60% 39 | elutu\VF
3.80% 18 | karu\VF 4.03% 24 | en\PRP
4.19% 15 | irukkum\VF 4.45% 24 | tan\PRP
4.58% 15 | tamarai\NN 4.85% 23 | vantatu\VF
4.94% 14 | cenratu\VF 5.26% 23 | katai\NN
5.31% 14 | acai\NN 5.64% 22 | én\PRP
5.67% 14 | kutti\ADJ 6.03% 22 | nari\NN
6.01% 13 | varunkal\VF 6.40% 21 | atu\PRP
6.35% 13 | pattiyamma\NN 6.77% 21 | ni\PRP
6.68% 13 | kuruvi\NN 7.10% 19 | karu\VF
7.02% 13 | muyal\NN 7.42% 18 | arukil\PSP
7.33% 12 | par\VF 7.72% 17 | atil\PRP
7.65% 12 | varai\VF 8.02% 17 | mutalai\NN
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7.96% 12 | va\VF 8.30% 16 | onru\QTF
8.27% 12 | itu\PRP 8.58% 16 | ponra\PSP
8.58% 12 | en\PRP 8.86% 16 | nan\PRP
8.89% 12 | ni\PRP 9.14% 16 | attukkutti\NN
9.21% 12 | mampalam\NN 9.43% 16 | amuta\NN
9.52% 12 | nal\NN 9.71% 16 | palli\NN
9.83% 12 | pulu\NN 9.97% 15 | konte\VNF
10.12% 11 | kontu\VNF 10.23% 15 | irukkum\VF

Table 2

The following table 3 contains 10% of vocabularies with Part-of-Speech (POS) tagged words
for both third standard and fourth standard primary textbooks.

3rd Standard 4t Standard
Cumul. % Freq. | Tagged word Cumul. % Freq. Tagged word
1.13% 64 | oru\QTF 1.19% 73 | elutuka\VF
2.04% 52 | enru\CONJ 2.34% 70 | enna\PRP
2.92% 50 | enna\PRP 3.14% 49 | oru\QTF
3.60% 39 | elutu\VF 3.83% 42 | enru\CONJ
4.03% 24 | en\PRP 4.38% 34 | nan\PRP
4.45% 24 | tan\PRP 4.86% 29 | onru\QTF
4.85% 23 | vantatu\VF 5.25% 24 | valli\NN
5.26% 23 | katai\NN 5.62% 23 | kantan\NN
5.64% 22 | én\PRP 5.98% 22 | kuruvi\NN
6.03% 22 | nari\NN 6.33% 21 | véntum\VF
6.40% 21 | atu\PRP 6.67% 21 | en\PRP
6.77% 21 | ni\PRP 7.01% 21 | ni\PRP
7.10% 19 | kiru\VF 7.34% 20 | porul\NN
7.42% 18 | arukil\PSP 7.65% 19 | vitai\NN
7.72% 17 | atil\PRP 7.95% 18 | va\VF
8.02% 17 | mutalai\NN 8.22% 17 | illai\VF
8.30% 16 | onru\QTF 8.50% 17 | payircikal\NN
8.58% 16 | ponra\PSP 8.76% 16 | parttup\VNF
8.86% 16 | nan\PRP 9.02% 16 | maram\NN
9.14% 16 | attukkutti\NN 9.27% 15 | taruka\VF
9.43% 16 | amuta\NN 9.51% 15 | yar\PRP
9.71% 16 | palli\NN 9.76% 15 | en\PRP
9.97% 15 | konte\VNF 10.00% 15 | akaratiyaip\NN
10.23% 15 | irukkum\VF
Table 3
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The following table 4 contains 10% of vocabularies with Part-of-Speech (POS) tagged words
for both third standard and fourth standard primary textbooks.

4t Standard 5t Standard
Cumul. % Freq. Tagged word Cumul. % Freq. Tagged word
1.19% 73 | elutuka\VF 0.91% 104 | elutuka\VF
2.34% 70 | enna\PRP 1.55% 73 | enru\CONJ
3.14% 49 | oru\QTF 2.09% 62 | oru\QTF
3.83% 42 | enru\CONJ 2.57% 55 | kuruka\VF
4.38% 34 | nan\PRP 2.93% 41 | véntum\VF
4.86% 29 | onru\QTF 3.29% 41 | enna\PRP
5.25% 24 | valli\NN 3.57% 33 | makkal\NN
5.62% 23 | kantan\NN 3.85% 32 | nan\PRP
5.98% 22 | kuruvi\NN 4.13% 32 | porul\NN
6.33% 21 | véntum\VF 4.40% 30 | en\PRP
6.67% 21 | en\PRP 4.65% 29 | ni\PRP
7.01% 21 | ni\PRP 4.89% 27 | nam\PRP
7.34% 20 | porul\NN 5.12% 27 | nam\PRP
7.65% 19 | vitai\NN 5.34% 25 | cenru\VNF
7.95% 18 | va\VF 5.56% 25 | ulla\VNF
8.22% 17 | illai\VF 5.78% 25 | ponra\PSP
8.50% 17 | payircikal\NN 5.99% 24 | enra\VNF
8.76% 16 | parttup\VNF 6.19% 23 | uyi\NN
9.02% 16 | maram\NN 6.39% 23 | evvaru\ADV
9.27% 15 | taruka\VF 6.59% 23 | pala\ADJ
9.51% 15 | yar\PRP 6.78% 22 | un\PRP
9.76% 15 | en\PRP 6.97% 22 | col\NN
10.00% 15 | akaratiyaip\NN 7.16% 21 | atu\PRP
7.34% 21 | nal\NN
7.52% 20 | yavai\PRP
7.69% 20 | eluttukal\NN
7.87% 20 | ariviyal\NN
8.04% 20 | ceyalkal\NN
8.22% 20 | tamil\NN
8.38% 19 | parttup\VNF
8.55% 19 | enappatum\VF
8.71% 19 | avai\PRP
8.88% 19 | ivai\PRP
9.05% 19 | eluttu\NN
9.21% 19 | kanini\NN
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9.37% 18 | pirittu\\VNF
9.53% 18 | vantu\VNF
9.68% 18 | vinakkalukku\NN
9.84% 18 | aciriyar\NN
10.00% 18 | cinkam\NN

Table 4

The above tables of the high frequency words among the 10% of the total vocabulary in the
primary classes had taken for analysis give very important information that how much the materials
producers and the teachers should concentrate on the inclusion of the most frequent vocabulary in the
lessons and teaching them. Interestingly, the word oru ‘one adjectival form’ is the most frequent one
whereas or ‘adjectival form of one” which occurs before vowel beginning nouns is not that frequent.
This would mean that the teaching of the variations in the use of oru and 6r need not be insisted upon
in the use of them. Further, in the spoken also or is not in use, except in an educated and well
planned platform speech.

The high frequent grammatical form of the verb is the verbal participle form, which is used
abundantly in Tamil to join verbs to make complex sentences. Since this is very much in use both in
the spoken and written Tamil variations, this had to be focused on in teaching grammar, rather than
the teaching of grammar for sake of teaching it. Ultimately, this analysis brings out lots of
information as to what should be the modifications necessary in the teaching and learning process.

Yet another grammatical form used very frequently is the hortative form of the verbs, for
example, the form elutuka ‘write’, taruka ‘give’, etc. these are used in the exercises and in
questions. However, these are not used in the common communication either in speech or in written.
There are disadvantages also as explained above.

The tables given above for the high frequency of 1-10% can be analyzed to get what kinds of
words are being taught in the first two standards. It is interesting and valid to discuss the information

provided in this table.

7.1 High Frequency Words of 1% to 10%

7.1.1 Nouns
1t STD 2" STD 34 STD 4t STD 5t STD
F F F F F
red Word red Word red Word red Word red Word
16 | Val 15 | Tamarai 23 | katai 24 | valli 33 | makkal
11 ipomma 14 | Acai 22 | nari 23 | kantan 32 | porul
9 | eluttu 13 ];atuyamm 17 | mutalai 22 | kuruvi 23 | uyir
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9 | palam 13 | Kuruvi 16 ?ttukkut,t 20 | porul 22 | col

8 | collai 13 | Muyal 16 | amuta 19 | vitai 21 | nal

8 | palli 12 | mampalam 16 | palli 17 | payircikal 20 | eluttukal

7 ico;kala 12 | nal 16 | maram 20 | ariviyal

_ akaratiyai

7 | ptnai 12 | pulu 15 D 20 | ceyalkal
20 | tamil
19 | eluttu
19 | kanini
18 vinakkalukk

u

18 | aciriyar
18 | cinkam

75 104 110 156 303

Table 5

A comparison of the nouns introduced in the five standards show a view that the most
common animals like pacu ‘cow’, kalai ‘ox’, or birds like kakam ‘crow’ etc. do not find a place in
the first 1-10% frequent vocabulary. This indicates that efforts to introduce words which are nearer
to the learner are not taken.

7.1.2. Finite Verbs

1tSTD 2" STD 3r9STD 4" STD 5t STD
Freq. | Word | Freq. | Word | Freq. | Word | Freq. | Word | Freq. Word

19 | elutu 39 | elutu 39 | elutu 73 | elutuka 104 | elutuka
18 | ceyka 18 | karu 23 | vantatu 21 | véntum 55 | kuruka
14 | par 15 | irukkum 19 | karu 18 | va 41 | véntum
14 | va 14 | cenratu 15 | irukkum 17 | illai 19 | enappatum
7 | kuru 13 | varunkal 15 | taruka

12 | par

12 | varai

12 | va
72 135 96 144 219

Table 6

In the same way if finite verbs are taken into consideration, familiar and most used verbs like
po ‘go’ col ‘say’ are replaced by cel ‘go and kiiru ‘say respectively. This study shows that the
principle of known to unknown was not taken into consideration for the preparation of textbooks.
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Furthermore, the learners, while coming to the class, bring the spoken variety of Tamil with verbs
and nouns so close to their speech. This fact is also not taken care of while preparing the materials.

7.1.3 Non-finite Verbs

1tSTD 2" STD 3r9STD 4% STD 5t STD
Freq. | Word | Freq. | Word | Freq. | Word | Freq. | Word | Freq. Word
8 | etuttu 11 | kontu 15 | konte 16 | parttup 25 | cenru
25 | ulla
24 | enra
19 | parttup
18 | pirittu
18 | vantu
8 11 15 16 129
Table 7

As far as the finite verbs are concerned, the verbal participle forms such as eluttu, ‘having
taken’ kontu, ‘having had’, parttu ‘having seen’, cenru ‘having gone’, pirittu ‘having separated’,
vandu’ having come’ and two relative participle forms, namely, ulla © which is there’ and enra
‘which/who is called as’ only are used in the textbooks. As said earlier, the verb cel ‘to go’ is not a
familiar one though it is introduced in the 5" standard. Most frequent one should be poy the verbal
participle form of the verb po ‘to go’. This is true of the relative participle forms used in the 5" std.
Textbook.

They are also uncommon as well as not known to the learners of these classes. A decision
then has to be taken by the syllabus framers whether those familiar and known verbs and their other
grammatical forms should be used in the textbook or not. The grammatical knowledge and its
development also will be hampered.

7.1.4 Infinite Verbs

1tSTD 2" STD 34 STD 4" STD 5t STD
Freq. | Word Freq. Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word
7 | kura
Table 14

It is a captivating truth that this infinitive form of the verb also does not find a place in the
most frequent words list. This definitely raises a question as to why this much of difference in the
use of grammatical forms which are necessary for story telling or narration and conversation in
general. The grammatical forms to be introduced in the primary classes are to be revisited in the
light of the tables and statement made thereof.
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7.1.5 Pronouns

1t STD 2 STD 34 STD 4" STD 5t STD
Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word
9 | enna 27 | enna 50 | enna 70 | enna 41 | enna
8 | un 12 | itu 24 | en 34 | nan 32 | nan
12 | en 24 | tan 21 | en 30 | en
12 | n1 22 | en 21 | n1 29 | ni
21 | Atu 15 | yar 27 | nam
21 | N1 15 | en 27 | nam
17 | Atil 22 | un
16 | nan 21 | atu
20 | yavai
19 | avai
19 | ivai
17 63 195 176 287
Table 9

A glance through the table 9 showing the pronouns introduced, one will come to the
conclusion that first person singular pronoun nan ‘I’ ni ‘you’ etc. do not find a place in the teaching
or learning. It is also captivating that all the eleven pronouns, namely nan ‘I’, nam ‘We (Inclusive)’,
nankal ‘We (Exclusive)’, nii “You’, avan ‘He’, aval ‘She’, avar ‘he-singular honorific’, avarkal ‘they
- human’, atu ‘it’, avai ‘They’, avaikal ‘They (Plural)’ do not find a place in the most 10% of
frequency words. One can even say that the back bone of vocabulary for speech which is pronouns
does not find proper attention.

7.1.6 Conjunctions

1tSTD 2 STD 3r9STD 4" STD 5t STD
Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Ferg. | Word
27 | enru 52 | enru 42 | enru 73 | enru
Table 8

It is interesting that enru ‘that- quotative particle’ is the only conjunction word used in the
textbooks except the first standard. This form has a very rich functional value as far as narration or
story telling is concerned. But unfortunately this is not introduced in the first standard textbook. This
shows that the learners will be deprived of the knowledge of this form used in conversation also.

7.1.7 Quantifiers
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1t STD 2 STD 314 STD 4" STD 5" STD
Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word
8 | mutal 35| Oru 64 | oru 49 | oru 62 | oru
7 | oru 16 | onru 29 | onru
15 35 80 78 62
Table 10

The quantifiers oru ‘adjective of one’ and onru ‘one’ only find place in these textbooks.
mutal ‘first’ is also not a very commonly used form. The more nearer form for the learners would be
mutalaavatu ‘first. This grammatical form which is more productive is not used would mean that
such a preliminary grammatical form necessary for the learners has not been taken into consideration
while preparing the textbooks.

7.1.8 Post Positions

1t STD 2" STD 319STD 4" STD 5t STD
Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word
18 | arukil 25 | ponra
16 | ponra
Table 11

Only two postpositions, namely, arukil ‘near’ and ponra ‘like that’ are used in the third and
fifth standard textbooks. As discussed earlier, words like arukil ‘near, is purely a written variety high
order word. This will not find a place in the spoken or written variety of the primary school learners.
This also helps to take a new look at the vocabulary to be taught to the learners.

7.10.1.9 Adverbs

1t STD 2" STD 34STD 4" STD 5" STD
Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word
23 evvaru
Table 12

No adverb has found a place in the 1-10% most frequent word list, though evvaru ‘how’ is
also an adverb. As discussed this word does not find a use in the standard spoken Tamil also. More
adverbs will be used in the common conversation or speech when the learners tell a story.

7.1.10 Adjectives

1t STD 4" STD 5" STD

Word Word

Freq. Word Freq. Freq.
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14

kutti

23

pala

Table 13

The same kind of description and comment can be extended to this grammatical form too.

When the study goes into the details of the frequency from 11% to 20% the facts to some
extent remains same. But there is some interesting finding which is very much essential for further
studies.

7.2 High frequency Words of 11% to 20%

7.2.1 Nouns
1tSTD 2" STD 3MSTD 4" STD 5t STD
Freqg. Word Freq. Word Freqg. Word Freqg. Word Freq. Word
6 | kuficu 11 | corkalai 15 | papu 15 | eluttu 18 | arivu
6 | kili 11 | kutirai 13 | kili 15 | itam 18 | nampi
6 | nay 11 | kili 13 | Nir 15 | nari 17 | payircikal
5 | vinakkal 11 | Nal 13 | vitai 14 | an 17 | ilakkanam
5 | erumpu 10 | vitai 12 | Vikkal 13 | ceyalpatukal 17 | afical
5 | eluttai 9 | Kuppucami 12 | Mama 13 | corkalai 16 | akaratiyaip
5 | venku 9 | kutti 11 | corkalai 12 | katci 16 | kutirai
5 | amma 9 | vanakkam 11 | paravaikal 12 | appa 15 | taktar
5 | pattu 9 | anil 11 | niram 10 | kuranku 15 | natu
5 | valli 9 | Mama 10 | varikkutirai 10 | tatta 13 | mannan
5 | itam 8 | kuluvil 10 | Puli 10 | néram 13 | arul
5| kal 8 | Pappa 9 | kuluvil 10 | kirai 13 | antu
5 | kulu 8 | Paficu 9 | katal 9 | péruntu 13 | atai
5 | koli 8 | yanai 9 | Col 8 | tenaliraman 12 | amaiccarum
5 | yanai 8 | mani 9 | Kala 8 | kutiraiyai 12 | manavarkal
5| eli 7 | arraik 8 | kulantaikal 8 | patattil 12 | anaivarum
4 | turattiyatu 7 | Oruvar 8 | Aciriyar 8 | vittil 12 | kappal
4 | vativankalai 7 | kannan 8 | Ellam 8 | kannan 12 | kumanan
4 | carkkas 7 | piranta 8 | kuranku 8 | péccu 12 | amma
4 | mampalam 7 | vinak 8 | appu 8 | tampi 12 | arace
4 | kuranku 7 | palam 8 | nalini 8 | col 12 | mey
4 | patankalai 7 | ptnai 8 | Mekam 8 | nir 12 | vila
7 | mina 8 | palam 8 | plnai 11 | katikaram
7 | nari 8 | veru 8 | eli 11 | celvam
8 | katai 11 | pulavar
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Kinarrin 11 | akka

valliyin 11 | peyar

anaivarum 11 | kuri

ciruvan 11 | malai

karanam 10 | iratakirusnan

talaivar 10 | palliyil

NN NN~ NN

mamaram 10 | palkalaik

10 | vilakkam

10 | konanki

10 | tipa

10 | nir

10 | en

9 | uyirmey

9 | vinakkal

9 | nattin

107 202 239 303 493

Table 15

Out of these nouns if one analyses the animals and birds separately, the following facts will
emerge.

7.2.1.1 Animals

1tSTD 2" STD 3M4STD 4" STD 5" STD
Freq. Word Freq. Word Freqg. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word

6 | nay 11 | kutirai 10 | varikkutirai 15 | nari 16 | kutirai

5 | erumpu 9 | anil 10 | Puli 10 | kuranku 10 | kénanki

5 | yanai 8 | yanai 8 | kuranku 8 | kutiraiyai

5 eli 7 | punai 8 | punai

4 | kuranku 7 | nari 8 | eli

25 42 28 49 26
Table 16

The animal nari ‘fox” which is available in almost all children’s stories is taught only in
second and fourth standards. Likewise kuranku ‘monkey’ comes in first and third standards. yanai
‘elephant’ occurs in the first two standards. A cursory look at the table 16 shows the animals taught
occurs only in the 11 to 20 % of the frequency.

7.2.1.2 Birds
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As far as birds are concerned, the scene is not a pleasant one. Only two birds occur in the
20% frequency. It is not known why birds do not become a frequent word in the primary classes.

1tSTD 2" STD 34STD 4" STD 5" STD
Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word
6 | kili 11 | kili 13 | kili
5 | koli
11 11 13
Table 17

The study shows that the importance of animals and birds is to be understood from the point
of view of the age group as well as the use of them in the conversation or language use.

On the other hand, the verbal nouns used both in the 10% and the 20% frequency is also not
good, in the sense that they are not used frequently in the common language use. However, the words
like eluttu ‘writing letter’, payirci ‘exercise’, etc. seem to occur only in the exercises.

The general nouns are simple and are commonly used ones. But, unfortunately, the kinship
terms which are necessary for the children are not fully introduced in the primary classes. Only
amma ‘mother’, appa ‘father’, mama ‘uncle’, tatta ‘grandfather’, and akka °‘elder sister’ are
introduced. It shows that the vocabulary selected is not confirmed with the other materials producers
or the previous class textbooks, which would have helped to decide the vocabulary for the next
classes.

7.2.2 Finite Verbs

1tSTD 2" STD 34STD 4" STD 5% STD
Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word
5 | celvom 11 | enratu 12 | teriyuma 13 | cenratu 17 | vitaiyalikka
5 | vattamitu 10 | vantatu 12 | véntum 12 | par 15 | palakuka
5 | véntum 9 | véntum 11 | enratu 11 | nirappuka 14 | patikka
4 | elutuvom 9 | ceyka 11 | par 10 | kéttatu 14 | akum
4 | patippdm 8 | pati 10 | ullatu 10 | varai 12 | nirappuka
4 | vankalam 7 | cey 9 | enrar 9 | enrar 11 | untu
4 | Paray 9 | cenratu 9 | vantatu 10 | parunkal
9 | nirappu 9 | akum 10 | cenranar
8 | enninal 7 | payanpatuttuka 10 | enratu
8 | parunkal 7 | parttatu 10 | illai
8 | iruntatu 7 | cenranar 10 | ceyka
8 | kuriyatu 7 | mutiyatu 9 | kurinar
8 | ceytatu 7 | untu 9 | arika
7 | kontiruntatu 9| va
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7 | uruvakku

7 | otiyatu

31 54 144 118 160

Table 18

When the study looks into the use of finite verbs the following observations are made. In the
first standard itself, the verb celvom ‘let us go’ is used the commonly used verb in the normal use as
well for the age group is poo ‘go’. In the same way, the following verbs which are not used in
ordinary conversations need not have been used in the primary classes.

enratu ‘it said’
kariyatu ‘it said’
ullatu ‘it is there’
enrar ‘he said’
cenranar ‘they went’
vitaiyalikka ‘give answer’

7.2.3 Nonfinite Verbs

There are other options for such verbs, which are not used in the common usages. The use of
nonfinite verbs in all the four standards in the 11-20% frequency and even till 10% show that the
verbal participle form of the verb in question is used. It is one of the techniques used to make longer
and complex sentences in Tamil specially and in Dravidian in general. The following table 19 shows
the nonfinite verbs used in the 20% frequency.

1tSTD 2" STD 34STD 4" STD 5t STD
Freq. | Word | Freq. | Word | Freq. | Word | Freq. | Word Freq. Word
4 | parantu 7 | etuttu 10 | cenru 13 | ulla 16 | varum
4 | varum 7 | parantu 8 | vanta 12 | kontu 15 | patittup
7 | parttu 9 | parttu 14 | kotitta
7 | etuttu 9 | pirittu 13 | patittu
7 | parantu 9 | kaotitta 12 | pinvarum
7 | totarntu 12 | kontu
11 | certtu
11 | oti
10 | ennum

anintu

etuttu

kari

9
9
9 | kantu
9
9
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8 14 39 59 159
Table 19

The other point to be discussed is the use of relative participle for of the verbs. Only vanta

‘that which came’ is used in the texts, whereas the relative participle form katitta the underlined is

used in the fourth and fifth standard textbooks in the exercises portions only. This means that this

grammatical form is not looked into while writing texts for the classes. As such the grammar

teaching is to be revised for better performance of the learners.

7.2.4 Infinite Verbs

1tSTD 2" STD 31 STD 4" STD 5" STD
Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freq. | Word Freg. | Word
Table 20

The textbooks did not care about the use of infinitive forms of verbs. In the 20% frequency
there is no infinitive form of the verb used, whereas in the 10% frequency only one infinitive form of
a single verb is used in the first standard, namely, kiira ‘to tell’. As discussed earlier the textbooks
are, to a certain extent, defective in imparting use of different grammatical forms, which are essential
for the good communication.

7.2.5 Pronouns
Yet another grammatical form which is not looked into properly for language education in
the primary classes is the use of or introduction of pronouns. See the table 21 given below.

1tSTD 2" STD 3"4STD 4" STD 5t STD
Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word
6 | enakku 11 | etu 12 | itu 12 | atu 16 | ennai
6 | en 10 | nan 9 | yar 10 | nam 15 | atil
6 | én 10 | yar 8 | nankal 10 | itu 15 | atan
4 | nan 7 | unakku 8 | un 8 | enakku 14 | itu
4 | yar 7 | etarku 7 | enkal 7 | enkal 13 | en
7 | atan 7 | un 12 | ninkal
7 | tan 12 | avar
12 | tan
12 | tam
10 | nankal
10 | ivar
10 | yar
9 | unkal

Language in India www.languageinindia.com ISSN 1930-2940 19:3 March 2019

L.R. Prem Kumar, M.A. Linguistics, M.A. Tamil, Ph.D. Linguistics
Word Frequency in Language Teaching — A Case Study of Tamil Textbooks of Tamilnadu

200



http://www.languageinindia.com/

9 | ettanai

9 | avan

9 | vatu

26 52 44 61 187

Table 21

Very importantly, the use of pronouns, which is very much necessary for communication is
not looked into properly. This also exemplifies the fact that the texts produced did not care for
grammatical forms to be taught in the primary classes.

First person pronouns nan ‘I’ which should be the basic one does not appear in the 10%
frequency in the first standard but occurs in the 20% frequency only. This should have been
prioritized. nam ‘we (inclusive)’ and nankal ‘We (exclusive)’ appear in the 20% frequency.

ni ‘you’ occurs in the 10% frequency and ninkal ‘you —honorific singular and plural’ occurs
only in the 20% frequency.

avan ‘he’, avar ‘he-singular honorific’, atu ‘it’, avai ‘they- neuter’

It is interesting to know that this list of pronouns up to the stand V does not include two very
important pronouns, namely, aval ‘she’ and avarkal ‘they- human’. There is no valid reason for the
absence of these two pronouns in the primary school textbooks.

7.2.6 Conjunctions

The other grammatical form concentrated on in the textbooks is the conjunctions or the
sentence connecters. The three forms used are anal ‘but’, enrum ‘always’ and enra ‘said as’. Out of
these three anal ‘but’ is the sentence connecter and the other two are phrase connectors. The absence
of this conjunctive in the first four standards is a surplice to both materials producers and the
teachers.

1t STD 2" STD 31 STD 4" STD 5" STD
Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word
15 | apal
14 | enrum
12 | enra
41
Table 22

7.2.7 Adverbs and Adjectives
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The study considers the frequency and use of adverbs and adjectives the wide gap in
imparting knowledge of these two is not at all done in the primary classes. These are required to
describe the nouns.

7.10.2.7.1 Adverbs

1t STD 2" STD 319 STD 4" STD 5" STD
Freq. Word | Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word
7 | enké 11 | anku 11 | anke 17 | utané
8 | mintum 11 | enke 12 | inru
10 | enkum
10 | anku
10 | anke
7 19 22 59
Table 23

It is to be noted that no proper adverb is used in these classes. The derivation of adverbs
using the marker - aka is not at all taught, which is a mystery. Adverb of place anku, anke ‘there’
only is used. In the case of adjectives also there are no adjectives used in the fifth standard textbook
in the 20% frequency.

7.2.7.2 Adjectives

1t STD 2" STD 3STD 4" STD 5" STD
Freqg. Word Freq. Word Freqg. Word Freq. Word Freq. Word
6 | civappu 10 | viruppamana 13 | putiya 10 | poruttamana
5 | putiya 10 | periya
8 | pala
11 10 31 10
Table 24

A quick look at the table 24 shows that the derivation of adjectives with the marker - ana is
not appropriately used to impart the grammatical feature of the adjective. viruppamana ‘which you
like’ in the 2" standard and poruttamana ‘appropriate’ in the 4" standard are the only derived
adjectival forms used. The lessons should have got some more adjective used so that the learners
would get more competence in the use of these forms.

8. Use of Corpora

Any discussion on the use of corpora in language pedagogy should address appropriately
some objections to the use of corpora in language learning and teaching. While frequency and
authenticity are often considered two of the most important advantages of using corpora, they are
also the focus of criticism from language pedagogy researchers. For example, Cook (1998) argues
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that corpus data impoverishes language learning by giving undue prominence to what is simply
frequent at the expense of rarer but more effective or salient expressions. Widdowson (1990) argues
that corpus data is authentic only in a very limited sense in that it is de-contextualized and must be
re-contextualized in language teaching.

Widdowson (2003) makes a distinction between “genuineness” and “authenticity”, which are
claimed to be the features of text as a product and discourse as a process respectively: corpora are
genuine in that they comprise attested language use, but they are not authentic for language teaching
because their contexts, as opposed to co-texts, have been deprived.

Examples from the study are

cel ‘g0’

arukil ‘near’

yavai ‘what (plural)’
ulla ‘which is (there)’
kairu ‘tell’

yatu ‘what’

enratu ‘it said’

These are genuine ones but highly literary ones.

It is not to engage in the debate here but would like to draw the attention that the study of
frequency of words definitely helps in the process of language teaching and learning.

9. Conclusion

Frequency of words and their use in Primary school Tamil Textbooks are studied elaborately
in this article. The standard-wise frequency of most frequent 10% and 20% are analyzed. The
frequency of words of different grammatical categories, such as nouns, verbs, conjunctions, adverbs,
adjectives, pronouns, quantifiers, etc., are also analyzed and presented with their frequency. In
addition to these, there are some verb forms, which are essential for instructions in the textbook but
not used in common communication are also discussed in this chapter.

From the point of view of the teaching learning process the study on frequency is very
important. However, this is not fully utilized in the present scenario of textbook production.

Corpus-based learning activities are nearly absent in teaching of Tamil as a first language in
the primary classes. Of the various causes for this absence mentioned earlier, perhaps the most
important are the access to appropriate corpus resources and the necessary training of teachers,
which is one of the main priorities for future tasks of corpus linguists, if corpora are to be
popularized to more general language teaching context.
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It is recommended here that an integration of corpus studies in language teacher training is
the only solution available for us to face this problem. It will at least take more time and perhaps a
new generation of teachers, for corpora to find their way into the language classroom.

This study brings to light some grammatical forms and imparting the same indirectly has not
been taken care of seriously. In the light of the above analysis, it may also be said that the textbooks
do not cater to the needs of the minority children whose mother tongues are Telugu, Kannada,
Malayalam, Urdu, Marathi and Sourashtri which are the six major minority languages and a number
of tribal children who speak different tribal languages in the State of Tamil Nadu.

If these two tasks are accomplished, the corpora will not only revolutionize the teaching of
grammar in the coming years, they will also fundamentally change the modus operanti of language
education.

Colophon: | am very much indebted to Prof. N. Nadaraja Pillai, former Professor-cum-Deputy
Director, CIIL, Mysuru, India for his valuable suggestions and guidance in writing this article.
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Notes
Abbreviations:
ADJ. - Adjective
ADV. - Adverb
CONJ. - Conjunction
Cumul. - Cumulative Frequency
DMD. - Demonstrative
e.g. - for example
Freq. - Frequency
INT. - Interrogative Marker
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NN. - Noun

PAR. - Particle

PRP. - Pronoun

PSP. - Post Position
QTF. - Quantifier

V. - Verb

VF. - Finite Verb
VINF. - Infinitive Verb
VNF. - Non-finite Verb
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