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Abstract
In addition to movies, television programs, and TED Talks presentations, podcasts are an 
increasingly popular form of media that promotes authentic public discourse for diverse 
audiences, including university professors and students. However, English language teachers in 
the English as a second language/English as a foreign language contexts might wonder: “How 
do I know that my students can handle the vocabulary demands of podcasts?” To answer that 
question, we have analyzed a 1,137,163-word corpus comprising transcripts from 170 podcast 
episodes derived from the following popular podcasts: Freakonomics; Fresh Air; Invisibilia; Hidden 
Brain; How I Built This; Radiolab; TED Radio Hour; This American Life; and Today Explained. The 
results showed that knowledge about the most frequent 3000 word families plus proper nouns 
(PN), marginal words (MW), transparent compounds (TC), and acronyms (AC) provided 96.75% 
coverage, and knowledge about the most frequent 5000 word families, including PN, MW, TC, 
and AC provided 98.26% coverage. The analysis also showed that there is some variation in 
coverage among podcast types. The pedagogical implications for teaching and learning vocabulary 
via podcasts are discussed.
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Introduction 

There is a growing number of language resources on the Web. One of them is a podcast 
that is gaining popularity among teachers as well as language learners (see Steel and 
Levy, 2013). A podcast can be defined as “a multimedia file, such as a radio program or 
video, that can be downloaded or streamed from the Internet onto a computer or mobile 
device” (see Macmillan Dictionary). As of 2020, there were around 850,000 active pod-
casts and around 30 million episodes (see infographic at Music Oomph). Research sug-
gests that 51% of the United States population listened to a podcast or is familiar with the 
term podcasting (see Edison Research Project, 2019). Podcasts are increasingly gaining 
popularity thanks to their format and the way they deliver content to their listeners. 
Podcast users do not have to sit and listen to a podcast at a specified time; instead, they 
can listen to their preferred podcasts “while riding the bus or subway, walking across 
campus or through a shopping mall” (Thorne and Payne, 2005: 386). Since many profes-
sional groups (e.g., TED Talks and British Council), entities (e.g., National Public 
Radio), periodicals (e.g., The Economist and The New Yorker) and universities (e.g., 
Harvard and Massachusetts Institute of Technology) offer their podcasts for free, listen-
ers have access to a wealth of information on topics including society, culture, business, 
comedy, politics, and health.

Although podcasts are freely available and meant to provide authentic aural input, 
comprehending the information in podcast episodes can be challenging for second lan-
guage (L2) learners. One reason is that very few podcasts are created with language 
learners in mind while there are many general-audience podcasts that are accessible to 
native speakers and/or expert users of English (see Nurmukhamedov and Sadler, 2011). 
Another reason is related to whether learners have sufficient vocabulary size (numbers 
of words that learners know) to listen to general-audience podcasts. It is essential for 
teachers to identify the numbers of words learners need to know to comprehend a pod-
cast episode before teachers assign a podcast. The aim of this study is to determine the 
number of words needed to understand general-audience podcasts and offer suggestions 
on how teachers can prepare learners for the lexical demands of podcasts in English.

How Many Words Do Learners Need to Know to 
Understand Audio Passages?

Previous research found a linear relationship between vocabulary and listening compre-
hension (Stæhr, 2009; van Zeeland and Schmitt, 2013). There are many ways to investi-
gate this relationship, one of them being lexical coverage, which can be done by 
calculating the percentage of known words in a text. Lexical coverage is useful because 
“it indicates the vocabulary size necessary for comprehension of a text” (Rodgers and 
Webb, 2016: 165). Studies of lexical coverage have consistently used 95% and 98% 
coverage figures in determining the number of words learners need to know in listening 
passages because these coverage figures are necessary for “adequate” comprehension. 
Generally, 95% coverage means that one word out of 20 will be unknown, while in 98% 
coverage, one word out of 50 will be unknown (Nation and Webb, 2011). It is important 
to note that “adequate comprehension” is not clearly defined in the literature and may 
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range in levels from reasonable, good to high listening comprehension (see 
Nurmukhamedov and Webb, 2019). In a study by van Zeeland and Schmitt (2013), 
English as a second language (ESL) participants (n = 40) listened to four anecdotes and 
took a ten-item multiple choice listening comprehension test. The researchers replaced 
some words with non-words in the anecdotes. Thus, each anecdote’s lexical coverage 
varied: 100, 98, 95, and 90. The idea behind this manipulation was to find out whether 
knowing more words in the anecdotes would lead to better comprehension (i.e., more 
correct answers in the comprehension test). van Zeeland and Schmitt (2013) found that 
adequate listening comprehension is achievable when lexical coverage levels are at 95% 
and 98%. This is supported by Stæhr (2009), who found that 98% coverage provided 
high-level listening comprehension. Even when the coverage level is less than 95%, 
learners can still achieve adequate comprehension of spoken input (Bonk, 2000); how-
ever, learners need to have a repertoire of coping strategies in different listening scenar-
ios. In sum, it can be concluded that 95% coverage is sufficient for good listening 
comprehension while 98% coverage is necessary for high-level listening comprehension 
of informal narratives.

By drawing on the findings of vocabulary knowledge and L2 listening comprehen-
sion, several researchers have explored the vocabulary size needed for general spoken 
English, academic lectures, television (TV) programs, and movies in English. Webb and 
Rodgers (2009a) examined the vocabulary size necessary to comprehend movie dia-
logues in English. This study was driven by a popularly held belief that watching more 
movies will improve a learner’s listening, thus eventually improving a learner’s vocabu-
lary. They collected 314 movies from 13 different genres (e.g., animation and horror) and 
compiled a corpus comprising 2,841,887 running words. The results showed that for 
95% coverage, a movie viewer needs to know 3000 word families, including proper 
nouns (PN) and marginal words (MW). For 98% coverage, a movie viewer needs to 
know 6000 word families, including PN and MW. It should be noted that word families 
are a typical unit of counting in lexical coverage studies. A word family is made up of a 
headword, its inflections as well as its derivations (e.g., visible, visibility, visibly, invisi-
ble, and invisibility). It is assumed that if a learner knows one word of a word family, it 
implies that s/he recognizes all other members of that family (Bauer and Nation, 1993). 
In addition, PN, MW/interjections, and swear words are generally analyzed and reported 
in lexical coverage studies.

In a subsequent study, Webb and Rodgers (2009b) identified the vocabulary coverage 
necessary for TV programs in English. Their findings revealed that 3000 word families 
plus PN and MW were necessary to reach 95% coverage of 88 TV programs, and 7000 
word families plus PN and MW were necessary to reach 98% coverage. In addition to 
movies and TV programs, researchers were generally interested in lexical coverage of 
other listening/spoken discourse types (see Table 1).

Table 1 provides useful information about the methodological practices and outcomes 
of lexical coverage studies that pertain to aural discourse types. First, the number of 
words necessary to reach 95% and 98% coverage points varies from one genre to another 
(see Table 1). For example, compared with movies and TV programs in English, learners 
are encouraged to have a larger vocabulary size to listen to spoken academic lectures 
typically used in university-based settings (Dang and Webb, 2014) and TED 
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Talks presentations (Nurmukhamedov, 2017). The current study aims to contribute to the 
available empirical body of knowledge about lexical coverage by determining the num-
ber of words necessary to understand general-audience podcasts in English.

Podcast-Based Learning and its Advantages

Compared to other technological tools, podcasts have a number of advantages. First, 
podcasts are portable, thus learners can carry hundreds and thousands of hours of listen-
ing input—ranging from vocabulary or grammar points to conversations on various top-
ics—in their mobile devices. Podcasts enable students to listen to episodes anywhere at 
any time. Second, podcasts are nearly always free, which makes them an economic “soft-
ware” for learning. The Internet is certainly needed to download podcasts or newly 
released episodes; once learners subscribe to their favorite podcasts, valuable and rich 
content come to their computer or mobile devices on a weekly/daily basis. Third, pod-
casts are popular among university students. In a survey study that examined the use of 
technologies by learners (n = 587) of a range of languages at a major Australian univer-
sity between 2006 and 2011, Steel and Levy (2013) found that around half of the partici-
pants (238 out of 587) indicated that they used podcasts to learn foreign languages. 
Others suggest that podcasts positively affect students’ study habits because podcasts 
enable learners to listen to episodes anywhere at any time, multitask (listen and take 
notes), listen repeatedly (some portion of an episode) as well as control the speed, if 
necessary, for better comprehension (Fernandez et al., 2015).

Fourth, podcasts offer a wealth of authentic recordings of natural speech. In fact, 
“interviews, phone calls, and other kinds of social exchanges are common features of 
podcasts and can serve as models for the L2 listener” (McBride, 2009: 158). Several 
researchers (Alm, 2013; Yeh, 2013) reported the potential contribution of podcasts to 
extensive listening, which is defined as “doing a lot of easy, comprehensible, and enjoy-
able listening practice” (Chang and Millet, 2014: 31). For example, Yeh (2013) examined 
why intermediate-level undergraduate students (n = 23) in a Taiwanese university use 

Table 1. Lexical coverage of a spoken discourse.

Previous literature
(alphabetical order)

Lexical coverage topics Coverage figures (%) and 
number of word families

Adolphs and Schmitt (2003) General spoken English (95) 3000*/ (96) 5000*
Al-Surmi (2014) Soap opera

Sitcom
(95.49) 2000/ (98.19) 5000
(95.06) 2000/ (98.07) 7000

Dang and Webb (2014) Academic spoken English (96.05) 4000/ (98.00) 8000
Nation (2006) General spoken English (98) 6000–7000
Nurmukhamedov (2017) TED Talks Presentations (95.89) 4000/ (98.07) 8000
Webb and Paribakht (2015) Listening passages in CanTEST 

(an English proficiency test 
used for university admission 
purposes in Canada)

(95.39) 4000/ (98.04) 10,000

Webb and Rodgers (2009a) Movies in English (95.76) 3000/ (98.15) 6000
Webb and Rodgers (2009b) Television programs in English (95.45) 3000/ (98.27) 7000

Note: * proper nouns and marginal words are not included.
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podcasts for listening practice. She also observed the students’ attitudes towards podcast-
ing as an educational resource. She found that listening to podcasts outside of regular 
class sessions provided the students with opportunities to listen to authentic speech, 
engage in topics of personal/academic interests, and carry out meaningful practices (e.g., 
use a dictionary for the meanings of new words; take notes, etc.) while or after listening 
to a podcast. In a study that involved 28 intermediate learners of German, Alm (2013) 
investigated the students’ out-of-class listening activities when they self-select their own 
podcasts. In her study, the participants used a personal blog about their podcast use, com-
mented on each other’s blog posts, wrote a review for the podcasts they listened to, and 
completed a survey about their overall experiences about their podcast-based listening 
activities. Among many interesting findings, Alm (2013) found that her participants pre-
ferred choosing their own podcasts because the self-selected podcasts enabled them to 
align the podcast episodes with their individual listening goals and personal learning prac-
tices. Due to their digitized nature, podcasts allow learners to focus on words/phrases by 
listening to an isolated passage/segment several times, slowing down speech rate, and 
pausing between segments to process the information in podcast episodes.

Extensive listening to podcasts may create opportunities for incidental vocabulary 
learning to occur (Meier, 2015). While listening to large quantities of aural target lan-
guage input through podcasts, learners might encounter some specialized and/or lower 
frequency words which they have not heard or learned before. The idea behind the inci-
dental vocabulary learning is that learners are more likely to acquire new words without 
conscious attention to vocabulary when the words are repeatedly encountered in context 
(Nation and Webb, 2011). If podcasts are to be used as extensive listening material to 
improve learners’ vocabulary, teachers might want to know the vocabulary demands of 
podcasts before assigning podcasts to their students. No study has so far examined the 
lexical coverage of general-audience podcasts in English. The present study will address 
this gap by answering the following research questions:

(1) How many words do English language learners need to know to understand 
English podcasts?

(2) Will different podcasts draw on different vocabulary sizes to reach 95% and 98% 
coverage?

Methodology

Materials

Table 2 includes a list of podcasts selected for the present study based on the following 
factors: popularity; availability of transcripts; and a wide range of topics. As of May 2020, 
all of the selected podcasts for the study were in the top 100 podcast shows list according 
to a web-based radio service platform called Stitcher (see https://tinyurl.com/top100pod-
casts). Furthermore, except Today Explained, all of the podcasts listed in Table 2 were in 
the top 100 podcast shows in the iTunes charts (as of May 2020). Table 2 gives general 
information about the selected podcasts for the study.

https://tinyurl.com/top100podcasts
https://tinyurl.com/top100podcasts
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The selected podcasts for the current study were in the category of general-audience 
podcasts, according to the podcast category classifications by Nurmukhamedov and 
Sadler (2011). Unlike language learning/teaching podcasts specifically prepared by lan-
guage teachers with language learners in mind, the selected podcasts for the current 
podcast corpus are primarily designed with native speakers in mind and cover a range of 
topics ranging from politics and finance to culture and psychology. The Online Appendix 
contains brief information about the selected podcasts and their foci. Podcast episodes 
from nine different podcasts were used to ensure that the podcast corpus is representative 
of the general-audience podcast domain.

To create the podcast corpus, the transcripts of 170 podcasts were downloaded and 
analyzed in this study. For convenience purposes, the podcast episodes that provided free 
full transcripts were selected for the podcast corpus. Twenty episodes for each podcast 
were used except Radiolab, which contained transcripts for 10 episodes. In total, the 
podcast corpus contained 1,137,163 words. Table 2 shows that the selected podcast epi-
sodes had a total running time of 112 hours and 33 minutes and an average running time 
of 40 minutes. The podcast episodes used to compile the podcast corpus can be viewed 
at https://tinyurl.com/podtranscripts/. The link will take a reader to the first author’s 
Google Drive folder which contains detailed information about each podcast episode 
(e.g., episode title, duration, etc.).

Analysis

The AntWordProfiler (Anthony, 2014) was used to analyze the podcast transcripts. This 
is a computer program that lists all of the words in a text according to their frequency 
and how many times they were used in word lists. The BNC/COCA word family lists, 
that is, twenty-five 1000-words-frequency lists, were used with the AntWordProfiler 
software to show the 1000-words level (1000–25,000) at which the words in the podcast 
transcripts occurred. Nation (2018) created the twenty-five 1000-words lists based on 

Table 2. General information about podcast corpus.

Podcasts Number of 
episodes

Number of 
words

Number of 
hoursa

Freakonomics 20 146,500 15:29:32
Fresh Air 20 131,057 11:53:28
Hidden Brain 20 98,133 09:27:43
How I Built This 20 161,059 15:13:28
Invisibilia 20 136,477 13:51:34
Radiolab 10 14,137 01:12:58
TED Radio Hour 20 163,256 16:28:51
This American Life 20 212,020 20:37:08
Today Explained 20 74,524 08:17:53
Total 170 1,137,163 112:33:05

Note: aformat of time units: hours; minutes; and seconds.

https://tinyurl.com/podtranscripts/
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frequency and range of occurrence of words in the British National Corpus (BNC), and 
Corpus of Contemporary of American English, commonly known as the COCA corpus 
(Davies, 2008–2020). The first two 1000 word family lists in the BNC/COCA list were 
sourced from written, and spoken discourse such as movies, TV programs, and face-to-
face/telephone conversations at these levels. The primary goal of creating the first two 
1000-words-family list alternative to the so called “General Service List” (West, 1953) 
was to reflect the balanced word lists that represent “a set of high frequency word lists 
that were suitable for teaching English as a foreign language and language course 
design” (see Nation, 2016: 134).

The four additional lists in the BNC/COCA word family lists contain PN (e.g., Clinton 
and Donovan), MW (e.g., aha, oh, and shh-shh), transparent compounds (TC) (e.g., bird-
house and goalkeeper), and acronyms (AC) (e.g., GDP and NHBC). One additional list—
Not in the Lists—contains either less frequent words or specialized vocabulary (e.g., 
artsy, bazillion, oxycontin, vaping, etc.). The BNC/COCA word lists can be downloaded 
from Paul Nation’s website: https://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/about/staff/paul-nation

In order to provide a reliable assessment of the vocabulary in podcasts, a number of 
modifications had to be made in the podcast transcripts. First, contractions (e.g., she’s and 
could’ve), connected speech (e.g., gonna and kinda), and hyphenated words (e.g., one-
bedroom apartment and sight-impaired people) were changed (e.g., she is, could have, 
going to, kind of, one-bedroom apartment, and sight impaired people) to conform with 
spelling used in the BNC/COCA word lists. If the spellings of the contractions, connected 
speech, and hyphenated words were not changed, the words would have been classified as 
Not in the List words (also known as less frequent than the most frequent 25000 word 
families). Second, PN and AC used in the podcast corpus but not classified as PN (e.g., 
Zuckerberg, Kushner, etc.) and abbreviations (e.g., COVID, DACA, etc.) according to the 
BNC/COCA word lists were manually identified and were reclassified as PN and AC, and 
then added to the ever-growing list of PN and AC totals. In addition, company names 
(e.g., Uber, U-Haul, etc.), social networking services (e.g., Instagram, Facebook, etc.), 
ethnic names (e.g., Erdogan, Huma, etc.), and destinations (e.g., Charlottesville, Busoler, 
etc.) were reclassified as PN and added to the PN’ totals. Otherwise, a number of PN 
would have been classified by AntWordProfiler as Not in the Lists: words either not found 
in the BNC/COCA word lists and/or less frequent than the most frequent 25000 word 
families.

Results and Discussion

In answer to the first research question, the data in Table 3 indicate that with a vocabulary 
of 3000 word families and PN, MW, TC, and AC, 96.75% of the words would be known 
in the podcast corpus. With a vocabulary of 5000 word families and PN, MW, TC, and 
AC, 98.26% of the words would be known.

Table 3 shows the cumulative coverage for the tokens in the podcasts with and with-
out the PN, MW, TC, and AC. As Table 3 indicates, the first 1000 word families plus PN, 
MW, TC, and AC accounted for 88.38% of the words, the second 1000 word families 
plus PN, MW, TC, and AC accounted for 93.76% of the words, and the third 1000 word 
families plus PN, MW, TC, and AC accounted for 96.75% of the words. Table 3 also 

https://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/about/staff/paul-nation


8 RELC Journal 00(0)

indicates that with a vocabulary of 5000 word families and PN, MW, TC, and AC, 
98.26% of the words would be known. This means that learners will need knowledge 
about 2000 more word families to reach from 95% to 98% coverage. Although the dif-
ference is only 3% (from 95% to 98% coverage points), it should be pointed out that the 
most frequent 3000 word families cover a large proportion of a text while a large number 
of infrequent word families covers a small proportion of the text (Nation and Webb, 
2011). In sum, learners of English would therefore need a vocabulary of the most fre-
quent 3000 and 5000 word families plus the knowledge about PN, MW, TC, and AC to 
gain 95% and 98% coverage, respectively.

Table 3. Cumulative coverage in percentages of all podcast episodes, with and without proper 
nouns (PN), marginal words (MW), transparent compounds (TC), and acronyms (AC).

Word list Coverage without PN, 
MW, TC, and AC

Coverage including 
PN, MW, TC, and AC

1000 82.80 88.38
2000 88.18 93.76
3000 91.17 96.75a

4000 92.15 97.73
5000 92.68 98.26b

6000 93.07 98.65
7000 93.30 98.88
8000 93.48 99.06
9000 93.60 99.18
10,000 93.71 99.29
11,000 93.79 99.37
12,000 93.86 99.44
13,000 93.92 99.50
14,000 93.96 99.54
15,000 93.98 99.56
16,000 94.00 99.58
17,000 94.02 99.60
18,000 94.12 99.70
19,000 94.13 99.71
20,000 94.14 99.72
21,000 94.15 99.73
22,000 94.16 99.74
23,000 94.17 99.74
24,000 94.17 99.74
25,000 94.17 99.74
PN 4.82  
MW 0.24  
TC 0.33  
AC 0.19  
Not in the lists 0.26 100

Note: areaching 95% coverage; and breaching 98% coverage.
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Overall, these results suggest that podcasts in English may be slightly less demanding 
than university-based academic lectures (Dang and Webb, 2014) and TED Talks presen-
tations (Nurmukhamedov, 2017). However, the vocabulary knowledge necessary for 
English podcasts is similar to the vocabulary demands of movies and TV programs in 
English (see Webb and Rodgers, 2009a, 2009b). Taken together, these results suggest 
that English as a foreign language/ESL learners should preferably have a good grasp of 
the most frequent 3000 word families (e.g., words in the 1000, 2000, and 3000 words 
levels) if they intend to use audio-based media outlets such as movies, TV programs, and 
podcasts to further improve their English. Because 98% coverage is recommended for 
high level of listening comprehension (van Zeeland and Schmitt, 2013), learning the 
most frequent 5000 word families or more would aid learners in handling the vocabulary 
demands of most podcasts in English.

In response to the second research question, it can be seen from the data in Table 4 that 
the vocabulary necessary to reach 95% coverage was fairly consistent among all the 
podcasts except How I Built This. Knowledge about the most frequent 2000 word fami-
lies, and PN, MW, TC, and AC was needed to reach 95.29% for How I Built This. 
Knowledge about the most frequent 3000 word families plus PN, MW, TC, and AC 
provided the highest coverage of all the other remaining podcasts.

With regard to the 98% coverage, there were some notable differences among the pod-
casts. The vocabulary size necessary to reach 98% coverage ranged from 4000 to 6000 word 
families plus PN, MW, TC, and AC. Knowledge about the most frequent 5000 word families 
plus PN, MW, TC, and AC was sufficient to reach 98% coverage of Freakonomics (98.18%), 
Fresh Air (98.11%), Hidden Brain (98.40%), TED Radio Hour (98.26%), This American 
Life (98.39%), and Today Explained (98.26%). However, a vocabulary of the most frequent 
6000 word families plus PN, MW, TC, and AC was necessary to reach 98.18% coverage of 
two podcasts: Invisibilia; and Radiolab. In contrast, How I Built This was the only podcast, 
requiring 4000 word families plus PN, MW, TC, and AC for 98% coverage. These results 
indicate that How I Built This is the least demanding podcast in terms of lexical coverage 

Table 4. Cumulative coverage in percentages of each podcast category, including proper 
nouns (PN), marginal words (MW), transparent compounds (TC), and acronyms (AC).

Podcasts 1000 PN, 
MW, TC, 
AC

2000 PN, 
MW, TC, 
AC

3000 PN, 
MW, TC, 
AC

4000 PN, 
MW, TC, 
AC

5000 PN, 
MW, TC, 
AC

6000 PN, 
MW, TC, 
AC

Freakonomics 84.15 92.06 96.39a 97.55 98.18b 98.62
Fresh Air 87.72 93.07 96.56a 97.57 98.11b 98.66
Hidden Brain 87.03 93.14 96.67a 97.86 98.40b 98.79
How I Built This 90.98 95.29a 97.36 98.08b 98.51 98.75
Invisibilia 88.36 93.92 96.43a 97.42 97.87 98.18b

Radiolab 89.05 94.17 96.41a 97.39 97.85 98.18b

TED Radio Hour 88.03 93.45 96.74a 97.78 98.26b 98.59
This American Life 90.41 94.87 96.95a 97.83 98.39b 98.82
Today Explained 86.83 92.83 96.58a 97.63 98.26b 98.77

Note: areaching 95% coverage; and breaching 98% coverage.
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while Invisibilia and Radiolab are the most demanding podcasts because they require the 
largest vocabulary sizes to reach 98% coverage.

The podcasts may have differed in terms of their coverage percentages for the follow-
ing reasons. First, podcasts differ in terms of their formats. For example, most of the 
selected podcasts have one host and in each episode the host invites one guest to discuss 
an issue while podcasts such as Radiolab and Invisibilia typically have two or more hosts 
and their episodes feature multiple guests. Second, each podcast focuses on different 
topics in their episodes (see the Online Appendix for more information). For example, a 
host of the How I Built This podcast invites a founder of a famous company to the show 
to discuss how his/her company became successful. Two people—usually a host and a 
company founder(s)—have a conversation about one company’s recent history and cur-
rent condition in each episode. In podcasts such as Radiolab and Invisibilia, several hosts 
discuss a wide range of topics (e.g., psychology, sociology, science, and politics) with 
several guests which may include both expert and non-expert individuals. Third, the 
variation between the vocabulary sizes necessary to reach 95% and 98% coverage of 
each podcast supports the idea that “different disciplines may have different lexical 
demands” (Dang and Webb, 2014: 72). For example, even among movies in English, 
British movies required more vocabulary (7000 word families) than American movies 
(6000 word families) to reach 98% coverage; furthermore, animated and war movies 
were more lexically demanding than drama, comedy and action (see Webb and Rodgers, 
2009a). Similarly, science-fiction TV programs in American TV required more vocabu-
lary than situation comedies at a 98% coverage level (see Webb and Rodgers, 2009b). 
Diverse podcast episodes and their content contain a variety of vocabulary, which ulti-
mately affect the lexical coverage analysis.

In addition to the most frequent 3000–5000 word families, variables such as PN, MW, 
TC, and AC are essential to handle the lexical demands of podcasts for the following 
reasons. First of all, PN, MW, TC, and AC available in the current study comprise nearly 
5.58% of the coverage of the podcast corpus. This percentage amounts to 4882 word 
types. This seems to be larger than most of the previous studies of lexical coverage that 
examined movies (3.37%), TV programs (4.04%), TED Talks presentations (0.98%), and 
academic spoken English (3.33%). The reason is that most of the previous studies have 
utilized the BNC word lists that contained two additional lists such as PN and MW. The 
current study used the BNC/COCA word lists, which has two more additional lists: TC 
and AC. These four additional lists add up to the total coverage. Another reason for the 
large percentage of PN, MW, TC, and AC in the current study is that the word lists for 
the PN and AC in the BNC/COCA word lists were expanded before the analysis in order 
to represent all of the PN and AC used in the podcast episodes. It should be noted that the 
additional word lists—PN, MW, TC, and AC—had the following distributions per pod-
cast in the current study: Freakonomics (3.90%); Fresh Air (4.40%); Hidden Brain 
(5.14%); How I Built This (5.28%); Invisibilia (6.25%); Radiolab (9.69%); TED Radio 
Hour (4.56%); This American Life (7.70%); and Today Explained (6.08%). This expan-
sion would also contribute to more accurate representation of the coverage.
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Findings and Pedagogical Implications

The findings in the current study indicate that knowledge about the most frequent 3000 
word families and PN, MW, TC, AC provide 95% coverage of general-audience pod-
casts. Although this coverage is sufficient for adequate comprehension of podcasts, we 
recommend that teachers aim for a vocabulary size of 5000 word families, which leads 
to 98% coverage. In their seminal paper, van Zeeland and Schmitt (2013) argue that the 
learners need to know 98% of the words in a listening passage in order to achieve suc-
cessful (high) listening comprehension of difficult listening materials. Furthermore, pod-
casts generally do not contain visual clues or subtitles/captions (i.e., unlike podcasts, 
so-called vodcasts do contain video elements). Thus, learners depend on their listening 
skills and vocabulary knowledge to listen to podcasts; while, movies, TV programs and 
university-based lectures offer visual support by containing scenes where people interact 
with each other, show animated objects, and illustrate presentation slides. Teachers also 
need to ensure that their learners know 5000 or more words before they integrate pod-
casts into their curriculum and help their students view podcasts as an additional source 
of input to improve their listening skills, consolidate the use of their previously learned 
words, and expand on their vocabulary size. Here are some suggestions on how our find-
ings can inform language teaching.

First, guiding learners to select a level-appropriate podcast(s) is crucial because gen-
eral-audience podcasts available on the Web are typically designed for native speakers/
expert users of English and have not yet been structured according to their difficulty 
levels. If podcast episodes are not carefully selected, learners might find it “difficult to 
catch all of the words while listening to authentic materials” (Meier, 2015: 72); thus, 
listening to an unsuitable podcast might result in frustrating learning experience (Alm, 
2013). We suggest that listening to a less-lexically-demanding podcast (or an episode) 
may ease the burden of comprehension. For example, How I Built This is the least lexi-
cally demanding podcast among the selected podcasts (see Table 4), requiring 4000 word 
families, plus PN, MW, TC, and AC to reach 98% coverage. Some short episodes from 
How I Built This can be used to attune learners’ ears to this L2 aural mode (e.g., pronun-
ciation of various speakers, speed in a dialogue, etc.) and familiarize learners with the 
format, topics, and common story narratives in a typical podcast episode. Once learners 
practice listening to podcast episodes that require less vocabulary, teachers can move 
onto podcasts such as Fresh Air, Hidden Brain, and/or TED Radio Hour that are more 
lexically demanding than the How I Built This podcast.

Second, pre-teaching key or low-frequency vocabulary essential for the comprehen-
sion of a selected podcast episode will also ease the burden of comprehension (van 
Zeeland, 2018; Webb, 2010). Key vocabulary includes words that are essential for the 
comprehension of a selected episode. To illustrate, a passage on COVID-19 typically 
contains the following words: coronavirus; emergency; lockdown; pandemic; self-quar-
antine; social distancing; vaccine, etc. Teachers can find low-frequency or academic 
words in the podcast episode by using Vocabprofiler software which can be found in a 
free accessible website Compleat Lexical Tutor at https://www.lextutor.ca/vp/eng/ (see 
Cobb, 2007 for more information). Upon entering a podcast’s transcript into Vocabprofiler, 
this online software will create the frequency profile of the transcript and illustrate a list 

https://www.lextutor.ca/vp/eng/
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of the most frequent 1000 and 2000 words, including the words from Coxhead’s (2000) 
Academic Word List and infrequent words (also known as off list words). The transcripts 
of the podcast episodes used in the present study can be found at the first author’s Google 
Drive at: https://tinyurl.com/podtranscripts/.

Another approach is to train learners how to use podcast transcripts to support listen-
ing to podcasts. During the first week, the teacher selects a podcast episode for a unit and 
provides learners with the same podcast’s written transcript. Learners are asked to follow 
along with the podcast transcript while listening to the podcast episode. After using this 
technique with new podcast episodes for a couple of times, the teacher can gradually 
remove this support (written transcripts) as learners become more familiar with the 
speech rate, pauses, repetitions, and topic digressions in podcasts. Having students fol-
low transcripts while listening to the podcast may ease the burden of comprehension too. 
In addition, reading a podcast transcript, which enables learners to see the written forms 
of words while listening to the same podcast episode, will help them listen to the spoken 
forms of the words.

Fourth, developing learners’ schema before assigning a podcast episode may also help 
learners turn their attention to vocabulary when they listen to a podcast. Before assigning 
a podcast episode, teachers may want to provide learners with some key information 
about the selected episode such as a main idea in the episode, the speaker’s background, 
and credibility about the topic and two or three interesting points from the podcast epi-
sode. In addition, teachers–especially in EFL contexts—need to spend some time to 
introduce PN (Erten and Razi, 2009) and AC for a selected podcast episode to ease stu-
dents’ comprehension of the information presented in the episode. Most podcast episodes 
include the names of investors, authors, and chief executive officers as well as their 
inventions. This indicates that not all learners might be familiar with the accomplish-
ments and/or characteristics of individuals such as Agatha Christie, Malala Yousafzai, 
and Mark Zuckerberg; and most importantly, some learners might not know what some 
AC (e.g., DACA, LGBT, etc.) stand for. Furthermore, some company and website names 
(e.g., Instagram, Zappos.com, etc.) should also be introduced if a podcast episode con-
tains company/website names. Because PN carry specific contextual as well as cultural 
information and the knowledge about PN leads to better comprehension of information 
in a passage, they need to be explicitly taught to learners (Brown, 2010).

Finally, learners should be notified about the presence of exclamations/interjections 
(e.g., wow, uh, oh, and mmm) and contractions (e.g., ’m, gonna, and wanna) in podcast 
episodes. Language learners may feel that spoken English in the podcast episodes is fast, 
oftentimes hard to understand and learners might complain that “They can’t hear each 
word clearly; instead, the words sound like one long, confusing stream of sound. This is 
because when people talk normally, their words naturally blend and change in predicta-
ble ways” (Yoshida, 2016: 111). Teachers may want to introduce the notion of connected 
speech to learners so that learners notice that in natural/spoken English, native and/or 
expert users of English blend/contract words (e.g., that will becomes that’ll), link them 
(e.g., a dog is black and white), and change sounds in words (e.g., have to or used to 
become ‘hafta’ or ‘usta’) (see Yoshida, 2016 for more information). Listening to a variety 
of podcasts helps to enable English language learners to “hear” how authentic (informal) 
speech is supposed to sound (Godsey, 2016). In addition to the explicit instruction in 

https://tinyurl.com/podtranscripts/
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pronunciation training, especially in the area of connected speech, teachers can recom-
mend that their students use a “slow down” feature in their smart phones to “catch” 
instances of connected speech. This feature—which is nowadays available in many 
smart phones—helps to enable learners to pause, skip, slow down or speed up a conver-
sation as they listen. Such exercises can help learners understand the nature of spoken 
language and aid in their listening comprehension.

Limitations and Recommendations

Following the methodology developed by the previous lexical coverage studies of spo-
ken language such as university lectures (Dang and Webb, 2014), TED Talks presenta-
tions (Nurmukhamedov, 2017), and movies as well as TV programs in English (Webb 
and Rodgers, 2009a, 2009b), the present corpus-based study examined the number of 
words necessary to understand 95%–98% of the words in general-audience podcasts. 
The current study does not claim that the knowledge about the 98% of the words in a 
podcast would lead to 98% listening comprehension. Learners might understand all the 
words in a listening passage but not necessarily understand the intended message in the 
passage (Graham, 2000). Another reason is that vocabulary is one of many factors that 
affect L2 listening comprehension, among other factors such as learners’ overall lan-
guage proficiency and metacognitive awareness (i.e., learners’ awareness of their ability 
to solve a task, strategies employed while listening, etc.) (see Wang and Treffers-Daller, 
2017). Thus, further research needs to examine more closely the links between a learn-
er’s actual vocabulary size and his/her listening comprehension of a podcast episode, 
following the methodology outlined in the works of Stæhr (2009) and van Zeeland and 
Schmitt (2013).
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