Bryce Hedstrom

How Publishers Calculate Word Count

UNDERSTANDING THE “UNIQUE WORD COUNT" FORMULA

Excerpt from Hi-Impact Reading Strategies

When selecting books for your world language classroom library, it can be helpful to know
about word counts in language learner literature. Publishers often list the unique word count
and the total word count to help teachers decide on books for their classes. The unique word
count is the number of different words in the book. The total word count is the length of the
book.

Higher unique word counts can understandably make teachers leery about buying books, as
they think the vocabulary level may be too high and therefore the story will not be
comprehensible to their students. The formulas that publishers use is usually a secret, but by
tedious word counts of many books and backward engineering an approximation can be
formulated. The following formula results in the similar word counts as the prominent
language learner publishers.

The unique word count in many independently published novels is often too high.
Independent authors could often legitimately get the unique word count down by quite a bit
to be in line with similar works by major publishers. Higher numbers tend to scare off some
teachers because lower unique word count is shorthand for more comprehensible to their
students. That makes sense.

Publishers do not want to misrepresent the number of unique words they want to keep the
word count as low as honestly possible to be able to sell books and make them useful for the
target readers. That also makes sense.

Here is a close approximation of how publishers calculate their unique word counts to align
their products with the industry standard. We will use the beginner novel, Pobre Ana
Moderna, by Blaine Ray as an example. Here are the principles:

« Not every word counts. Every word in the text of the novel should be in the glossary,
but not every word in the glossary is counted for the purpose of the unique word count. It
can be helpful to think in terms of the /emma, the stem, or the base form of a word. For
example, Pobre Ana Moderna (see example below) has 571 words in the glossary. The
book is advertised by the publisher as having a unique word count of 300. By this formula,
it has 308 unique words.

« Cognates do not count. The cognates are highlighted in the example below. Cognates
should be included in the regular alphabetical glossary for reference in case a student
does not recognize them immediately, but cognates do not count in the unique word
count.

« Verbs count just one time. Verbs fall into the lemma thinking again. Verbs are counted
by infinitives or by one-time use. All verb forms in the text are included in the glossary,
but each unique form of a verb is not included for the unique word count. Multiple forms
of the same verb do not count. The infinitive of estaris used in the text and is counted,
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but all of the other forms of it that are in the glossary and that are used in the text do not
count. So, on page G-3 in the example below, these verbs forms do not count: esta,
estaba, estaban, estamos, estan and estoy. Only estaris counted. The verbs that count
in the example below are the underlined ones. In some cases, only one form of a verb is
used in the text and that counts.

« Diminutives do not count. Diminutives are not included in the unique word count,
unless they are a one-time occurrence. So, if pequerio (small, little) and pequeriito (tiny,
wee) are used, only pequeriogets counted in the unique word count. The word
pequeriitowould be included in the glossary and in the total word count, but not in the
unigue word count.

« Short function words do not count. The shortest, most common grammatical words,
the function words, such as the Spanish words: a (to/at), ¥ (and), o (or), e (and), u (or), e/
(the), /a (the), fe (to/for/at him/her/it), me (to/for/at me; myself), te (to/for/at you; yourself),
yo (1), td (you), al (at the/to the), en (infon), fo (it), los (them), les (to/at/for them), del
(of/from the), etc. are not included in the unique word count, the thinking apparently
being that a student that can read this book (mid-level 1/ level 2) already knows these
words and they do not greatly impact comprehensibility. The short word guideline does
not apply to short verbs or other parts of speech. For beginners, these short grammmatical
words are not as important for conveying meaning like verbs, nouns and adjectives are,
and many newbies just skip over them as they read and listen. These function words are
acquired naturally as students read and listen for meaning. The function words should be
included in the glossary.

In the example below, the words con (with), de (from, of), é/ (he) and e/ (the) on pages G-
2 and G-3 do not count according to this unique word count formula in the new Pobre
Ana Moderna. Those have penciled-in boxes around them.

» Glossed words do not count. Glossed words on pages in the text do not count because
those are already acknowledged as being above the reading level of the rest of the text
by virtue of the glossing. There is also no need to put the glossed words in the glossary.
Subtracting the glossed words from the text often changes the unique word count
substantially.

» Proper nouns do not count. The names of people and places do not count. The names
of characters in the story, stores, products, commercial devices, cities, neighborhoods,
states and countries are not counted in the unique word count either. Some of these
might appear in the glossary (the name of a state of Mexico for clarification, for instance),
but those words would not be included in the unique word count.

Using the guidelines above, Pobre Ana Moderna has a unique word count of 308 words. The
glossary in that book contains 571 words (presumably the complete set of unique words in
the text). The publisher advertises this novel as having 300 words. The advertised unique
word count is about half of the unique word count in the glossary. The publisher's formula for
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unigue word counts is not public, but this backward engineering must be close to what they,
and other publishers are doing.

It makes sense for a publisher to count the words low this way. Higher uniqgue word counts
have been associated with level 3 and 4 novels and they lead level 1 and 2 teachers to believe
that their students will not be able to read these books without great difficulty.

Level 1 and 2 novels generally have a unique word count of 300 or fewer words.

The unique word count can reasonably be lowered using these guidelines. Publishers are not
trying to trick anyone here. They just want to use the same standard that others in the
industry use in order to get quality books into the hands of teachers and students. That does
not tend to happen with unusually high word counts. High unique word counts do not sell
because teachers think their students will not be able to understand the text.

Some pages from the glossary of Blaine Ray's best-selling novel Pobre Ana Moderna appear
below. This is the re-write and update of the classic Pobre Ana, which is a good measuring
stick because it was one of the first lower-level language learner novels of the modern era.
The original Pobre Ana has sold over 1 million copies and is something of a standard against
which other level 1 novels are measured for unique word count (300) and total word count
(6,000), if not for story quality.
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