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ABSTRACT

This research paper tried to evaluate English students' vocabulary size by using
Nation Vocabulary size tests (VST). The study used a sample of the third level
students at the English-Faculty department of Education-Aden at the University
of Aden in three categories according to their academic achievement in the class
(High =80-100, Medium= 70-79.99 and Low =less than 69.99). The researcher
used Nation and Beglar (2007) (14000) vocabulary size test to measure the
vocabulary size. Based on the analysis of students’ correct answers in the VST,
the study found that students' vocabulary size ranges between 1000-8000 words
with variant percentages. It was found that (80%) of third level students’
vocabulary size (high 08-100 and medium 70-79.99) is in the range (1000-
3000), (76%) of third level students’ vocabulary size (high 08-100) is in the
range (1000-5000) and (51%) are in the range (1000-8000). The study found
that (59%) of third level students (medium 70-79.99) are in the range (1000-
5000) and (40%) of them are in the range (1000-8000). The third level students
(low, less than 69.99) recorded the lowest size by (50%) in the range (1000-
3000), (41%) in the range (1000-5000) and only (21%) are in the range (1000-
8000). Considering the total word size of the three categories together, the study
found that (70%) are in the range (1000-3000), (59%) range in the range (1000-
5000), and (37%) are in the range (1000-8000).

Nation, 1999). Schmitt (1994) referred that the

Vocabulary forms an essential element of a
language. Instead, it can be said that words are the
beginnings and origins of any human language.
Languages were created from words and their
associated meanings then grammar came to organise
these words. Language acquisition, and similarly
language learning, start by acquiring and learning
words rather than other language elements. No words
mean no language. Wilkins (1972) wrote that "[...]
while without grammar very little can be conveyed,
without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed” (111-
112).

Similarly, Lewis (1993, p. 89) stressed that “lexis
is the core or heart of language." This statement
shows the great value of words in any language.
Moreover, Grabe (1991) and Frederiksen (1982)
referred that second and foreign language researchers
stress the great value of vocabulary knowledge in
language competence.

Studies of learners' vocabulary size are very useful
in diagnosing students' levels, commonly known as
placement tests. Knowing learners' vocabulary size
helps educators classify learners in their appropriate
study levels in any educational program (Laufer &

vocabulary size test puts the learners in their suitable
levels in any educational program. It will help those
in charge of education programs in planning and
designing admission and placement (entrance
examinations). Schmitt (1994) said that vocabulary
size tests help teachers know the deficiencies of their
learners' vocabulary size and try to find solutions.

There are standard tools designed by experts to
be used to measure the number of words a learner
knows in a particular language which is usually called
vocabulary size tests (VST)—knowing vocabulary
size shows teachers, learners and even course and
curricula designers where to start and teach.
Vocabulary size test work as a diagnostic tool in this
regard. Foreign and second language research stressed
the importance of estimating learners' vocabulary size.
Thus, studying learners' vocabulary size has become
essential in any country or English as a foreign
language (EFL) institution. There are many VSTs in
ESL or English literature as a foreign language (EFL)
or even first language learning. X-Lex developed by
Milton and Meara, the Vocabulary Size Test
developed by Nation and the Vocabulary Levels Test
(VLT), are examples of VSTs. This study will use
Nation Vocabulary Size Test 2007 to estimate English

71



Journal of Research and Innovation in Language

ISSN (Online): 2685-3906, ISSN (Print): 2685-0818
DOI: https://doi.org/10.31849/reila.4980
Vol. 3, No. 1, April. 2021, pp. 71-79

Language students' vocabulary size. This test created
by Nation & Beglar (2007) identified the vocabulary
size based on three categories, namely High (80-100),
Medium (70-79.99), and Low (less than 69.99).

The tested students, in this case, will be the third
level students in the University of Aden in Yemen
because in this university and maybe in Yemen, no
research has been done in this regard as far the
researcher knows. Therefore, this study will
contribute to Yemen's English language learning by
estimating English language students' vocabulary size
at the University of Aden. Moreover, this study might
serve as diagnostic means of University of Aden
English students' vocabulary size that will help in
many aspects such as placement tests, designing
course books and determining teaching materials
needed for learners in different learning stages (HuU &
Nation 2000). Additionally, this study will help
students know where they are in terms of vocabulary
size, modify and develop their learning strategies, and
improve their levels.

Therefore, this research paper proposes three
major questions; (1) What is the vocabulary size of
third level English language students in the University
of Aden based on the three categories of Nation &
Beglar’s (2017) Vocabulary Size Test (VST)? (2)
What is the difference in vocabulary size among the
categories of high, medium and low among the third
level English language students?, and (3) What is the
score of students at each vocabulary frequency level
(i.e. 1000, 2000, 3000, 4000 5000, 6000, 7000 and
8000) based on the VST 20077

2. Literature Review

This part will review the literature related to the
topic of the study. This will include vocabulary size,
vocabulary size test and previous studies relevant to
the study's topic.

2.1 Vocabulary Size

Vocabulary size can be defined as the overall
stock of words and their associated meanings and use
a learner or speaker of a language knows. All learners
or speakers of a language possess certain words that
form an essential part of their proficiency or linguistic
competence. Vocabulary size is sometimes referred to
as breadth of vocabulary in comparison to the depth
of vocabulary. Anderson and Freebody (1981, p.92)
defined vocabulary size as "the number of words for
which the person knows at least some of the
significant aspects of meaning." Research is SLL and
FLL showed that vocabulary size is significant in
language proficiency. For example, Meara (1996)
stressed this by saying:

“All other things being equal, learners with large
vocabularies are more proficient in a wide range of

language skills than learners with  smaller
vocabularies, and there is some evidence to support
the view that vocabulary skills make a significant
contribution to almost all aspects of L2 proficiency.”

(p.37).

Meara (1996) went further by referring that
vocabulary size is a determining factor in second
language learning and considered it "at the heart of
communicative competence” (p.35). Some studies
showed that vocabulary size is strongly correlated to
reading competence (Ouellette 2006; Snow, Tabor,
Nicholson, Kurland 1995) and, other studies showed
relevance to success in school (Biemiller & Boote
2006; Bornstein & Haynes 1998). Other studies
showed that vocabulary size is very relevant to using
English in different situations. Schonell, Meddleton,
and Shaw, 1956 referred that the knowledge of the
most frequent 2000-word families in English forms
the basic lexical stock needed for everyday oral
communication. Hazenburg and Hulstijin (1996)
contended that 10,000 words are enough for second
language learners in the university. However,
Eyckmans (2004) referred that "[w]hen learners' move
on to read authentic texts in the target language, the
consensus among applied linguists seems to be that
3,000 to 5,000-word families should suffice."

Regarding vocabulary size, research in a second or
foreign language is in constant development and tries
to figure out the number of words an EFL, ESL or
native language speakers have. Schmitt (2000, p.2-3)
referred that the English language has between
600,000 to over two million words and over 54000-
word families. (Nation (2006, p.59) referred that the
English language has 88,000- 114,000-word families.
Schmitt (2000) found that English native-speaking
university students would have a vocabulary size of
about 20,000-word families. Adolphs and Schmitt
(2003) pointed out that second language learners need
2000-3000 of the most frequent words to
communicate daily. Schmitt (2007) added that that
second language learners need 5000 words to read
authentic text. Dissimilarly, Hazenberg and Hulstijn
(1996) pointed out that second language learners need
around 10,000 words for starting academic study in
the university.

Sciarone (1979), Laufer (1992), Nieuwborg
(1992), and Nation (1993) claimed that the most
frequent 5000 words cover around 90%-95% of word
tokens in an average text for second language learners.
It means that SLL or English as a foreign language
(EFL) need 5000-8000-word families in the university
study. Similarly, Nation (2010: 15) pointed out that
"counting the 2,000 most frequent English words as
the high-frequency words is still the best decision for
learners going on to academic study" since these
words cover about 80% of any text.
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In vocabulary size research, scholars differentiate
between receptive vocabulary knowledge and
productive vocabulary knowledge of a word. The first
one refers to words that learners or users of a
language store in their minds primarily read and listen
to. Whereas the latter refers to the active words that
are used in producing language in speaking or writing.
This difference is the difference between using a word
to understand and using a word to produce or express
oneself.

Nation (2001, pp. 26-28) specified word
knowledge in three elements (form, meaning and use).
Knowing form means knowing its different parts,
spelling and sounds, whereas knowing meaning refers
to recognising its associated meanings and other
words that connect to it. Simultaneously, knowledge
of form means using its grammatical functions,
collocations, and different parts of speech. He further
classified word knowledge in the following table:

Table 2.1 Word Knowledge

What does the word sound
like?

How is the word pronounced?

What does the word look like?

How is the word written and
spelt?

What parts are recognisable in
this word?

What words are parts needed
to express meaning?

What meaning does this word
form signal?

What word form can be used
to express this meaning?

What is included in the
concept?

What items can the concept
refer to?

What others words does this
word make us think of?

What other words could we
use instead of this one?

In what patterns does the word
occur?

In what patterns must we use
this word?

What words or types of the
word occur with this one?

What words or types of words
must we use with this one?
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Where, when and how often
would we meet this word?

Where, when and how often
can we use this word?
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2.2 Vocabulary Size Test

The vocabulary size test, abbreviated as VST, is a
standard measurement tool designed to estimate the
total number a speaker or a learner of a language
knows. Generally, VSTs are used to measure native
speakers' vocabulary size or second/foreign language
learners' vocabulary size, or some are used to measure
both native and foreign language learners. Nation and
Beglar (2007) pointed out that VST is designed as "a
proficiency measure used to determine how much
vocabulary learners know" (p.10). VSTs are designed
as monolingual, and some are designed as bilingual
tests. Monolingual VSTs are designed as a multiple-
choice test or yes/no questions in one language, while
bilinguals are also designed as multiple or yes/no
questions in two languages. In this type, the word is
presented in English, and the answer or choices are
presented in the learner's first language.

Generally, these tests can be found in print format
or online versions. Based on design criteria, VSTs are
of two main types. The first one is a dictionary-based
test, and the second one is a corpus-based test. In the
first one, the test taker selects a word family from
each N pages (for example, from every 10th page and
so on) from a dictionary that is expected to be known
by the test taker. In the second one, the test taker has
to select a word family from a corpus-based list. The
list is ranked according to the most frequency (the
first most frequent 1000 words, the second most
frequent words). Nation (1990) referred that the
second type is generally used with non-native
speakers of English. Nation and Beglar (2007, p.1)
confirmed that "[tlhe Vocabulary Size Test is
designed to measure both first language and second
language learners' written receptive vocabulary size in
English. Researchers all over the world use
vocabulary size test.

Considering the validity and reliability of the VST,
it is considered very valid and reliable by researchers.
Beglar and Nation (2007, p. 9) reported that the
vocabulary size test is "a reliable, accurate, and
comprehensive measure of a learner's vocabulary size
from the 1st 1,000 to the 14th 1,000-word families in
English”. Similarly, Beglar (2010) conducted a
Rasch-based validation study of the monolingual VST
among one-hundred-seventy Japanese and nineteen
native English speakers. He found that the VST is
very valid and reliable for measuring learners'
vocabulary stock. The study indicated that the great
majority of the test items showed an excellent fit to
the Rasch model, high practicality in scoring and
distribution, high reliability indices (>0.96) and very
low ambiguity. Other studies that proved the validity
and reliability of the VST are Gyllstad 2012, Gyllstad,
Vilkaite, and Schmitt 2015. The VSTs are free and
available online from Paul Nation's website.

2.3 Previous Studies

Many studies have been found in the literature for
English second or foreign language learners'
vocabulary size. One study is Sungprakul (2016). This
study investigated the wvocabulary size of Thai
university students. 40 EFL learners from the first,
second, third, and fourth levels in the English
department at Silpakorn University in Thailand
participated in the study. The study found that the
first-year students' vocabulary size ranges between
5800-5900 words from the first 10000 most frequent
words, 6610.00 in the second level, 7100.00 in the
third level, and 7360.00 fourth level. This study is
considered weak because of the small size of the
sample. Another study is Almasry (2012) in the UAE.
He examined the relationship between breadth and
depth of wvocabulary knowledge and reading
comprehension in an English as a foreign language
(EFL) context. The sample of the study is ninety-three
high school students. The study found a positive
correlation between vocabulary knowledge and
reading comprehension. Similarly, Almasry (2012)
sample is small. Another study is also found in Irag.
The study is by Alfatle (2016). He examined the
growth of vocabulary size and depth of word
knowledge in lIragi foreign language learners of
English (EFLs) over four years of university
instruction. The sample is forty students from each
level (120). The study found that the growth of
vocabulary increases by 800 to 1000 words annually.

3. Method

This study's research design is a descriptive one
that uses the Nation and Beglar (2007) vocabulary
size test. The data collected in this study is primarily
quantitative.

3.1 Participants

The participants in this study are thirty students
from the department of English at the Faculty of
Education-Aden. They are male and female students.
Their age ranges between 17 to 25, and they come
from rural and urban areas. According to their
previous educational achievements, the students were
categorised into three main groups (High = 80-100,
Medium= 70-79.99 and Low= less than 69.99). These
groups are high, medium and low. Ten (10) students
were selected from each group= 30 students. It makes
the sample as is in the following table:

Table 3.1 The Sample of the Study

o <
ST ~ [o) g
Level S ©38 ©5b5  Total
o = © ' S © -0 =
© 3
Third 10 10 10 30
Level
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3.2 Data Collection

This study's data was collected by the Vocabulary
Size Test developed by Paul Nation and Beglar
(2007). It is the 14000 version that has 140 multiple-
choice items. The test consists of 140 items
distributed on fourteen sections representing the
fourteen thousand most frequent words. The sections
are arranged according to the frequency of the words
starting with the first 1000 most frequent words and
so on, until the 14th 1000. The test is based on
Nation's own British National Corpus BNC word
family lists (Nation, 2006). Many studies check the
validity and reliability of this test all over the world.
This study is limited to measuring receptive
vocabulary size of English language students at the
University of Aden (third level students at the
department of English/ Faculty of Education/Aden)
using Nation and Beglar (2007) vocabulary size test
one in the academic year 2018/2019.

4. Findings

After collecting the questionnaires, they were
checked for completeness and labelled according to
High, Medium and Low. Next, they were compared
with the answer key to see the correct answers. Some
questions handed unanswered. These were counted as
zero-scores, although it was difficult to ascertain
whether "no answer" was due to a genuine lack of
knowledge of a word or the lack of time available or
desire to complete the test.  Correct answers were
calculated in the three categories (High, Medium and
Low). Microsoft Excel Sheet was used to get the
mean score and percentages of students’ correct
answers in the three categories. Then the mean score
of categories was calculated. The mean score and
percentages of the first 3000, 4000 and 5000 words
were calculated separately to know the percentages
and means in these three levels. Then the mean score
of these means was also taken to get the final result
regarding the mean score of the first 5000 words. The
tables 4.1 show the analysis, interpretation and
discussion of the results:

Table 4.1 Third Level Students High 80-100
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ke 10 42 42%
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K5 . 40%
K6 10 38 38%
K7 10 23 23% 25%
K8 10 13 13%
K9 10 11 11%
K10 10 0.4 4%
K11 10 0.1 1%
K12 10 0.0 0%
K13 10 0.0 0%
K14 10 0.0 0%
Total mean 3.064286 31%
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As can be seen from the table 4.1 and 4.2, the
mean score of students' correct answers (High 80-100)
ranges from K 1 to k11, but with variant mean scores,
the highest is in K 1 is 90%, then the percentage
decreases reaching only 1% in k11. Students' average
scores in the levels k 8-k 22 are less than 20% which
means that she is the only student who has
vocabularies. Students with 80% and above are on the
levels k 1 to k 3 with a mean score of 80%. Beyond
the 5,000-word level, the numbers decline further and
further at each level until they reach the (1%) in k 11
(11000). The mean score decreases in going to the k 4,
recording 75%, and decreasing by going to the level k
5 to k 8, recording 68%, 76%, and 25%, respectively.
It means that students (Third Level Students High 80-
100) range of vocabulary size ranges between k 1
with 80% to k 5 with 76 %. This result is dissimilar to
Sungprakul (2016), who studied Thai university
students. 40 EFL learners from the first, second, third,
and fourth levels in the English department at
Silpakorn University in Thailand participated in the

study. The study found that the first-year students'
vocabulary size ranges between 5800-5900 words
from the first 10000 most frequent words, 6610.00 in
the second level, 7100.00 in the third level, and
7360.00 fourth level. Third level students (Third
Level Students High 80-100) in the University of
Aden ranges between 5000 with (76%) and 8000 with
only (25%) with only words with a mean score of
(51%) which is about half of the students (Third Level
Students High 80-100) are within the range of 8000
words size while it is 7100 in the Thai university
students. This low size of vocabulary size can be
attributed to the weakness of secondary school
education, curriculum and number of lectures in every
semester. Additionally, subjects taught in Arabic
(university prerequisite courses such as Islamic
Culture, computer, Arabic Language, Psychology,
fundamentals of Education, Psychological Health and
History of Education) constitute about 25% of English
courses.

Table 4.2 Third Level Students Medium 70-79.99

Mean
P =2 =22 % §2 2Z2
s iz ¢85 s 2EEf 2f 2 °f
3 == 282 ° g9 83 82 29 go
IR 53 83 &3 53 3253
@ @ [3°) wn @ [3°)
ke 10 9 90% 80%
k2 10 8.7 87% 65%
10 68%  59%
K3 6.3 63%
10 0
K4 2.1 21% 40 %
K5 10 34. 34%
K6 10 1.7 17%
K7 10 0.6 6% 19%
K8 10 0.2 2%
K9 10 0.2 2%
K10 10 0.1 1%
K11 10 0.0 0%
K12 10 0.0 0%
K13 10 0.0 0%
K14 10 0.0 0%
Total mean 0.311111 23%
Table 4.3 The Main Findings in the Three Categories
. s Sz 2
Vocabulary size Range ST 438 o @ Total
5& oc o505
8= © 3 88 =
1000-3000 80% 80% 50% 70%
1000-5000 76% 59% 41% 59%
1000-8000 51% 40 % 21% 37%
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Table 4.3 clearly shows that the third Level
Students (Medium 70-79.99) vocabulary size ranges
between 5000 to 7000 words. The students' highest
mean score correct answers are 80% in the k 3 (3000
words), and the percentage decreases gradually to
reach 65% and 68% in the k 4 and k 5. The mean
score of the three levels is (59%). It means that only
59% of the vocabulary size is between 1000 (k 1) and
5000 words (k 5). The mean score of the levels k 6, k
7 and k 8 is only 40 %. This result means that only

about half of the students (59%) (Medium 70-79.99)
are within the range 1000=5000 vocabulary size. The
table also shows that the mean score of the third Level
Students (Medium 70-79.99) in the vocabulary size
levels k 1 (1000)-k 8 (8000) is only (40%). The
vocabulary size of the University of Aden students
decreases from (51%) in the (Third Level Students
High 80-100) to (40%) in the third Level Students
(Medium 70-79.99).

Table 4.4 Third Level Students Low Less than 69.99

Mean =z
< < < 35 g
- b} b} 3 >
- I =gz 2% =7 =7 i e
@ 2 = o ~+ 35 -+ 3 - 3 S =
s 3 35 S W o o 9o ey >3
@ D 2 S o o = o = o = 5 = —_
= @S 8=z 8=z 8z e o =
@ @D @ o
K1 10 57 57%
50%
K2 10 51 51% 41%
32% 41%
K3 10 43 43%
K4 10 11 11%
21%
K5 10 0.0 0%
K6 10 0.0 0%
K7 10 0.0 0% 0%
K8 10 0.0 0%
K9 10 0.0 0%
K10 10 0.0 0%
K11 10 0.0 0%
K12 10 0.0 0%
K13 10 0.0 0%
K14 10 0.0 0%
Total mean 0% 12%

Table 4.4 demonstrates that third Level Students
(Low Less than 69.99) vocabulary size only ranges
between k 1 (1000) and k 3 (3000) with low
percentages ranges between 57% to 11%. The mean
score of the three levels k 1, k 2 and k 3 together is
only 50%, and the percentages decrease to 32% when
going to k 4. The mean score of the 5000-word size is
41%. The mean score of the 8000-word size is only
21%. According to this result, only 41% of the third-
level students (Low Less than 69.99) vocabulary size
is within the k 3 (3000).

5. Conclusion

Based on the students' performance in the Nation
& Beglar’s (2007) Vocabulary Size Test (VST),
English language third level students in the University
of Aden have different vocabulary sizes. | was
ranging between 1000 and 5000 words with various
percentages. The high (80-100) category had different
vocabulary ranges; 76% had a range of 1000 and 8000,

whereas half of the students (51%) had a range
between 1000 and 8000. Of the 59% of students in the
Medium category (70-79.99), 40% possessed a
vocabulary range between 1000 and 5000, while only
40% had a range of 1000 and 8000. Students in the
Low category (less than 69.99) were recorded with
21% having a range of 1000-8000, 41% with a range
of 1000-5000, and 50% with a range of 1000-3000.
Considering the total word size of the three categories
together, the study found that 70% are in the 1000-
3000 vocabulary range, while a little over half of
them (59%) are in the range of 1000-5000, and only
37% are in the range 1000-8000.

With a significant majority of students, who were
in their third year in the University of Aden,
possessing between 1000 and 3000 vocabulary range,
this study recommends the following strategies to
address such a large number of Low vocabulary sized
students studying English. The strategies include
adjusting homework assignments for students that
will lead them to do more research and more reading.
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The improvement of English courses in the university,
the re-evaluation of the running courses in the
departments of English at the University of Aden to
update the teaching materials with daily life words
referring to famous corpora such as the British
National Corpus BNC and Corpus of Contemporary
American  English COCA, the addition of
supplemental or differentiated activities, as well as the
involvement of vocabulary researchers and experts in
updating and designing courses.
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