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Abstract 

Breadth and depth of ESL learners’ lexical knowledge; exploring 

its interplay with written language proficiency. 

Sihle Ndlovu 

This thesis adopts a mixed methods approach to investigate the 

interplay between lexical knowledge and written language proficiency 

among learners of English as a Second Language (ESL). To achieve 

its objectives, the study examines how written language ability 

relates to a battery of size and depth lexical measures. The Word 

Associates Test (WAT), the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), the 

Vocabulary Profile (VocabProfile) tool and written compositions were 

used to produce quantitative data on the interplay between learners’ 

breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge on the one hand, and 

writing proficiency on the other hand. Purposive sampling was used 

to identify ESL participants in order to ensure that data generated 

would be capable of producing relevant insights to address research 

questions. Stratified random sampling was used to select 40 written 

language samples from the International Corpus of Learner English 

(ICLE) to ensure topic consistency with 18 essays from ESL students. 

This allowed for a comparative analysis between lower proficiency 

(ESL) and higher proficiency (ICLE) students. Following written 

assessments, the study employed the stimulated reconstruction 

procedure to obtain emic perspectives on the rationale behind the 

lexical choices that ESL learners made during the WAT. Quantitative 

findings obtained highlight aspects of both size and depth of lexical 

knowledge as important factors in the interplay between vocabulary 

knowledge and written language skills. Qualitative findings highlight 

the potential for multiple factors that could affect individual learners’ 

trajectories. Taken together, the findings from quantitative and 

qualitative data deepen lexical insights by highlighting the complex 

interplay between lexis and writing. The study draws on the Dynamic 

Systems Theory (DST) as a lens for interpreting and reconciling these 

findings. To that effect, it offers methodological contributions by 

highlighting the relevance of DST to ESL developmental processes, 

which is a relatively new theory in the field of Applied Linguistics.  
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Chapter One: 
Introduction and study 

background 
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1.0 Introduction and background to the study 

The English language has been entrenched as the global language 

because of its pivotal role in the world of international business, 

science and technology as well as in research communities (Nunan, 

2001). Within the United Kingdom, where English is the language of 

instruction, both native and non-native students need to be proficient 

users of the English language if they are to be able to effectively 

access relevant curricula related to their areas of study. This is 

particularly important because students need to read academic texts 

and appropriately respond in written form (essays, dissertations, 

theses or other assessment forms) in order to meet tertiary and 

higher education assessment standards. As such, English language 

proficiency is essential not only for academic achievement but also, 

for enhancing students’ abilities to function effectively and get ahead 

in the global village where it is likely to enhance their competitive 

edge. 

For the English as a Second Language (ESL) learner, this situation 

presents both opportunities and challenges. On the one hand, success 

in learning ESL opens up numerous doors as it can be a conduit for 

participation in the world of international business and commerce. On 

the other hand, the process of learning English can present a wide 

range of challenges, some of which reside at the lexical and 

grammatical levels both in written and spoken forms of the language. 

 

As Meara (1996) observes, vocabulary skills are a major component 

of second language proficiency. To this end, various studies have 

explored the interaction between vocabulary knowledge and other 

aspects of linguistic competence such as reading and speaking (Hu 
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and Nation, 2000; Nation, 2006; Zeeland and Schmitt, 2013). The 

current study builds on previous studies that have explored the 

interaction between vocabulary knowledge and other aspects of 

linguistic competence such as reading, speaking and writing (see for 

example Hu and Nation, 2000; Nation, 2006; Zeeland and Schmitt, 

2013; Crossley and McNamara, 2011).  

1.1 Study rationale 

The rationale for this study is based on factors operating at two dif-

ferent but related levels. Firstly, the research was inspired by my 

personal interest in lexis as a result of my professional experiences as 

an English teacher, particularly working with learners taking ESL. 

Secondly, my review of the research literature revealed the wider rel-

evance of researching lexis, as Chapter 2 of this thesis will show. 

1.1.1 Rationale based on professional experience 

My interest in researching lexis was first ignited by the experiences I 

had teaching English Language and Literature at different levels of 

proficiency including Cambridge Ordinary and Advanced Levels, pre- 

and in-sessional English for Academic Purposes (EAP) as well as 

English Literacy for ESL learners. An important step at the beginning 

of most programmes was the completion of entrance/placement 

tests. In the majority of cases, the tendency was for vocabulary to be 

tested as a stand-alone component. In such cases, most tests tended 

to be cloze procedures where students had to supply a missing word 

in context. For grammar, the students were predominantly presented 

with ungrammatical structures and were required to correct the 

errors which involved key aspects of the language such as tense, 

punctuation, subject-verb agreement, clause and sentence structure.  
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What I noticed during my involvement with ESL programmes, both at 

an operational and course management level in the UK and abroad 

was that there were some learners whose linguistic profiles as 

reflected by their vocabulary scores did not predict written language 

ability. For the majority of the learners, high scores in entrance tests 

tended to be associated with relatively well-developed 

lexicogrammatical profiles and written language ability. However, this 

was not always the case. This caused concern among teachers who 

felt that such students were not performing as well as they could do. 

Speculations around individual differences such as motivation levels 

and overall learners’ engagement levels became inevitable. There 

were also speculations among staff about whether the noted 

discrepancies might have been related to the extent to which the in-

house entrance tests were able to generate accurate learners’ 

vocabulary profiles. However, because for the majority of the 

students, higher initial test scores did predict higher scores in free 

writing and general performance on the course, I envisaged that the 

noted discrepancies could suggest that the relationship between 

vocabulary knowledge and written language ability may not be a 

straightforward one, and therefore required further investigation.  

I was particularly interested in investigating writing as opposed to 

other productive skills such as speaking because in tertiary education 

institutions such as colleges of Further and Higher Education, learners 

are predominantly assessed on the basis of the written form. With 

this in mind, I singled out the investigation of lexis and writing as a 

worthwhile endeavour. This culminated in an interest in vocabulary 

studies at Masters Level and it was at this stage that my curiosity 

began to find substantiation in literature.  
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1.1.2 Relevance and value of researching lexis  

Empirical evidence suggests that mistakes in lexical selection are 

likely to be less tolerated than mistakes in syntax (Sheorey, 1986; 

Carter, 1998). As an example, in a large-scale study involving 178 

academic staff in an American university, Santos (1988) investigated 

the reactions of the participants to two 400-word compositions 

written by two non-native students. Academics were required to rate 

the compositions based on six 10-point scales, three of which were 

focused on content while the other three were focussed on language. 

They were also asked to identify the errors which they considered to 

be the most serious in terms of their impact on comprehensibility of 

text, their level of acceptability in an academic context, as well as the 

level of irritation caused by the error. Five language errors emerged 

as the most salient and these were subject verb agreement, use of 

the passive verb, lexical choice errors, article and pronoun errors. Out 

of these, lexical errors were considered to be the most serious and 

had the greatest impact on overall ratings of essays. This led Santos 

(1988) to conclude that this type of error ‘impinges directly on 

content’ because ‘when the wrong word is used, the meaning is very 

likely to be obscured’ (Santos, 1988 p.84). As such, scholars such as 

Sheorey (1986) and Carter (1998) have argued that mistakes in 

lexical selection are likely to be less tolerated than mistakes in 

syntax. 

In light of the role of lexis in linguistic development, the current study 

seeks to shed light on the breadth and depth dimensions of 

vocabulary knowledge and how these interact with written language 

ability among ESL learners considering the key role of vocabulary 

knowledge in language contexts. In light of possible complexities 
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related to this interplay (see Section 1.1.1 above), the Dynamic 

Systems Theory (DST) was considered the most comprehensive 

theoretical framework for the study. According to De Bot et al. (2007 

p.8): 

DST …is originally about very simple systems such as the 

two coupled variables in a double pendulum. Even though 

such a system has only two interacting variables or degrees 

of freedom, the trajectory of the system is complex. When 

applied to a system that is by definition complex, such as a 

society or a human being, where innumerable variables may 

have degrees of freedom, DST becomes the science of com-

plex systems.  

This suggests that as Dornyei et al. (2015) note, DST is able to take 

into account, the manifold issues and factors that interrelate in the 

process of second language development. Therefore because of the 

complex nature of second language processes in general, and 

vocabulary knowledge in particular, DST was considered to be an 

approach capable of offering valuable insights about the interplay 

between vocabulary knowledge and written language ability. Section 

2.8.1 offers a more comprehensive discussion of DST in the context 

of the current study. 

1.2 Significance of the study 

Meara (1980) described vocabulary as an area of Applied Linguistics 

which was neglected in favour of grammar. Nevertheless, current 

literature suggests that vocabulary is increasingly being recognised as 

a key component of successful language learning (see for example 

Laufer et al., 2004; Daller et al., 2007). This shift of focus has 

culminated in extensive research on lexical issues, with researchers 

focusing on a wide range of themes including the role of vocabulary 
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knowledge in both first and second language learning (Grabe, 1991), 

issues around measurement of vocabulary knowledge (Chapelle, 

1994; Laufer and Nation, 1995; Read, 2000) as well as the 

conceptualisation of vocabulary knowledge in terms of the size and 

depth dimensions (Schmitt, 2014). As will be further explored in the 

Literature Review chapter, a wide body of current research 

acknowledges that vocabulary knowledge can be understood in terms 

of the breadth (size) and depth (quality) dimensions (Laufer and 

Goldstein 2004; Melka 1997; Nassaji et al., 2010; Schmitt 2014), 

although alternative views about the value of distinguishing between 

the two exist (Vermeer, 2001). It would therefore seem reasonable 

that comprehensive approaches to vocabulary research should 

address both depth and breadth issues as Schmitt (2010) advises. 

Such research should seek to establish not only the interface between 

the vocabulary size and depth dimensions, but also, the refinement of 

conceptualisations of vocabulary knowledge in order to facilitate 

deeper understanding of this construct. To that effect, the current 

study utilised correlation analysis as the foundation to the exploration 

of the interplay between learners’ vocabulary size, depth and written 

language skills. In line with DST, the study extended its findings by 

tracing individual ESL learners’ performances across all the three 

written assessments which were administered to the ESL participants. 

This allowed for more in-depth analysis of individual profiles. Finally, 

through stimulated reconstructions, (Svalberg and Askham, 2016) 

the study elicited learners’ thought processes which led to particular 

lexical choices during the Word Association Test (WAT).  

 

A WAT is a test whereby participants are presented with a series of 

words. Depending on whether it is a receptive WAT or a productive 
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WAT (see Section 2.3.2 for a comprehensive discussion of WAT 

including the receptive and productive versions) the participant is 

required to either identify words that are related/associated with the 

key word, or provide the first word(s) that come(s) to mind when 

presented with the key word. The current study utilised the receptive 

WAT format, the rationale for which is provided in Section 3.4.4.  
 

The current study also elicited students’ attitudes towards the size 

and depth conceptualisations in order to gain a better understanding 

of vocabulary knowledge from the students’ perspectives. While this 

study does not contest the value of judgements made by raters / 

assessors and tests such as the VLT, the triangulated methodology 

adopted adds a valuable dimension to vocabulary studies. It does this 

by drawing from both emic and etic perspectives in order to generate 

more comprehensive insights about the dynamics between 

vocabulary knowledge and learners’ written language productions. As 

Morris, et al. (1999, p.782) note, “emic accounts describe thoughts 

and actions primarily in terms of the actors’ self-understanding terms 

that are often culturally and historically bound”. In contrast, “etic 

models describe phenomena in constructs that apply across cultures” 

(Morris, et al., 1999, p.782). As such, emic accounts give primacy to 

the participants’ views about phenomena under investigation, while 

etic accounts typically focus on causal models, which can be 

generalised and applied to other contexts. In the context of the 

current study, emic perspectives derive from stimulated recalls / 

semi-structured interviews which were conducted on the basis of the 

WAT answers that participants provided. Etic perspectives derive from 

the quantitative analysis of scores from written assessments which 

provided correlational data between VLT, WAT, VocabProfiles and free 
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writing scores. The emic and etic perspectives are integrated in order 

to obtain deeper insights about the interplay between learners’ 

vocabulary knowledge and their written language skills (Morris, et al., 

1999).  

It was important to interview the learners in order to understand, 

first of all, their perception of the vocabulary size and depth 

dimensions of vocabulary knowledge since this is an important yet 

contested area (See Section 2.2.8). Findings thereof are key to the 

understanding of learners’ perceptions of what it means to know a 

word. Since beliefs shape behaviours, (Bracken, 2010) it is important 

that learners’ conceptualisations of vocabulary knowledge are well 

aligned with the most up-to-date frameworks for understanding this 

concept. Findings from this study will therefore have implications for 

the teaching and learning of vocabulary.  

1.3 Aims and objectives of the study 

The aim of the study is to investigate the interplay between L2 

learners’ breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge and their 

written language abilities. The study utilises data obtained from two 

groups of learners namely the ESL group which is the source of 

primary data and the ICLE group which is the source of secondary 

data. The ESL participants are all college students working at a lower 

proficiency level compared to the ICLE students who are university 

students and operating at a higher proficiency level (see Section 

3.3.5 for a comprehensive description of the participants). Through 

the mixed methods approach adopted in the study, both quantitative 

and qualitative data collection and analysis methods are employed in 

order to triangulate correlational findings with interpretive insights, 

culminating in in-depth insights of lexis and writing for the learners 
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investigated in the study. The research questions that the study seeks 

to address are as follows:  

1. RQ1 - What is the relationship between learners’ vocabulary 

size (breadth) and the quality of their vocabulary knowledge 

(depth)? 

2. RQ2 - What is the relationship between learners’ vocabulary 

size and the quality of their written compositions?  

3. RQ3 - What is the relationship between the quality of learners’ 

vocabulary knowledge (depth) and the quality of their written 

compositions?  

4. RQ4 - Is there a relationship between the learners’ lexical 

profiles produced by VocabProfile, and the quality of their 

written compositions?  

5. RQ5 - Is there a difference between the VocabProfiles of 

learners working at a lower proficiency level (ESL learners) and 

those at a higher proficiency level (ICLE students)? 

 

Before addressing the above research questions, it is important to 

provide an overview of how the key concepts highlighted are inter-

linked in the study. Therefore, Figure 1.1 provides an outline of the 

key research areas that underpin the current study and illustrates 

how these interlink and ultimately contribute towards the formulation 

of the research questions outlined above. The key research areas will 

be further discussed in the Literature Review chapter which explores 

how the concepts have been operationalised in the literature.  
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Figure 1.1 Overview of the areas that research questions relate to in the study 

 

 

As Figure 1.1 suggests, the main agenda of this study is to generate 

empirical evidence which will provide insights on the nature of the 

interplay among vocabulary size, depth and written language ability.  

1.4 Overview and structure of the thesis  

This thesis comprises eight chapters. The first chapter provides an 

introduction to the study while Chapter 2 develops the theoretical 

background through reviewing literature relevant to the main 

concepts that constitute the study.  

 

Chapter 3 presents methodological issues including the research 

paradigm, data collection/ data analysis procedures as well as ethical 
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and practical considerations. Ethical considerations are first presented 

from a general perspective before going on to provide a specific 

framework relevant to this particular study. Chapter 4 presents the 

findings from a pilot study carried out to ascertain the feasibility of 

this study.  

 

This is followed by Chapter 5 which presents findings from written 

assessments. The chapter presents findings obtained through 

quantitative analyses while Chapter 6 concentrates on reporting 

findings from stimulated reconstructions / semi-structured interviews. 

Chapter 7 provides an interpretation of the findings by making 

linkages between the findings presented in Chapters 5 and 6 to 

relevant theoretical perspectives as well as previous literature in the 

field.  

 

The thesis finishes by presenting a conclusion which brings to the fore 

the pedagogical and theoretical implications together with the study’s 

contribution to knowledge. Therefore, the final chapter highlights the 

most significant insights obtained from the current research. To bring 

the thesis to a close, the final chapter also identifies the study’s 

limitations which pave the way for the identification of possible 

avenues for further research in lexical studies.  
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Chapter Two: 
Literature Review 
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2.0 Introduction to the literature review  

The concept of vocabulary knowledge is at the core of this study. As 

such, this chapter starts with a discussion of what a word is and 

consequently, how word knowledge has been conceptualised. This is 

followed by an exploration of major concepts relevant to the study as 

dictated by the research questions. Based on the research questions, 

the concepts reviewed mainly relate to the following areas which are 

covered mainly within the sections identified below: 

a) the nature of the vocabulary knowledge construct (Sections 

2.1.1 – 2.2.3 and 2.2.7-2.2.9), 

b) the assessment / measurement of vocabulary knowledge 

(Sections 2.2.4-2.2.6 and 2.3.1-2.3.2), 

c) frameworks of vocabulary knowledge and measures of lexical 

richness (Sections 2.4-2.6.5), 

d) pedagogical considerations for L2 lexis and writing (Sections 

2.7-2.7.5), and finally, 

e) theoretical underpinnings for the study (Sections 2.8 – 2.8.3) 

 

2.1 Definition of terms 

2.1.1 What is a word? 

The overview presented in Figure 1.1 underscores the fact that word 

knowledge is at the core of this study, which makes the question of 

what a word means quite pertinent. At first glance, the concept of a 

word may appear to be a very simple and straight forward one. It 

brings to mind many examples of linguistic items that can fall into 

this category, for example, nouns and verbs such as ‘child’, ‘come’, 

‘sleep’, ‘boy’ and ‘girl’. Such conceptualisations consider a word as a 

unit of meaning in written form, separated by empty spaces in 

between (Cobb, 2013). However, as will be highlighted in the 
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following sections in this chapter, in an Applied Linguistics context, 

the concept of a word is not always easy to define (Milton and 

Fitzpatrick, 2014; Read, 2000). This owes to the fact that to a very 

large extent, the way that the concept is construed depends on the 

purposes for which the definition is intended (Gardner, 2007). 

Therefore, a word can be conceptualised as a type, a token, a single 

word or a multi-word. In addition, ‘distinguishing word forms and 

word families is also important’ (Read, 2000:19). This is because the 

way in which a researcher conceptualises and operationalises key 

constructs has implications for the validity of results obtained 

(Gardner, 2007). The following sections therefore provide an outline 

of the main conceptualisations of a word and identify how the concept 

of a word is applied to the current study.  

 

2.1.2 Tokens and types 

Tokens are defined as ‘the number of running words in a text, while 

types are the number of different words’ (Schmitt, 2010:188). Thus, 

a type-token analysis of the sentence ‘The term word is difficult to 

define because it is used to describe different lexical items’, would 

produce two tokens of each of the types ‘is’ and ‘to’ respectively and 

one token of each of the types ‘the’, ‘term’, ‘word’, ‘difficult’, ‘define’, 

‘because’, ‘it’, ‘used’, ‘describe’, ‘different’, ‘lexical’ and ‘items’. The 

sentence therefore has sixteen tokens but only fourteen types. This 

distinction is relevant to lexical studies because inappropriate 

decisions in terms of the treatment of these may lead to distorted 

inferences about a learner’s vocabulary profile. For example, two 

learners may produce the same number of tokens in a text but one 

may produce many tokens of very few types while the other may 

produce many tokens of an extensive number of types, thus 
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suggesting differential vocabulary profiles. In the current study, 

Vocabprofile, a computer-based program is used to analyse the 

extent to which ESL students in a college and university context use 

vocabulary from lower and higher frequency bands. This provides an 

indication of how the learners’ vocabulary knowledge is reflected in 

actual language use for this group of learners (Laufer and Nation, 

1995). The programme provides output on the number of types and 

tokens that a learner utilises from each frequency band. It is the 

number of types that a learner uses which provides an estimate of 

the learner’s ability to use vocabulary from a particular frequency 

band. The token figure would over-estimate the learner’s vocabulary 

in each frequency band because repeated vocabulary would be 

counted as individual words in line with the definition of tokens as 

running words in a text (Schmitt, 2010).  

2.1.3 Lemmas and word families 

In vocabulary studies, the term lemma refers collectively to the base 

and inflected forms of a word (Read, 2000). Thus, the verb visit with 

its inflected forms visits and visited would be classified as one lemma 

because they belong to the same word class even though they are 

different forms of the same stem.  

Word families are broader than lemmas because over and above the 

lemma relations described above, word families include derived forms 

which can change the class of the base word and alter its meaning 

(Schmitt, 2010). Thus, in addition to the inflected forms visited and 

visits, the verb visit also has the derivative noun visitor within its 

word family while the verb dictate would have the noun dictator and 

dictation included within its word family, together with the inflected 

form dictates and dictated.  
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In a study to examine native and non-native students’ abilities to 

produce derivatives for given prompt words, Schmitt and Zimmerman 

(2002) found that students generally had partial knowledge of the 

prompt words. On average, participants were able to produce two out 

of the possible four derivatives for each word family provided. Cases 

where students did not know any derivatives at all for a particular 

word were very minimal, and so were cases of positive extremes 

where students knew all derivatives. This led the researchers to 

conclude that ‘knowing one member of a word family does not imply 

knowledge of all (or even most) of the other word forms’ (Schmitt 

and Zimmerman, 2002, p.158). This suggests that clearly 

differentiating words at lemma and word family level can be an 

important distinction in vocabulary studies depending on the research 

aims.  

 

2.1.4 Multi-word units  

Martinez and Schmitt (2012) note that multi-words or formulaic lan-

guage constitutes an integral part of the lexicon. A multi-word or 

formulaic sequence can be defined as “a sequence, continuous or dis-

continuous, of words or other elements, which is, or appears to be, 

prefabricated: that is, stored and retrieved whole from memory at the 

time of use, rather than being subject to generation or analysis by 

the language grammar.” (Wray, 2000, p.9). As such, multi-word units 

enable language learners to write and speak in a native-like manner. 

This suggests that these linguistic structures have a major role to 

play in the development of fluency (Ellis et al., 2008). Notably, ‘in 

normal interaction, the default setting is formulaicity, both for pro-

duction and comprehension’ (Wray and Perkins, 2000, p.19). This al-

lows both the interlocutor and the listener to focus their attention 
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more on other aspects of the interactional process such as the evalu-

ation of what has been said, predictions of what may come next and 

repairing any communication breakdowns.  

The value of formulaic language in discourse is well-supported by re-

search in corpus linguistics, for example, research carried out by 

Conklin and Schmitt (2008) highlights the psychological value of for-

mulaic language. The researchers carried out an investigation to find 

out whether formulaic sequences are processed quicker than non-

formulaic language amongst both native and non-native English 

speakers. Based on findings from 39 participants who took part in a 

reading comprehension exercise, the researchers found that native 

speakers processed formulaic sequences faster than creatively-

constructed language sequences. This finding is consistent with find-

ings from an earlier study carried out by Underwood, et al (2004).  

Underwood et al (2004) tracked the eye movement of 20 native and 

20 non-native participants during a reading activity involving a selec-

tion of formulaic sequences. Their results revealed less fixations on 

formulaic language, particularly for native participants. The research-

ers associated this finding with the lesser degree of familiarity with 

some of the sequences amongst non-native participants compared to 

native participants.  

Notably though, both investigations above involved the processing of 

written text which raises the question of whether similar results 

would be obtained if the information was presented through a differ-

ent channel such as audio format. Nonetheless, the finding that for-

mulaic language is more efficiently processed than non-formulaic lan-

guage has implications for language learning. Form a psycholinguistic 
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perspective, research suggests that formulaic language is processed 

quicker and as a result, these language forms aid communicative 

competence (Wray, 2000; Chen and Baker, 2010). Altenberg (1998) 

found that at least 80% of running words in the London-Lund Corpus 

were formulaic as they formed part of recurrent word combinations, 

thus highlighting the prevalence of these structures in language use. 

However, as Wray (2002) observes, there may be discrepancies in 

such estimates depending on how formulaic language is conceptual-

ised. In Altenburg’s (1998) study, all strings of words which occurred 

more than once in identical form were counted on the basis that for-

mulaic sequences defined as word sequences which are stored and 

retrieved whole from memory rather than decomposed at the point of 

use (Wray, 2010). On the basis of the above discussion highlighting 

the value of formulaic language, it can be argued that depending on 

the research aims, a study which conceptualises a word as a single 

unit may obtain different results from one that adopts a more com-

prehensive definition of a word which includes multi-words. A case in 

point is that of phrasal verbs such as get along; give up; sit in; take 

off; move in; drill down. When decomposed into individual words, 

other than drill, all of these words belong to the first 1000 most fre-

quent words. However, as phrasal verbs, such words are likely to 

present a much higher cognitive load than decomposed individual 

words. As an example, Liu and Shaw (2001) investigated the quality 

of word-knowledge for the high frequency verb make amongst native 

and non-native speakers. The researchers found differences in the 

configuration of the verb between the native and non-native groups. 

The results of the study suggested that L2 learners were not able to 
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exploit the full potential of the word in their written productions par-

ticularly in terms of its versatility for formulaic use.  

  

It would appear therefore that the most comprehensive 

conceptualisation of a word can be expected to include not only single 

items (types and tokens), but multi-words as well, as part of what is 

meant by a word. However, for purposes of the current study, the 

decision was made to adopt the dictionary definition of a word as a 

single item primarily for two main reasons. To date, no principled 

methodology exists for the inclusion of formulaic sequences in 

assessment tools such as vocabulary tests (Martinez and Schmitt, 

2012). The VLT and  Vocabprofile are no exception to this as they are 

based on wordlists such as the General Service List (West, 1953) and 

the Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000).  

 

Consequently, with the exception of closed form compound words 

(compound words that have merged into one word) such as 

grandmother, footprint, fireworks and keyboard, Vocabprofile 

processes and categorises multi-words, including compound words, 

as single lexical items. Therefore, such words are decomposed into 

individual constituent words during analysis. For example, open 

compound words (conventionally written with a space in between) 

such as native speaker, post office and real estate would be 

processed by Vocabprofile and classified as different types residing at 

different frequency levels. Hyphenated compound words (e.g multi-

word) are also processed in the same way, that is, they are 

decomposed into their constituent parts.  
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Arguably, decomposition of multi-words is not ideal considering the 

varied cognitive load presented by such lexical items compared to 

individual words. However, as is evident from the research questions, 

the VLT and Vocabprofile tools are at the centre of the methodology 

for the current study so conceptualisation of words as multi-words 

would be incompatible with the parameters of word definition 

imposed by the main assessment tools in this study. In addition, one 

of the key variables in this study (the writing score) was derived from 

the evaluation of free writing. To date, assessment scales for free 

writing, including those for high stake examinations such as IELTS, do 

not address multi-words distinctly from the overall vocabulary 

assessment criteria. The result is that to a very large extent, major 

insights on the conceptualisation of lexis are based on the concept of 

a word as a single unit. Therefore, for comparability, this study 

adopts a similar conceptualisation of words as single units. 

Notwithstanding the above, this study acknowledges this as a 

weakness because such an approach may be misleading.  As an 

example, in line with Liu and Shaw's (2001) observations, one may 

know the noun ‘speaker’ but this does not mean they would also 

know the adjective ‘native’.  

2.2 The construct of lexical knowledge 

A review of literature suggests that the term lexical knowledge has 

been used to refer to slightly different constructs by different 

researchers. The way in which researchers operationalise this 

construct seems to be highly dependent on the nature of their 

particular research interests and the objectives that they seek to 

achieve (Goulden et al., 1990; Henriksen, 1999; Qian, 2002). This 
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suggests that the concept needs unpacking in the context of this 

particular study.  

 

Kamil and Hiebert (2005) posited that lexical knowledge refers to the 

kind of information that students must know about words in order to 

effectively engage with various language task demands. This 

definition provides a useful starting point towards an understanding 

of what word knowledge might entail. However, in the above study, 

the authors argued that students’ perspectives of what they must 

know about words might differ from what other stakeholders such as 

teachers and applied linguists might deem as important. As Wesche 

and Paribakht (1996) observe, from a language learner’s perspective, 

what is likely to be of paramount importance is the knowledge of 

words to facilitate understanding and communication within a 

particular context.  

For the researcher, however, there are further pertinent issues such 

as “how much knowledge and which knowledge?” the learner needs in 

order to effectively carry out different communicative tasks (Wesche 

and Paribakht, 1996.p26). Therefore, a number of frameworks have 

been developed in order to facilitate a more comprehensive 

understanding of what lexical knowledge entails and these are 

discussed in the next section. Traditionally, the approach taken in 

second language / foreign language teaching and learning has been 

one that treats grammar and vocabulary as two disparate entities 

(Sinclair, 1991). However, as Tucker (1999) notes, such 

compartmentalisation of language is for the convenience of linguistics 

rather than a reflection of how languages works. In practice, lexis and 

grammar are closely interwoven. Indeed, in English language 

teaching and learning, it is not always easy to distinguish lexical 
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issues from grammatical issues. For example, if a learner produces 

the following output: ‘The essay emphasises on the role of language 

in society…’, it is evident that although the learner clearly understands 

the meaning of the lexical item, they have not fully grasped how the 

lexical item is used in context. This highlights that learning a list of 

academic vocabulary would not serve this learner well but what they 

need alongside such lexical knowledge is understanding of 

grammatical characteristics of the verb including how it is used in 

context, i.e. without a preposition. This highlights that, language 

form, meaning, and use should be approached as an integrated whole 

(Larsen-Freeman, 2003), a view which is aligned to the concept of 

lexicogrammar. Halliday (1961) first introduced the term 

lexicogrammar into the study of language and argued that “lexis can 

be defined as most delicate grammar” (Halliday,1961, p.259). This 

suggests that lexis and grammar constitute ‘two poles of a single 

cline or continuum as shown in Figure 2.1 below: 

  

 

 

Adapted from Halliday and Matthiessen (2014, p.64) 

 

The lexicogrammar cline highlights that since the use of a lexical item 

often has grammatical implications, lexical items are often grammati-

cal in nature (Francis, 1993; Sinclair, 1991). In other words, gram-

mar and lexis are the endpoints of an integrated structure (Tuck-

er,2007), hence Halliday and Matthiessen (2014) describe conjunc-

tions and prepositions as semi-grammatical structures suggesting the 

overlap between grammar and lexis in text. To that extent, in the 

current study, learner’s written language is assessed in terms of lan-

lexicogrammar 

lexis grammar 

Figure 2.1 The lexicogrammar cline 
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guage use rather than vocabulary and grammar as separate entities 

(see Appendix 1). This is in line with Halliday’s lexicogrammatical ap-

proach, “one in which there is no rigid compartmentalisation of 

grammar and lexis” (Tucker, 1999, p. vii). To that extent, while the 

aims of the current study fall within the lexical field, the study 

acknowledges that vocabulary and grammar are in fact interlinked. 

This view is aptly summarised by (Zhou, 2009, p.32) who contends 

that: 

Linguistic resources include both syntactical knowledge and 

lexical knowledge, which are interrelated because some 
grammar issues are inseparable from lexical knowledge. For 

example, a proposition error appears to be a grammatical 
problem, yet it can be closely related to a learner’s lack of 

lexical knowledge.  

 

Clearly then, both grammar and lexis are certainly important parts of 

second language learning. However, as Cobb (1999) notes, the role 

and importance of grammar in second language pedagogy has been 

overvalued for a very long time, often at the expense of other areas 

such as vocabulary growth.  

2.2.1 Receptive vs. productive vocabulary knowledge 

A key distinction in the study of vocabulary knowledge is the 

receptive versus productive notion, often referred to as active versus 

passive vocabulary knowledge (Qian, 1999; Read, 2000; Wesche and 

Paribakht, 1996). Receptive vocabulary knowledge refers to the 

ability to comprehend linguistic input presented in spoken and /or 

written form.  

In contrast, productive vocabulary knowledge refers to the ability to 

produce linguistic output in written and/or spoken form (Nation, 

2006). Thus, Laufer and Goldstein (2004, p. 205) observe that ‘if two 
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people ‘know’ the meaning of a particular lexical item, their 

knowledge may not be identical’ and an important aspect of this 

differential knowledge is whether a word is known receptively or 

productively.  

 

It is important to note that, while the receptive versus productive 

notion is widely used and applied to lexical research, the conceptual 

distinction between the terms quite often proves to be problematic 

(Read, 2000). As such, a notable caveat in the literature is that the 

two terms have not been conceptualised in the same way by different 

researchers. This has resulted in inconsistent results being obtained 

from research exploring the relationship between the two.  

Of particular interest in the context of the current research is a study 

carried out by Waring (1997) who compared the receptive and 

productive vocabulary sizes of a group of second language learners 

using the VLT (Nation, 1990). The receptive VLT is a matching test in 

a multiple-choice format with words grouped by frequency so that 

learners’ vocabulary knowledge can be assessed at the 2,000, 3,000, 

5,000, and 10,000 academic vocabulary levels. Participants are 

provided with 6 words per item and three definitions. They are then 

required to match the definitions with corresponding words (see 

Section 2.2.5 for a comprehensive discussion of the receptive VLT).  

 

The aim of Waring’s (1997) study was to compare the receptive and 

productive vocabulary profiles of second language learners, with the 

aim of determining the quantitative difference between the two (i.e. 

receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge).  
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To that effect, Waring administered a receptive and a productive test 

to 76 Japanese ESL students who were each tested for receptive and 

productive knowledge for each of the words tested from the 1,000, 

2,000, 3000 and 5,000 words frequency bands. The study adopted a 

‘within-subjects’ design which means that each participant’s own re-

ceptive and productive vocabulary profiles were compared.  

The main finding was that all the 76 participants obtained higher 

scores on the receptive than the corresponding productive task, illus-

trating a larger receptive than productive repertoire for all subjects 

across all frequency bands. A commonly-cited explanation to this dis-

parity is the view that productive vocabulary knowledge is a lot more 

sophisticated than receptive knowledge (Caspi and Lowie, 2014) be-

cause the learner needs to acquire multiple meaning dimensions of a 

particular word such as the spelling or pronunciation of a word in or-

der to be able to use it productively (Melka, 1997; Webb, 2008). 

 

Interestingly though, contrary to the findings from Waring’s study 

where results unequivocally indicated a larger receptive than 

productive vocabulary size for all the learners tested, Webb’s (2008) 

study found some variations. The study had similar objectives (a 

comparison of receptive and productive knowledge for a particular 

group of learners). Webb (2008) found that on some occasions, 

learners scored higher on productive than receptive vocabulary tests. 

Webb (2008) used a different methodology where translation tests 

were used to measure receptive and productive vocabulary ability 

amongst ESL learners. In the test for receptive knowledge, learners 

were given second language forms and they were required to provide 

the Japanese (first language) translations. On the productive 
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knowledge test, the participants were given first language forms 

(Japanese) and they were required to translate these into second 

language forms (English). One merit of Webb’s methodology 

(translation tasks for both the receptive and productive assessment 

of vocabulary knowledge) is that it reduces opportunities for 

guessing, which is a potential caveat for the matching tests such as 

the receptive VLT. This is not possible with Webb’s receptive and 

productive translation tasks. However, compared to matching tasks 

such as those comprising the receptive VLT, a translation task 

requires deeper word knowledge and is therefore likely to produce 

different outcomes from those of other tasks. Arguably, the 

translation task that  Webb (2008) regarded as receptive is a 

production task in the sense that it requires learners to produce a 

particular form, albeit in the native language. These differences in the 

conceptualisation of receptive and productive might be responsible for 

the different results obtained.  

However, dating as far back as pioneer studies such as that of Morgan 

and Oberdeck (1930), the majority of results in this area tended to 

suggest a gap between productive and receptive vocabulary 

knowledge with receptive vocabulary knowledge developmentally 

preceding productive vocabulary knowledge (Caspi and Lowie, 2014; 

Fan, 2000; Laufer and Paribakht, 1998). It would therefore appear 

that more studies investigating receptive and productive using 

consistent methodologies are necessary in order to ensure 

comparability of results. 

 

As a way of introducing more clarity in relation to receptive and pro-

ductive knowledge, Read (2000, p.155) used the terms ‘recognition’ 
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and ‘recall’ in relation to the two terms. The proposition here is that 

in recognition tests, ‘learners are presented with the target word and 

are asked to show that they understand its meaning’ whereas in ‘re-

call’ tests, learners are ‘provided with some stimulus designed to elic-

it the target word from their memory’ (Read, 2000, p.155).  

 

For the purposes of this study, Read’s (2000) idea of recall and 

recognition is adopted. This is well aligned to the receptive VLT used 

to assess breadth of vocabulary knowledge among ESL learners. 

Thus, in the current study, the term receptive knowledge is used in 

relation to learners’ abilities to recognise a lexical item in written 

form, and this includes the ability to match a given word with 

knowledge retrieved from their memory, hence the matching test.  

Productive knowledge captures the ability to recall or retrieve an item 

from memory in order to achieve a linguistic task in written or spoken 

form. It is worth highlighting that a weakness of the productive test is 

that it is very difficult to control which words are tested and as such, 

a clue has to be provided. As an example, the Productive Levels Test 

provides first letters as a way of controlling lexical output from learn-

ers (Laufer and Nation, 1999). An example of items from this test is 

provided in Figure 2.2 below. 

Figure 2.2 The productive vocabulary levels test examples at the 2000 word frequency level 

 

Source: Laufer and Nation, (1999, p.46) 
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Since the first letters are provided, it remains to be determined what 

kind of output might be obtained from the same test items if learners 

were to produce free answers without being prompted by the first few 

letters.  

 

2.2.2 The Mental Lexicon  

The mental lexicon is a language user’s mental store of words 

including the meanings and associations that an individual makes to 

particular words (Richards and Schmidt, 2013). Literature abounds 

with metaphors that different scholars have used to conceptualise the 

idea of the mental lexicon, for example, it has been likened to a 

dictionary, a thesaurus, an encyclopaedia, a library, a computer and 

the internet (McCarthy, 1990). While the dictionary / encyclopaedia 

metaphors hint at a more static phenomenon in relation to the mental 

lexicon (dictionary or thesaurus), later conceptualisations seem to 

capture the dynamism of the mental lexicon by alluding to the lexicon 

as a computer/ internet. This suggests that the mental lexicon is 

dynamic with new information being added and perhaps some older 

information being discarded through such processes as language 

attrition (Schmitt and Meara, 1997). Aitchison (2012) argues that 

while a lot has been written about the mental lexicon, relatively little 

is actually known about this subject. This is because, as the computer 

metaphor suggests, this is an area of immense complexity and 

dynamism, involving information sorting and organisation within the 

neural structure of the brain (Aitchison, 2012). This makes Word 

Association Tests (WAT) invaluable tools because of their ability to 

generate meaningful insights about words in the lexicon. Such data 

makes it possible to make inferences about the structure and 

development of such a complicated network. WAT have the ability to 
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measure depth of word knowledge amongst second language users 

and they can take the receptive or productive format (Agdam and 

Sadeghi, 2014). The main premise of such tests is that evidence of 

learners’ knowledge of associations between words is used as a basis 

for making inferences about learners’ knowledge of words.  

2.2.3 Vocabulary breadth  

The term vocabulary breadth is widely used in the research literature 

to refer to the number of words that an individual knows (Qian and 

Schedl, 2004; Haastrup and Henriksen, 2000; Wesche and Paribakht, 

1996; Read 2004; David 2008) and is commonly used 

interchangeably with the term vocabulary size. Research in this area 

has produced useful insights which are relevant to pedagogy and 

research in lexical studies. As an example, Nation (2006) determined 

that knowledge of 8000–9000 word families is needed as it yields the 

ideal 98% text coverage when dealing with written text, while 

knowledge of 6000–7000 families is required for dealing with spoken 

text. Text coverage is defined as the percentage of running words in a 

text known by the reader (Hu and Nation, 2000; Nation, 2006). 

 

Vocabulary knowledge has been found to correlate positively with 

other cognitive abilities such as academic success (Laufer and Nation, 

1995; Morris and Cobb, 2004; Lumley 2002). Particularly relevant to 

the current study is Morris and Cobb’s (2004) study which examined 

the extent to which vocabulary profiles could predict academic 

success among undergraduate Teaching English as a Second 

Language (TESL) trainees. The study found correlations between 

students' vocabulary scores obtained from the analysis of free written 

language with scores from the trainees' academic assessments. This 
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led the researchers to conclude that vocabulary profiles can 

potentially contribute towards predictions of academic performance.  

 

In the same vein, Leki and Carson (1994) investigated perceptions of 

students about the contribution of English for Academic Purposes in 

the development of writing skills necessary to succeed in content 

studies at university level. The students highlighted vocabulary 

knowledge as the most important factor that they would like more 

tuition on during their English for Academic Purposes (EAP) courses. 

This suggests that vocabulary is considered key to language 

development by both researchers and students. All these insights are 

invaluable not only for diagnostic assessment purposes such as the 

identification of learners’ language needs, but also for placing 

learners onto appropriate courses when they undertake further 

studies. Notwithstanding the above, as Wesche and Paribakht (1996) 

observe, a statistical measure of how many words a learner knows is 

not always adequate for understanding the learner’s vocabulary 

knowledge. Such measures do not provide any insight as to how well 

words are known i.e. the depth of vocabulary knowledge. This aspect 

(vocabulary depth) is given further consideration in Section 2.2.7.  

 

2.2.4 Measuring vocabulary breadth 

On the basis of the value of the statistics related to the measurement 

of vocabulary size as outlined above, it is not surprising that a 

number of measurement tools have been devised for the assessment 

of vocabulary breadth among L2 learners, for example, Nation’s 

(1990) VLT. The tool is widely used in lexical studies, for example, 

Nation and Waring (1997), Fan (2000), and Laufer and Paribakht 

(1998) all use the VLT in their investigations of receptive and 
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productive vocabulary knowledge. The following section provides a 

précis of the VLT particularly as this is the test adopted for generating 

vocabulary size profiles for learners in the current study. 

 

2.2.5 The Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) 

First developed by Nation in 1983, the VLT provides an estimate of a 

learner’s receptive vocabulary knowledge (Meara and Alcoy, 2010). 

The test assesses learners’ vocabulary knowledge through generating 

vocabulary profiles based on a sample of 18 words drawn from each 

of the 2,000, 3,000, 5,000, 10,000-word frequency band. In addition 

to the four frequency bands, the VLT also offers the facility to assess 

knowledge of words from the vocabulary knowledge the Academic 

Word List (AWL) which was developed by Coxhead (2000). The 

inclusion of the AWL within the VLT is a very useful feature which is 

not offered by VST as a distinct category. This feature was 

particularly relevant to the current study where participants were 

tertiary education students whose vocabulary knowledge could be 

expected to show variability in terms of learners’ use of words from 

the AWL category. The receptive VLT follows a multiple-choice format 

where test takers are required to choose synonyms or definitions 

which match given key words. Figure 2.3 below shows an example of 

a VLT item cluster taken from a receptive version of the test.  

Figure 2.3 Example of an item from Nation’s receptive VLT 

 

Source: Nation (1990, p.265) 
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The VLT was initially designed to meet a practical need to help English 

teachers plan for addressing the vocabulary needs of learners in a 

teaching and learning context. However, judging by its extensive use 

in research and language teaching contexts (see for example Pilar 

and Llach, 2009; Laufer, 1997) the test has gained popularity and 

become a valuable research and assessment tool in the field with 

Meara (1996, p.38) describing it as “the nearest thing we have to a 

standard test in vocabulary”. To date, four versions of the test 

covering the assessment of receptive and productive vocabulary 

knowledge exist. The different versions offer flexibility and extend the 

utility of this test as it means that if required, the test can be used 

several times with the same learners at different intervals since 

different versions offer different items from the same frequency 

bands.  

Validation evidence suggests that the VLT is a valid measure of 

vocabulary knowledge. For example, in their validation study of the 

2000 Word Level and the AWL of the VLT, Beglar and Hunt (1999) 

found statistically-significant correlations between scores from the 

VLT and Teaching of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) scores on 

reading and grammar. The authors highlight this finding as part of the 

evidence that the VLT is a valid test which can be administered for 

the purposes of course planning and placement in language 

programs. Beglar and Hunt's (1999) views regarding the validity of 

VLT support the observation that numerous studies have utilised the 

VLT for research purposes (Pilar and Llach, 2009; Laufer, 1997). As 

Cameron (2002) notes, the tool has been assessed for its adequacy 

for different assessment purposes in the ESL context. This explains 

why new versions of the test have been developed in order to better 
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meet vocabulary assessment needs (Read, 1988; Schmitt, et al., 

2001).  

 

While the VLT is a well-established instrument for diagnostic and 

placement of students based on their vocabulary knowledge, 

(Kremmel and Schmitt, 2016), the test has its own drawbacks. As 

McLean and Kramer (2015, p.3) note, ‘an assumption of test item 

analyses…is that the items demonstrate what is called item 

independence’. Item independence means that ‘each item functions 

independently of others’) in test (Beglar and Hunt, 1999, p.154). In 

other words, responses made to any items within a test should not 

impact consequent responses. Within the VLT, this assumption has 

not been shown to hold true given the format of the VLT test (Beglar 

and Hunt, 1999). This is because, as Figure 2.3 shows, the receptive 

VLT provides six items on the left which should be matched with only 

three definitions on the right. Once the first definition is identified, 

the number of available options decreases which can make further 

choices easier (McLean and Kramer, 2015). Therefore, the format of 

the VLT presents a potential weakness with regards to validity related 

to item dependency.  

 

While the issue of item independence is one that Beglar and Hunter 

(1999) highlight as an area for future investigation, a body of 

research exists which suggests that while the test is not perfect, it is 

a valid measure of vocabulary knowledge (Meara, 1996; Beglar and 

Hunt, 1999; Schmitt, et al., 2001; Cameron, 2002; Stewart and 

White, 2011). 
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Another criticism against VLT is highlighted by McLean and Kramer 

(2015). The authors found that the test format where test clusters 

are presented in a ratio of six items on the left against three items on 

the right was problematic to their participants. McLean and Kramer 

(2015) found that the procedure was not immediately understood by 

the participants in their study. As a result, a lot of time was required 

to explain the procedure before the students were able to work 

through the VLT. For this reason, McLean and Kramer (2015) 

concluded that the format can be problematic compared to a 

traditional multiple choice format. In the context of the current study, 

the researcher ensured that a completed example was provided and a 

step-by-step verbal explanation provided. Overall, the VLT was 

considered to be a tool which is able to provide a quick (with only five 

possible levels) yet sufficiently detailed assessment of learners’ 

vocabulary knowledge, including the assessment of AWL words. This 

was an important consideration since the participants were tertiary 

education students whose vocabulary knowledge of the AWL category 

was considered to be capable of generating useful insights.  

2.2.6 The Vocabulary size test (VST) 

The VST is a test of receptive vocabulary knowledge. It is capable of 

assessing learners’ vocabulary knowledge from K1 up to the K20 

word frequency level. For that reason, it is ‘an appropriate instrument 

for separating students with a wide range of proficiencies’ (McLean 

and Kramer, 2015, p.2). In Webb and Sasao’s (2013, p.267) view, the 

VST is ‘a far superior measure of second language vocabulary size as 

a whole (but not knowledge of particular levels)’ because this tool 

assesses vocabulary knowledge up to the most frequent 14000 words 

or 20 000 words. In this test, test-takers are required to select the 

best definition or translation of each word provided out of the four 
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possible options given for each key word. The monolingual (English) 

format presents key words and their definitions in the English 

language as shown in Figure 2.4 below. The test can be completed in 

its paper-based version or its computer-based format as is the case 

with VLT.  
 

Figure 2.4: VST item examples taken from Version A of the test 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Nation and Beglar (2007, p.75) 

As can be seen from Figure 2.4, alongside with the key words, VST 

provides a brief context for the target words whereas the VLT is 

purely a matching test without the brief exemplar sentences 

demonstrating the key words in use. Relative to the VLT format, the 

brief context in which key words are presented offers a closer match 

to the authentic use of vocabulary in real life since vocabulary is 

generally encountered and used in context rather than as single 

entities. Arguably then, this is an advantage that VST offers over VLT. 

However, in the context of the current study, it was considered that 

the extra reading might present an additional cognitive load to be 

processed by the participants. This could extend the amount of time 

1. They <saw it> it.  

a. closed it tightly 

b. waited for it 

c. looked at it 

d. started it up 

2. time: They have a lot of <time> 

a. money 

b. food 

c. hours 

d. friends 
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required to complete the test, particularly considering the low 

proficiency level of the ESL students. Therefore, the single word, 

purely matching exercise offered by the VLT format was considered 

more appropriate for the learners in the current study. This provided 

part of the rationale for the choice of VLT over VST for the 

assessment of vocabulary size for the ESL students in the current 

study.  

 

From the above discussion, it is evident that both the VLT and VST 

are valuable tools for the assessment of vocabulary knowledge. 

However, the VLT was chosen mainly because it offers ‘separate slices 

of a learner’s vocabulary (the 2nd 1000, the 3rd 1000, the 5th 1000, 

the Academic Word List and the 10th 1000’ whereas the VST 

measures overall proficiency (Nation and Beglar, p.10). This was 

important for addressing the research questions in the current study.  

 

While tests of vocabulary size produce invaluable insights about 

learners’ lexical knowledge, such tests only provide a partial picture 

of the learner’s vocabulary knowledge (Meara, 2009). The tests may 

therefore not be sufficient for contexts where a deeper understanding 

of learners’ vocabulary knowledge is required. This should not be 

seen as a criticism of such tests because vocabulary size tests and 

investigations play an important role in the field of Applied Linguistics 

(see Section 2.2.3.) However, the argument that is being advanced 

here is that vocabulary size provides a crucial yet only partial picture 

of vocabulary knowledge, hence the need to take both vocabulary 

depth and breadth into account.  
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2.2.7 Vocabulary depth 

Vocabulary depth relates to how well lexical items that constitute an 

individual’s mental lexicon are known (Nation, 2001). It is a measure 

of the quality of the knowledge that an individual possesses about 

particular lexical items. As will be fully explored in Section 2.4.1, one 

of the most insightful frameworks for understanding the concept of 

lexical quality is provided by Richards (1976). Richards identifies 

seven aspects involved in knowing a word: knowledge of a word’s 

semantic value; syntactic behaviour; network of associations; 

collocational behaviour; register; frequency of use in speech and 

writing in the target language as well as knowledge of underlying 

forms and derivatives for a particular lexical item. It is the 

development of associations between / among words in the lexicon 

that is at the core of depth of knowledge as investigated in this 

particular study. From Richards’ (1976) word knowledge framework, 

it can be inferred that depth of knowledge relates to how well each of 

the seven aspects of vocabulary are developed. Bruton (2007) and 

Vermeer (2001) are amongst those scholars who have observed that 

no single measure of vocabulary knowledge can possibly capture all 

of the dimensions of vocabulary knowledge but separate measures 

are likely to capture the idiosyncrasies involved, thereby helping to 

build a more comprehensive picture of vocabulary knowledge. The 

WAT is one such measure and is therefore an invaluable tool in lexical 

studies (see section 2.3.2 for a more detailed discussion of WAT). 

 

However, while the understanding of size and breadth of lexical 

knowledge is important in lexical studies, some researchers have 

pointed out that breadth and depth need not necessarily be perceived 
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as two distinct dimensions but rather, as part of a continuum. Schmitt 

(2010, p.216) for example, highlights that the notions of vocabulary 

size and depth are not completely isolated because for a lexical item 

to be counted as part of the learner’s lexicon (size), ‘some quality of 

knowledge, no matter how minimal, must be operationalised as the 

criterion of sufficient knowledge’. In other words, measuring the size 

of a learner’s vocabulary cannot be completely isolated from some 

measure of quality. This overlap is also captured by Anderson and 

Freebody (1981) who highlight that an individual’s vocabulary size 

includes all the words for which the individual knows at least some of 

the meaning aspects of relevant lexical items. Therefore, ‘a person 

has sufficiently deep understanding of a word if it conveys to him or 

her all of the distinctions that would be understood by an ordinary 

adult under normal circumstances’ (Anderson and Freebody, 1981, 

p.92-3). Arguably, the sufficiency of understanding may differ from 

individual to individual depending on their specific circumstances and 

reasons for developing word knowledge.  

 

As an example, a budding fiction writer’s perception of what 

sufficiently deep vocabulary knowledge should constitute will be 

different from what an average ESL student would perceive as 

sufficient vocabulary knowledge because of the particular uses to 

which the language (vocabulary) is intended for. However, the main 

point to be made is that Anderson and Freebody (1981) emphasise a 

certain expected standard i.e. understanding of knowledge aspects 

that would be understood by an ‘ordinary adult under normal 

circumstances’ (Anderson and Freebody, 1981, p.93). In some ways 

then, this definition acknowledges that acquiring depth of knowledge 

can be a highly subjective endeavour which is highly complex and 
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therefore difficult to fully quantify. From the discussions above, 

second language acquisition is complex and multifaceted, requiring 

theoretical lenses which are capable of capturing the myriad of 

idiosyncrasies involved. The Dynamic Systems Theory is one such 

framework, (see for example De Bot et al., 2007; Ellis and Larsen-

Freeman, 2006; Larsen-Freeman and Cameron, 2008) hence the 

relevance of this theory to the current study as will be further 

explored in Section 2.8.1.  

 

2.2.8 Vocabulary size and depth  

While the size and depth conceptualisations of vocabulary knowledge 

are widely acknowledged in the literature (Beglar, 2000; Haastrup 

and Henriksen, 2000; Laufer et al , 2004; Qian, 1999; Read, 2004; 

Schmitt, 2012), there has been some contrasting perspectives 

suggesting that the distinction between size and depth is not helpful. 

In as far as the author of the current study is aware, these have been 

very limited but are considered relevant to the current study since 

size and depth of vocabulary knowledge are at the core of the 

investigation.  

 

First among contrasting views is the study carried out by Vermeer, 

(2001). Vermeer (2001) set up two empirical studies involving Dutch 

monolingual and bilingual kindergarten children. The aim of the study 

was to explore the relationship between breadth and depth of 

vocabulary knowledge amongst the kindergarten children. In the first 

study, Vermeer’s participants were required to complete a receptive 

vocabulary task (picture matching activity) and a description task 

where they were instructed to explain, describe, demonstrate or use 
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exemplification to demonstrate their knowledge of given lexical items. 

There was no requirement to provide definitions of lexical items 

provided. This constituted the vocabulary size measure for the 

participants. In the second study, Vermeer’s participants were 

required to complete an association task as a way of obtaining a 

measure of the depth of knowledge for the vocabulary items 

investigated. The participants were examined on their abilities to 

supply formal definitions; features and components of given stimuli 

words; material and functional characteristics of these words as well 

as associations to do with how specific items on the stimuli list are 

used in real life. High correlations between size and depth measures 

were found in Vermeer’s study, and this led the researcher to 

conclude that there is no conceptual difference between breadth and 

depth of vocabulary knowledge for both L1 and L2 learners since the 

participant group comprised monolingual and bilingual children.  

 

As a reminder, Section 2.2.1 highlighted that differences in 

conceptualisations of major constructs can lead to different results in 

research findings. What is evident from the measures adopted in the 

study is the similarity between Vermeer’s breadth and depth 

measures, particularly the description task which was intended to 

measure breadth of vocabulary knowledge and the association task 

which was intended to measure depth of knowledge. It is arguable 

that in describing words (description task) participants would 

inevitably use very similar lexis as they would use when required to 

supply descriptions related to the association task. In other words, 

Vermeer’s size and depth measures bear some resemblance in terms 

of the skills that they assessed. This is problematic because arguably, 
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the very high correlations could be related to the similarities in the 

operationalization of the concepts under investigation.  

 

Another point worth mentioning is that participants in Vermeer’s 

study were kindergarten children and this could have also influenced 

the results obtained in the study. As pointed out by Feldman (2004), 

from a child development theory perspective such as Piaget’s 

cognitive development theories, kindergarten children are still at the 

pre-operational stage of development. As such, they are more likely 

to view the world in concrete and contextual terms than in abstract 

and decontextualized terms (Orr, 1991). This could influence the 

types of associations and/or descriptions that children are likely to 

produce. In Vermeer’s study, this would mean that the definitions and 

descriptions of lexical items for both the size and depth measures are 

likely to have been framed within the pre-operational stage of 

development framework. This provides another possible explanation 

to the high correlations between Vermeer’s size and depth tests for 

the kindergarten children investigated in the study.  

 

Another contrasting perspective to the size and depth 

conceptualisations is offered by Meara (2009). Meara argues that the 

concept of depth of knowledge is untenable, positing that assessing 

vocabulary depth on the basis of a vocabulary knowledge framework 

such as the one proposed by Richards’ (1976) framework inevitably 

leads to more and more extensive and comprehensive testing of 

individual words. The author argues that such a situation is untenable 

particularly where numerous words have to be tested as is the case 

with most vocabulary tests. On this basis, Meara proposes that 

vocabulary knowledge should be perceived in terms of vocabulary 
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size and organisation rather than vocabulary size and depth. Figure 

2.5 below is Meara’s (2009) illustration of the vocabulary size and 

depth concepts juxtaposed with the proposed idea of vocabulary size 

and organisation. 

Figure 2.5: Breadth and depth vs. size and organisation of vocabulary knowledge 

 

Source: Meara, (2009, p.76) 

 

On the vocabulary breadth and depth illustration (left side of Figure 

2.5), each bar on the diagram represents a lexical item and the 

length of the bar represents the extent to which a word is known 

(depth). It is this depth dimension which Meara suggests could cause 

logistical problems. For instance, if fifty words needed investigation, 

then each of the seven dimensions of word knowledge specified by 

Richards (1976) would need to be considered. The diagram labelled 

‘Vocabulary size and organisation’ (right hand side of Figure 2.5), 

represents what Meara refers to as ‘organisation’ of the lexicon where 

the number of networks is a key determining factor in terms of how 

well a word is known. Based on this view, the more networks 
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between / among lexical items, the more comprehensive the 

knowledge of the item can be expected to be.  

 
Richards’ (1976) model offers a framework for the various aspects of 

word knowledge that can be expected to develop as part of knowing a 

word (see Section 2.4.1). If such a model is applied indiscriminately 

to all lexical assessment contexts, this could indeed culminate in 

large numbers of test items per test which could result in fatigued 

and demotivated learners. This framework applied in its entirety 

might thus have both the logistical and pedagogical limitations that 

Meara warns of.  

 

However, when applied with the understanding that individual studies 

can focus on particular aspects of vocabulary knowledge and produce 

insights which, when taken together, can contribute towards a theory 

of vocabulary knowledge, the model provides a comprehensive model 

for the cumulative generation of inferences about learners’ lexical 

knowledge (Schmitt, 2010 ; Richards’ 1976). This means that not 

every study needs to test words under investigation for each and 

every aspect of word knowledge. As an example, Schmitt and 

Zimmerman (2002) examined use of sixteen words from the 

Academic Word List (AWL) comprising verbs (e.g. assume; select); 

nouns (e.g. authority; philosophy); adjectives (e.g. traditional; 

liberal) and adverbs (e.g. inevitably).  

 

Participants in Schmitt and Zimmerman’s (2002) study comprised 

advanced non-native students who were either enrolled in an 

intensive pre-university English programme, an ESL writing course 

alongside other studies at university or a graduate ESL students 
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pursuing a Masters’ degree in English Language Teaching. The main 

finding from the study was that participants often had problems 

producing all of the appropriate derivative forms within a given word 

family within the noun, verb, adjectival and adverbial word classes. 

The participants in this study rarely demonstrated either complete 

knowledge or no knowledge at all of the targeted words. Instead, the 

most common trend was for participants to demonstrate partial 

knowledge. Therefore, the study revealed the incremental nature of 

vocabulary knowledge based on one aspect of word knowledge 

namely knowledge of derivational forms. 

 

Schmitt and Zimmerman’s (2002) findings are contrary to Read's 

(1988) argument that ‘if one knows the base word, little if any 

additional learning is required in order to understand its various 

inflectional and derived forms’ (Read 1988, p.14). While evidence has 

been found to suggest that knowing some members of a word family 

may facilitate development of knowledge of unknown members within 

a word family particularly where stems are transparently linked to 

their derivatives (Nation, 2001), it has also been suggested that 

different word forms such as regular and irregular forms of a base 

word do not carry the same learning burden (Schmitt and 

Zimmerman, 2002). Therefore, Schmitt and Zimmerman's (2002) 

study provides further insight into vocabulary knowledge as it 

highlights that lexical development is not always as linear as implied 

by Read’s (1988) comment that no additional learning is required for 

the acquisition of inflectional and derived forms once the base word is 

mastered. As was the case in Schmitt and Zimmerman’s (2002) 

study, acquisition of one form of a word does not automatically imply 

acquisition of other forms of the same base. Similarly, Wolter's 
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(2001) study utilised depth of knowledge conceptualisations to 

explore the structure of the L2 lexicon compared to the L1 lexicon. 

The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (see Section 2.3.1) and WAT were 

used to investigate how depth of knowledge might impact on the 

types of responses that participants provided. The researcher found 

that for both native speakers and L2 participants, words that were 

not well-known generally produced child-like/ non-native like 

response types. This led Wolter (2001) to conclude that the L2 mental 

lexicon is not structurally different from the L1 lexicon as had been 

previously assumed (Wolter, 2001). It may simply be at an earlier 

stage of development because fewer words are known and even 

these known words are likely to be known to a lesser degree 

compared to the L1’s.  

 

Nurweni and Read's (1999) study provides further insight on the in-

terplay between vocabulary size and depth. The researchers carried 

out an investigation on the vocabulary abilities of first year university 

level students in Indonesia. The aim was to find out the students’ un-

derstanding of the most frequent academic words. To that effect, the 

researchers measured the vocabulary size and depth for these learn-

ers and conducted correlation analysis. Overall, they found modest 

correlations between the two measures. However, when they split 

their participant group into three sub-groups according to proficiency 

level, (High, Middle and Low) they found that the relationship varied 

according to proficiency level. For the High-level students, the rela-

tionship between breadth and depth of knowledge was strong (r = 

0.81) which suggests that not only did the students in this sub-group 

know the majority of the words tested, but they also knew the words 

well. When it came to the students in the Middle group, only a mod-
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erate association between size and depth was found (r=0.43) and for 

the Low group, no meaningful relationship was found between their 

size and depth scores. This led the researchers to conclude that the 

size and depth interplay may be related to proficiency level. 

From the above discussion, it is clear that not only is the size and 

depth relationship an important one in lexical studies, but it is also 

one that has caused some debate. The current research 

acknowledges the issues raised by Meara in relation to the logistical 

complications that may arise if, as Meara warns, a multiple-trait 

model such as the one offered by Richards’ (1976) is applied in its 

entirety as a basis for assessing word knowledge for every lexical 

item tested. To that effect, the study does not attempt to investigate 

all of the dimensions of vocabulary knowledge but focuses on size (as 

measured by the VLT) and depth of knowledge (as measured through 

WAT). However, by virtue of focusing on particular aspects of 

vocabulary knowledge, the study acknowledges that vocabulary 

knowledge is a multiple-trait construct as suggested by Richards’ 

(1976) framework which is fully explored in Section 2.4.1. Looking at 

the argument provided by Meara (1996) against the concept of depth 

of vocabulary knowledge on the one hand; and the empirical insights 

provided by studies adopting this approach on the other (see for 

example  Wolter, 2001 and Schmitt and Zimmerman’s, 2002). From 

this, it is arguable that the two perspectives are not mutually 

exclusive. Instead, they seem to contribute towards a hybrid view of 

the mental lexicon because if depth aids the development of 

connections in the mental lexicon as suggested by Wolter (2001) then 

such depth would contribute to the organisation of lexical networks 

which is emphasised by Meara’s (1996) model. Therefore, Meara’s 
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perspective is closely aligned to the network approaches to 

vocabulary knowledge which are further discussed in Section 2.4.2. 
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2.2.9 Vocabulary knowledge and writing   

A considerable body of literature exists on how linguistic features 

such as lexical diversity, lexical sophistication and the ability to use 

cohesive devices can impact on the quality of written texts (see for 

example the works of Crossley and McNamara, 2012; McNamara et 

al., 2010; Jarvis et al., 2003, Jin, 2001; Engber, 1995). Overall, stud-

ies in this area have found that linguistic differences related to lexical 

use and text cohesion can be used to make inferences about the 

overall quality of texts as rated by human assessors (Crossley and 

McNamara, 2011). This is a valuable line of investigation, considering 

the role of written language proficiency in academic and professional 

contexts (Light, 2001).  

In a study to investigate the extent to which lexical proficiency inter-

acts with the quality of essays produced by ESL students, Engber 

(1995) analysed sixty-six essays which were produced by intermedi-

ate and advanced ESL students from multiple-linguistic backgrounds. 

The essays were holistically scored and the scores were compared to 

lexical richness scores for the essays. Engber (1995) found significant 

correlations between lexical variation and ratings on quality of essays 

so that essays that demonstrated fewer lexical errors and a wider 

range of vocabulary in use were awarded higher holistic scores for 

quality. In other words, the results suggest that not only does the di-

versity of lexical choice in writing significantly affect reader judg-

ments of the quality of an essay, but also, the ability to choose ap-

propriate lexical forms affect such judgements. This is an important 

finding particularly considering research which has highlighted that 

while the process approach to composing text (see Section 2.7.2 for 

process theories to writing) has been found to be highly successful 
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with advanced ESL learners, less advanced learners find lexical 

knowledge to be a stumbling block and that, even advanced learners 

do need a rich lexical background in order to compose high quality 

text (Engber, 1995). This suggests that understanding the processes 

involved in the production of written text is not sufficient for the pro-

duction of high quality text. Lexis is an important resource for the ef-

fective execution of the writing process. Similarly, Crossley and 

McNamara (2011) investigated the relationship between holistic essay 

scores allocated by human raters and linguistic features utilised by 

both first language (L1) and second language (L2) writers of English. 

Crossley and McNamara (2011) analysed findings from a series of 

studies that compared computational indices of linguistic use such as 

lexical sophistication, syntactic complexity and text cohesion to hu-

man ratings of the same samples of writing (Crossley and McNamara, 

2011).  The main finding was that text quality scores allocated by 

human raters generally increased with increasing lexical sophistica-

tion, particularly with regards to lexical diversity and word frequency 

(Crossley and McNamara, 2011).  

The use of low frequency words was also found to be significantly cor-

related to higher writing scores. In contrast, human allocated scores 

of text quality were not found to be strongly correlated to text quality 

in terms of linguistic cohesion or text comprehension. The studies an-

alysed revealed that essays which were rated highly were not easy to 

read and comprehend because they contained more complex lan-

guage (Crossley and McNamara, 2011). The authors found that alt-

hough essay raters’ evaluations of cohesion and coherence strongly 

correlated with overall scores allocated to essays, this was not neces-

sarily based on the use of cohesion devices. Instead, there was an in-
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verse relationship between high scores in overall quality of writing 

and the use of cohesion devices in writing. O’Reilly and McNamara 

(2007) suggest that this converse relationship may be because skilled 

readers such as expert assessors possess sufficient knowledge about 

the domains within which ESL students are typically assigned to 

write. As a result, their judgements of text quality are not affected by 

the lack of cohesive devises in a text as they can still read and under-

stand the text even where such devices are not explicitly used. This 

has been referred to as the ‘reverse cohesion effect’ which describes 

the counter-intuitive finding that high-knowledge readers learn better 

from less cohesive texts (O’Reilly and McNamara, 2007, p.121; 

McNamara et al, 1996).  

Crossley and McNamara’s (2011) study also highlighted that although 

it was generally the case that the use of low frequency vocabulary 

was associated with more favourable judgements of essay quality, 

there were exceptions to this finding, for example in the case of poly-

semous words where the use of these words did not necessarily pre-

dict higher scores of overall essay quality. Since it is a widely-

accepted view that polysemous words present challenges even to ad-

vanced English L2 learners, the point to be gleaned from Crossley and 

McNamara’s (2011) findings is that the ability to effectively use di-

verse lexis as well as lower frequency vocabulary was associated with 

higher human judgements of text quality. This is an important finding 

which supports the view that vocabulary knowledge is implicated in 

the effective execution of key linguistic skills (Weigle, 2002; Oling-

house and Wilson, 2013).  

Olinghouse and Wilson (2013) extended research on the relationship 

between vocabulary knowledge and writing by examining the role of 
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vocabulary in writing across three different genres (story, persuasive, 

and informative writing). A total of 105 compositions were produced 

across the three genres and all compositions were written under the 

same theme. The compositions were then rated using a holistic scale 

which determined the overall quality of writing. The compositions 

were also scored to determine vocabulary use, for example the diver-

sity of vocabulary used and the extent to which students used aca-

demic words. The study found that genre had an impact on the type 

of vocabulary that students used. The story compositions exhibited 

highest lexical diversity, followed by persuasive text, with informative 

text exhibiting least lexical diversity. Furthermore, the study found 

that ‘for story text, vocabulary diversity was a unique predictor, for 

persuasive text, content words and register were unique predictors 

while for informative text, content words were the strongest unique 

predictor explaining almost all of the total variance’ (Olinghouse and 

Wilson 2013, p.45). Therefore, a key finding from the study is that 

not only was vocabulary knowledge found to correlate with written 

language ability but that this relationship differed according to writing 

genre. This finding is supported by Yu (2010) who found that differ-

ent topics have an effect on lexical diversity with familiar topics bear-

ing positively on lexical diversity.  

Yu (2010) investigated the lexical diversity of a sample of written and 

spoken text for over 200 students. The study found significant corre-

lations between lexical diversity and overall quality ratings for written 

compositions where lexical diversity accounted for 11% of the total 

variance in the overall quality ratings (Yu, 2010). The author consid-

ered this to be a high correlation in light of ‘the myriad of other fac-
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tors that may affect raters’ judgement e.g. handwriting quality and 

syntactical complexity’ (Yu, 2010, p.246).  

More recently, Treffers-Daller et al. (2016) investigated the ability of 

lexical diversity measures to discriminate between essays produced 

by learners working at different proficiency levels as indicated by 

their Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

(CEFR) levels. In the context of the current study, a particularly per-

tinent finding which emanated from Treffers-Daller et al’s (2016) 

study is that lexical diversity measures were able to predict CEFR lev-

els. The findings suggest that lexical indices play an important part in 

predicting overall writing ability. However, as Jarvis et al. (2003) 

note, most studies in the investigation of the interplay between lexis 

and writing have used correlation tests or tests that investigate dif-

ferences between groups, thus assuming ‘a linear relationship be-

tween writing quality and linguistic features’ (Jarvis et al. 2003, 

p.378). To that extent, Jarvis et al. (2003) call for investigations 

which assume that there may be no single profile of highly rated 

texts in the same manner that there are multiple profiles of a ‘good 

language learner’ (Jarvis et al. 2003, p.378).  

Therefore, the current study responds to this observation by not only 

utilising correlations to investigate the interplay between vocabulary 

size and depth on the one hand, and written language ability on the 

other hand; but also, exploring learners’ own perceptions about the 

interplay between their vocabulary knowledge and their written lan-

guage skills. This is achieved through stimulated reconstruc-

tions/semi-structured interviews. This approach opens avenues for 

multiple perspectives on the relationships under investigation (see 

Section 3.4.5 for a discussion of this approach). A number of instru-
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ments have been developed in order to facilitate measurement of vo-

cabulary depth. Amongst the most well-known measures are the Vo-

cabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) and the WAT which are discussed in 

the ensuing section. 

2.3 Measuring vocabulary depth  

2.3.1 Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS)  

The VKS is a depth of vocabulary knowledge test. It uses a five-point 

scale to integrate data from test-takers’ performance with test-takers’ 

self-reports (Wesche and Paribakht, 1996). It tracks the acquisition of 

lexical terms on a scale where the lowest level is absolute non-

recognition of a lexical item and the highest level of knowledge is 

measured through the ability to use the target item in a sentence.  

The first three items on the VKS prompt participants to provide self-

reported word knowledge which is then validated through the fourth 

and fifth items which generate performance data by asking 

participants to provide synonyms and then write a sentence using the 

target items. Figure 2.6 below summarises the five prompts which 

constitute the VKS: 

Figure 2.6: The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale 

 

Source: Wesche and Paribakht, (1996,p.30) 
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As can be seen from Figure 2.6, the scale measures participants’ 

word knowledge in progressive degrees beginning with Level I 

through V.  

Even though the scale captures both receptive and productive 

knowledge and elements of both size and depth, it is generally con-

sidered to be a test of depth of knowledge (Bruton, 2009). Partici-

pants are instructed to respond to all the prompts which describe 

their knowledge of a particular word. Levels I and II rely on partici-

pant responses. However, Levels III, IV and V capture verifiable 

knowledge of the item which is obtained via the production of syno-

nyms and sentence writing. Output from the VKS is evaluated based 

on the marking scale shown in Figure 2.7 below.  

Figure 2.7: The marking scale for the VKS 

 

Source: Wesche and Paribakht, (1996,p.30) 

As Bruton (2009) noted, the VKS has been cited as one of the best 

known instruments for assessing the development of targeted words 

and as such, a number of studies have employed VKS or its modified 

versions for research on lexical development. One of the reasons why 

researchers may find this scale attractive is its ability to capture 

different degrees of developing word knowledge including no 

knowledge at all. This makes it possible to assess partial knowledge, 
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thus acknowledging that vocabulary knowledge is incremental in 

nature. Also, unlike other lexical development scales that have relied 

solely on self-reports, (see for example, Zimmerman, 1997), the VKS 

attempts to verify self-reports through eliciting productive knowledge.  

 

However, as Schmitt (2010) observes, one of the criticisms that can 

be levied against the VKS is that not only does the scale require met-

alinguistic judgements from learners so that they can determine the 

degree of mastery of lexical items, but it also mixes receptive and 

productive measures of lexical knowledge. On the basis of the recep-

tive vs. productive vocabulary knowledge conceptualizations provided 

in Section 2.2.1, it can be argued that only one item on the scale; the 

last item, which requires participants to use the word in a sentence, 

can be considered to measure depth of knowledge. Since this is a 

depth of knowledge scale, the expectation would be that if the scale 

combines vocabulary knowledge perhaps owing to the inevitable 

overlap between size and depth of vocabulary knowledge, then at 

least the scales could be balanced in favour of depth of vocabulary 

knowledge. For example, Questions 3 and 4 on the VKS see Figure 

2.6) give test takers the option to provide a synonym or a transla-

tion. As was argued in Section 2.2.1, a translation task lends itself 

more to a receptive test than a productive test as it provides no evi-

dence of a test taker’s ability to use a given lexical item. To that ef-

fect, the test could be closer to a depth of knowledge test if learners 

are required to provide synonyms or definitions instead of synonyms 

or translations. 

 
Another observation is that the scale seems to assume that if a 

participant has not seen a word before, then they do not know the 



 

 

 57 

 

word. However, on the basis of Richards’ (1976) multiple-trait model 

of vocabulary knowledge (Section 2.4.1), it is possible that someone 

who knows the pronunciation of a word might not know how to write 

it or read it. The individual might have had many verbal encounters 

with the word but may have never seen it in its written form. They 

might not even have the necessary reading skills to decipher the 

word when presented in written form. Such an individual would not 

be able to demonstrate their knowledge of the word within the 

parameters of the VKS.  
 

2.3.2 Word Association Tests (WAT) 

Since the 1950s, WAT have been used to draw inferences about the 

development and organisation of native speakers’ mental lexicons, 

particularly for children (Fitzpatrick and Izura, 2011). To a very large 

extent, such studies suggested that as children grow older, their WAT 

responses become more paradigmatic than syntagmatic or clang 

(Cronin, 2002; Entwinstle, et al., 1964; Stolz and Tiffany, 1972). This 

led to the conclusion that development in the mental lexicon leads to 

a shift in response types from syntagmatic to paradigmatic response 

types (Söderman, 1993). Such perspectives consider the syntagmat-

ic-paradigmatic to be a function of language exposure which leads to 

the development of word knowledge. Typically, this development is 

considered to start from clang to syntagmatic and then to a paradig-

matic shift (Entwisle, 1966; Nissen and Henriksen, 2006).  

 

Clang relations are words related in phonological terms only without 

semantic or syntactic relations (Wolter, 2001) as would be the case 

with blog and clog. Paradigmatic associations between/among words 

reside at the semantic or meaning level (Söderman, 1993) and an 
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example of such relations would be right and left; syntagmatic rela-

tions reside at the syntactic or collocational level (Qian, 1999) for ex-

ample, right and foot. In WAT, the basic procedure is that participants 

are presented with a set of stimulus words and they have to demon-

strate the associative networks in their lexical repertoire by identify-

ing or producing relevant words associated with given stimulus 

words. Figure 2.8 is an example of a receptive WAT test item, with 

expected answers indicated with a tick (√):  

Figure 2.8 Example item from the WAT 

 
 

Source: Read, (1998, p.1) 

 

As can be seen from the example items provided in Figure 2.8, WAT 

provide opportunities for participants to demonstrate their knowledge 

of both paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations amongst given words. 

Therefore, although at first glance, the WAT assesses word knowledge 

at an individual word level, they in fact go beyond the individual word 

meanings to assessing the kind of links that words in their lexicon 

may have. As shown in Figure 2.8, in receptive association tests, 

participants have to choose what they consider to be the most 

appropriate associations to a particular stimulus word from given 

options. However, in productive association tests, participants are 

provided with stimulus words and instructed to write down the first 

word which comes to their mind when they see the stimulus word 

(Read 2004).  
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The main strength of WAT in either format is that they can reasonably 

be used to test a broad range of words while being fairly easy to 

administer. Notwithstanding the above, the advantage of the 

receptive test over the productive test is that it controls output from 

participants. This functionality makes objective scoring easier to 

achieve (Agdam and Sadeghi, 2014) compared to productive formats 

which inevitably lead to a wide range of learner outputs whose 

scoring quite often involves evaluative judgements regarding the 

degree of appropriateness of each response produced.  

 

An illustration of the challenges associated with scoring productive 

WAT can be gleaned from Agdam and Sadeghi's (2014) study. The 

researchers report that in their productive WAT to measure depth of 

knowledge among elementary learners, learners were asked to 

provide words that came to their minds when they were given each 

key word. However, points could only be allocated if the answers 

produced met the researchers’ criteria which did not necessarily cover 

all possible words that could be stimulated by the key words. The 

authors provide the following example: 

Figure 2.9 Sample item from a productive WAT 
 

Key word Student Responses 

banana yellow fruit delicious 
 

Source : Adapted from Agdam and Sadeghi's (2014) 

 

Agdam and Sadeghi (2014) note that on the basis of the output 

captured in Figure 2.9 above, the learner would earn points for ‘fruit’ 

because this response denotes a subordinate association at a 

paradigmatic level with the key word. The learner would also earn 



 

 

 60 

 

points for ‘yellow’ because researchers considered this to capture a 

conceptual association with the key word. However, the word 

‘delicious’ did not have any points attached to it so although this word 

is clearly relevant to ‘banana’, it would not earn any points, yet with it 

being a free task, the key words are likely to generate an extensive 

range of answers (Read, 1998). This illustrates the lack of objectivity 

associated with the test. For receptive WAT, objectivity is enhanced 

because a finite set of responses is provided and it is on the basis of 

these controlled responses that learners’ performance is assessed.  

 

As an example, in the sample item provided in Figure 2.8, the correct 

answers were identified as ‘enjoyable’ at the paradigmatic association 

level, together with ‘face’, ’music’ and ‘weather’ at the syntagmatic 

level. This would apply to all learners assessed, therefore making the 

test easier to mark. This is one of the reasons why the receptive WAT 

was the chosen method for purposes of the current study. The fact 

that it is easier to score objectively was considered to be an 

important factor that would contribute to the reliability of the results 

obtained. Another reason why the receptive WAT was the preferred 

option is that the test is well aligned to the VLT test which was used 

in the current study, making the two variables (WAT and VLT) 

comparable.  

 

In addition, WAT are an extensively utilised test format for assessing 

depth of knowledge because they are considered to have the 

potential to economically measure language users’ knowledge of 

target words (Higginbotham, 2010). Their validity has been tested 

through empirical studies, for example, Qian and Schedl (2004) 

carried out a study whose main aim was to evaluate a depth of 

vocabulary knowledge test in the format of WAT. They found strong 
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correlations between the Depth of Vocabulary Knowledge test and 

items on the vocabulary part of the TOEFL test. This led the 

researchers to the conclude that the WAT format has great potential 

as a framework for developing items to assess reading 

comprehension for ESL learners in high stake tests such as TOEFL 

examinations. Despite the above, it is worth highlighting that a 

different perspective on WAT format tests is offered by Schmitt, Ng 

and Garras, (2011). The authors carried out a validation study on 

WAT and on the basis of their findings, they concluded that while the 

WAT format is economical and has the potential to assess depth of 

word knowledge, the selective (receptive) WAT test is unlikely to be 

robust enough to become part of high-stakes standardized tests 

because of its susceptibility to guessing and the consequent 

challenges with the interpretation of scores.  

 

Guessing is a strategy that many learners rely on to compensate for 

lack of vocabulary knowledge and overcome related obstacles in 

assessment activities (Kaivanpanah and Moghaddam, 2012; Read, 

2000). Guessing can be preceded by a well-informed reflection which 

involves an individual making a logical conclusion based on other 

information already known. In lexical studies, this is commonly 

referred to as lexical inferencing (De Bot, et al, 1997; Nassaji, et al., 

2010; Nazmia and Sima, 2004). Describing this strategy, Haastrup 

(1991, p.40) notes that lexical inferencing ‘involves making informed 

guesses as to the meaning of a word in the light of all available 

linguistic cues in combination with the learner’s general knowledge of 

the world, her awareness of the co-text and her relevant linguistic 

knowledge’. However, notwithstanding this criticism, overall, Schmitt, 

Ng, and Garras, (2011) concede that WAT format tests have the 
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ability to generate valuable insights about the quality of vocabulary 

knowledge amongst second language learners. 

 

For a long time, WAT items were derived from the Kent-Rasanoff 

(1910) list which comprises high frequency nouns, adjectives and 

verbs originally selected for psychological studies (Kent and Rosanoff, 

1910). However, one problem associated with the test is that the use 

of high frequency words to elicit word association responses is likely 

to affect the types of responses produced. The mental lexicon is 

made up of words from all frequency bands so examining the mental 

lexicon based on high frequency words only suggests that the results 

obtained may not be applicable to the organisation of the rest of the 

lexicon (Higginbotham, 2010). To that effect, in more recent WAT 

studies, researchers select prompt words in a more methodologically-

considered way in line with their research aims instead of using high 

frequency words only. For example, Higginbotham (2010) used nouns 

from different frequency bands to investigate the impact of word 

frequency on the types of word associations produced by students. 

The prompt items used included nouns such as body, book, business, 

car, case, child, church, class and door. In the current study, the 

frequency variable is an important consideration. This is because the 

interplay between vocabulary knowledge and written language can be 

expected to be affected by frequency since words at different 

frequency levels are likely to be acquired to different levels. As such, 

the WAT used covers K1, K2, K3 and AWL words (see Appendix 3). 

 

In recent years, word association oriented tasks have permeated L2 

research aimed at addressing issues related to the structure, 

development and organisation of the L2 mental lexicon (see for 



 

 

 63 

 

example Fitzpatrick, 2007; Schmitt, Ng and Garras, 2011). 

Consequently, word association tasks have been used to investigate a 

wide range of issues related to the mental lexicon such as responses 

produced by L2 learners’ to WAT tasks compared to those produced 

by native speakers (Wolter, 2001). Although researchers have been 

attempting to develop an understanding of the mental lexicon for 

decades, there has not been a consensus on a number of areas 

including how the second language mental lexicon differs from that of 

native speakers (Higginbotham, 2010; Fitzpatrick, 2007). As an 

example, Higginbotham (2010) argues that as proficiency develops, 

responses produced by second language learners would shift from 

syntagmatic to paradigmatic, thus paralleling the development noted 

in children’s L1 development Another view is offered by those who 

argue that word associations produced by adult native speakers are 

homogenous and stable enough to reflect what could be considered 

to be native-speaker norms (Meara, 1983). This assumption is 

challenged by Fitzpatrick (2007). To this end, Fitzpatrick carried out 

an investigation of word association output from a group of L1 English 

speakers who completed two-word association tasks. The study 

revealed significant within-group variations in the response patterns 

of English L1 participants in the study where high standard deviations 

from the mean for each word association category were reported. 

This highlighted individual differences within native speakers’ 

responses. It was on this basis that Fitzpatrick challenged the 

assumption that native speakers’ response types were homogenous 

and stable. What was found to be more consistent was the way in 

which individual profiles matched the same individuals’ profiles 

between the two-word association tasks administered to the group.  
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In other words, individuals were consistent in their behaviour on the 

two tasks but there was significant variation between individuals 

within the group. This led Fitzpatrick to the conclusion that ‘adult 

native speakers were not homogenous or predictable in their 

response behaviour as a group’ (Fitzpatrick, 2007). On this basis, 

Fitzpatrick proposed that a more rewarding line of enquiry could be 

the analysis of word association data from an individual perspective 

rather than from a group perspective which attempts to establish 

native versus non-native norms. 

 

The views proposed by Fitzpatrick find support in studies that have 

investigated WAT responses for native and non-natives based on 

words unfamiliar to both native and non-native populations. Findings 

from this line of enquiry reveal that when native and non-native 

speakers are tested on rarer vocabulary not familiar to either, they 

tend to be similar in terms of the proportions of response types 

generated i.e. paradigmatic, syntagmatic, and clang responses 

produced (Wolter, 2001; Fitzpatrick, 2006; Zareva, 2007).  

 

In the same vein, Namei (2004) carried out a comparative study to 

determine the organisation of native vs. non-native lexicon. The 

study found that words that are barely known elicited phonologically-

based associations for both natives and non-natives. Those that were 

partially known had a strong syntactic organization, while well-known 

words were connected to other words mainly on a semantic basis. 

This suggested that different types of word associations amongst 

both native and non-natives occur as a function of the degree of word 

knowledge rather than L1 background per se, thus suggesting that 

proficiency is a main factor in word association tasks. These findings 
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support earlier investigations such as those of Lambert (1956); 

Politzer (1978) and Meara (1983) which suggested that there is a 

relationship between word association knowledge and language 

proficiency in general. This suggests that differences found in second 

language learners’ WAT responses could be a function of their levels 

of proficiency, and therefore that higher proficiency levels among L2 

learners would correspond with higher proportions of paradigmatic 

associations while lower proficiency would correspond with 

syntagmatic and clang associations. 

 
Notwithstanding the proficiency arguments highlighted above, Wolter 

2002) offers a different perspective. Wolter investigated the 

possibility of using WAT activities to assess proficiency. His study 

found only moderate correlations between word association task 

results and scores from a C-test. The C-test is a measure of overall 

language proficiency structured very much like a cloze test. In this 

test, learners demonstrate their language skills by providing missing 

parts to words in context. As only entirely correct responses can be 

accepted, the test is considered to provide a robust assessment of 

the learner’s general proficiency skills (Katona and Dornyei, 1993). 

The fact that Wolter’s (2002) study did not reveal a strong correlation 

between word associations and the C-test was therefore interpreted 

as suggesting that there was no clear link between proficiency in a 

foreign language and word association tasks.  

 

Therefore, what can be gleaned from the literature in word 

association tasks is that although the study of word association tasks 

and the illuminations that can be obtained through them about the L2 

mental lexicon continue to grow (see for example, Fitzpatrick, 2007; 
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Zareva, 2010; Schmitt, Ng and Garras, 2011; Clenton, 2015) there 

are still a number of contested areas which need further research. 

Two of these are i) the issue of whether performance on WAT can be 

predicted along the native speaker vs. non-native speaker dichotomy 

(see for example, Fitzpatrick, 2007; Zareva, 2010) and ii) the 

interplay between WAT output and second language proficiency (see 

Wolter, 2002; Clenton, 2015). Considering that the main aim of this 

thesis is to investigate how lexical knowledge relates to written 

language ability, it is the latter that resonates with the aims of this 

study.  

 

2.4 Frameworks of lexical knowledge 

Section 2.1.1 highlighted the complexities associated with defining 

word knowledge owing to the multiple aspects involved in knowing a 

word. This section presents some of the frameworks that have been 

proposed to encapsulate what word knowledge might comprise. I 

consider two of such approaches, the components approach and the 

network approach to vocabulary knowledge. These two frameworks 

relate to the vocabulary breadth and depth issues which are at the 

core of the current study.  

 

2.4.1 The components approach to vocabulary knowledge 

 

Stahl (2005) states that knowing a word encompasses not only 

knowledge of the definition of the word, but also, knowledge of how 

that word fits into the world. This conceptualisation fits in with what 

has been termed the dimensions or components approach to lexical 

knowledge. It involves specifying the various types of word 

knowledge one can have about lexical items. This approach dates 

back to Richards’ (1976) seminal paper on vocabulary teaching where 
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the author identified seven dimensions that are considered to be at 

the core of the concept of what it means to know a word. These 

parameters are summarised in Figure 2.10 below. 

As Figure 2.10 shows, from the framework provided by Richards 

(1976), word knowledge is not only about the form-meaning link for 

a particular lexical item. The principal idea that can be gleaned from 

Richards’ model is the notion of vocabulary knowledge as a 

multifaceted phenomenon, hence the multiple-dimensions that 

constitute the construct. If vocabulary knowledge is indeed a 

multifaceted phenomenon, then this implies that its research, 

teaching and assessment ought to acknowledge this in order to get 

more comprehensive insights on learners’ vocabulary knowledge. 

Figure 2.10 What it means to know a word 
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Source: Adapted from Richards, (1976, p.81-82) 

 

Therefore, since its publication, Richards’ components approach to 

vocabulary knowledge has continued to influence and inspire research 

in the field. It has seen many researchers building on this foundation 

and refining it in line with new developments in the field.  

As an example, Nation (1990) distinguished eight main dimensions of 

knowing a word which he believed were part of mastery of lexis. 

These word knowledge aspects are summarised below: 

 

1. The spoken form of a word, 

2. The written form of a word, 

3. The grammatical behaviour of the word, 

4. The collocational behaviour of the word, 

5. How frequent the word is, 

6. The stylistic register constraints of a word, 

7. The conceptual meaning of a word and 

8. The associations a word has with other related words. 
 

The eight dimensions are not dissimilar to Richards’ (1976) 

conceptualisation and, like its predecessor, Nation’s framework 

identifies vocabulary knowledge as a multifaceted construct whose 

development depends on several aspects that all work together. 

However, Nation (2001) subsequently developed a revised and 

extended version of this framework, shown in Table 2.1 below. It is 

this updated version of the framework which is now widely used and 

extensively cited in the research literature (Read, 2004).  

 

 



 

 

 69 

 

Table 2.1 What is involved in knowing a word  

Form  

Spoken 
R What does the word sound like? 
P How is the word pronounced 

Written 
R What does the word look like? 

P How is the word written and spelled? 

Meaning 

Word Parts 
R What parts are recognisable in this word? 
P What word parts are needed to express this meaning 

Form and 

meaning 

R What meaning does this word signal? 

P What word form can be used to express this meaning? 

Concept and 
referents 

R What is included in the concept? 
P What items can the concept refer to? 

Associations 
R What other words does this make us think of? 
P What other words could we use instead of this one? 

Use 

Grammatical 

functions 

R In what patterns does the word occur? 

P In what patterns must we use this word? 

Collocations 
R What words or types of words occur with this one? 
P What words or types of words must we use with this 
one? 

Constraints on 

use (register, 
frequency) 

R Where, when and how often would we expect to meet 

this word? 
P Where, when and how often can we use this word? 

R = Receptive          P=Productive 

Source: Nation (2001, p. 27) 

Schmitt (2010) identifies the framework as the best specification of 

the range of word knowledge aspects in the field. Perhaps the 

greatest strength of the revised framework, is its ability to 

differentiate between productive and receptive vocabulary knowledge 

within each of the dimensions of word knowledge (i.e. form, meaning 

and use). As Schmitt (2010) observes, it is very common for 

language learners to understand lexical items when listening or 

reading, but not be able to produce those items in written or spoken 

form. From this perspective, Nation’s framework has the potential to 

help teachers in the selection and evaluation of classroom activities to 

facilitate receptive and/or productive knowledge.  

2.4.2 Network approaches 

Proponents of network approaches such as Aitchison (2012) and 

Meara (2009) argue that rather than looking at properties of lexical 
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items, a more plausible approach towards understanding the nature 

of vocabulary knowledge is to analyse properties of the lexicon as a 

whole (see Section 2.2.7). This view posits that words become 

enmeshed in the network of related words through the development 

of a variety of links. Such links could be through synonymy, 

subordination or super-ordination; syntagmatic relations (links 

through a sequential or collocational relationship); or phonological 

relations (where words can be related because they include similar 

sounds / clang relations, even though they may not have a semantic 

relation), and most commonly, the links could be paradigmatic 

(meaning related (Aitchson, 2012; Wolter, 2001)). From the network 

approaches perspective, it is through the process of network building 

that lexical items find their place within the learner’s lexicon 

(Haastrup and Henriksen, 2000). Therefore, the number of links 

between and among lexical items provides an indication of how well 

an item is known. In Meara’s view, this building of networks is what 

characterises depth of knowledge so that well known words would be 

characterised by an increasing number of links with other words and 

vice-versa (Meara 2009). This would have an impact on lexical 

availability for both receptive and productive use so that words with 

more links will be more available for productive use while those with 

less developed links will be more available for receptive use. 

 

Henriksen (1999) takes what seems to be an eclectic approach in his 

conceptualisation of vocabulary knowledge. The term eclectic seems 

appropriate because Henriksen’s framework combines elements of the 

dimensions and network approaches to lexical knowledge. The 

researcher proposes a three-pronged framework where vocabulary 

knowledge is considered to comprise three interrelated dimensions 
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namely the partial-to-precise dimension; the depth of knowledge 

dimension and the receptive-to-productive dimension.  

 
On Henriksen’s partial-to-precise dimension of vocabulary knowledge, 

learners are envisaged to start off with vague meanings. Lexical 

development therefore involves the gradual movement or 

development of knowledge from ‘rough categorisation’ to ‘more 

precision and mastery of finer shades of meaning’ (Henriksen, 1999, 

p.311). This acknowledges a key notion of lexical knowledge namely 

that it is not an all or nothing phenomenon, instead, it is incremental 

in nature, with learners’ knowledge of vocabulary items starting from 

zero and gradually growing towards better precision. However, 

describing this dimension as the ‘partial-to-precise’ dimension may be 

misleading because ‘precise’ suggests a complete state yet, as the 

author acknowledges, ‘no native speaker will ever develop an 

exhaustive knowledge of a word’s meaning potential’. This is because 

‘understanding is gradually changed and increased as experience both 

of the world and of the language is expanded’ (Henriksen, 1999. 

p.311). With this in mind, if the term ‘precise’ is taken to mean 

‘exactness’ (Stevenson, 2010, p.1397), as defined in the Oxford 

Dictionary of English it would be an unrealistic goal to always aim for 

complete mastery in each aspect of vocabulary knowledge.  

 
The third dimension in Henriksen’s model entails the development of 

vocabulary knowledge from the receptive to the productive 

dimension. As discussed in section 2.2.2, while conceptualisations of 

the two dimensions bear some inconsistencies in the literature, this is 

a widely recognised distinction with a wide consensus on the view 
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that receptive mastery generally precedes productive ability (Laufer 

and Paribakht, 1998).  

 

In discussing the three dimensions, Henriksen emphasises the 

interrelations among them suggesting that development in one has 

an impact on the other dimensions. So not only is knowledge of 

individual words growing along the different continua, but this also 

leads to the development of links/networks amongst lexical items. 

Thus, acquisition of more knowledge about a lexical item helps the 

learner to develop better networks between the new lexical item and 

other items already stored in the mental lexicon. Notwithstanding the 

use of the debatable term ‘precision’ as highlighted earlier, 

Henriksen’s framework offers a very useful lens for understanding 

lexical knowledge. Not only is the framework multiple-pronged and 

therefore reflective of the multiple-trait nature of vocabulary 

knowledge but it also highlights the incremental nature of vocabulary 

knowledge. From this perspective, the framework taps into both 

component and network approaches to vocabulary knowledge.  

 

2.5 Word frequency 

Schmitt (2010) suggested that an educated adult native speaker is 

likely to know around 16,000-20,000 words These figures are based 

on the view that native speakers add roughly 1,000 word families a 

year to their vocabulary size (Nation and Waring, 1997). From this 

perspective, a young native speaker will have a vocabulary of around 

4,000 to 5,000 word families when they start school and by the time 

they graduate from university, their vocabulary size is anticipated to 

have grown to approximately 20,000 word families (Goulden, et al., 

1990). However, findings from a recent study by Milton and Treffers-
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Daller (2013) suggest that these figures might be an overestimation. 

The study investigated the relationship between vocabulary size and 

the academic achievement of monolingual university level students. It 

used the frequency based vocabulary size test to measure learners’ 

vocabulary sizes and then compared these with students’ academic 

performances. Findings from the study suggested that monolingual 

university level students knew about 10,000 word families and that 

on average, a figure which suggests that uptake of about 500 words 

per year is required before an individual reaches university level 

(Milton and Treffers-Daller, 2013).  

Milton and Treffers-Daller (2013) used the same frequency based 

vocabulary size test as Goulden, Nation and Read (1990) who give an 

estimate of 20,000 word families. However, for each of the words that 

learners indicated they knew, Milton and Treffers-Daller (2013) asked 

their participants to provide a synonym, an explanation or to give an 

illustration of how the word is used in context (Milton and Traffers-

Daller, 2013). This was an important step in verifying self-reported 

knowledge and may explain some of the variation in the estimates of 

learners’ vocabulary sizes. While the lower estimates suggest a more 

achievable task than previous larger estimates, the figures still 

provide a very clear indication that learning vocabulary represents a 

considerable burden to ESL learners. It is therefore not surprising 

that research has identified vocabulary as an area that presents 

substantial difficulty in L2 learning (Leki and Carson, 1994; Muncie, 

2002). To this end, word frequency has long been identified as one of 

the most important criteria of vocabulary selection for pedagogic 

purposes because it provides a framework for systematic vocabulary 

selection and teaching (Honeyfield, 1977). This helps ensure that 
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vocabulary is taught and learned in the most efficient ways (Nation, 

2001). An unstructured approach which exposes learners to words in 

a random manner is likely to culminate in unrealistic goals that can 

frustrate both ESL students and teachers alike.  

Word frequency counts traditionally identify the first 2,000 word 

families as high frequency words, a figure derived from the General 

Service List (GSL) first developed by West in 1953 (Schmitt and 

Schmitt, 2012). The GSL has, for many decades, helped teachers and 

material writers by providing a framework for the identification of 

words that are likely to be of greatest utility to learners rather than 

attempting to teach all words in a haphazard manner. Put another 

way, not all words in a language are equally useful to learners and a 

commonly used guide for determining usefulness is word frequency, 

that is, how often the word occurs in normal use of the language 

(Nation and Waring, 1997). It is the most frequent words in English 

that most ESL learners need to learn as a priority as these will 

facilitate their ability to use the target language. As such, it makes 

sense for such words to be part of the vocabulary core which is 

taught systematically. The next section provides a more 

comprehensive outline of how frequency bands have been 

conceptualised in the literature. In the current study, frequency is an 

important variable because it is one of the main features that are 

used to determine the quality of vocabulary used by the lower and 

higher proficiency groups investigated in the study as Section 2.5 

highlights. 
 

2.5.1 High Frequency Vocabulary 

As already noted, ‘there is a relationship between word frequency and 

the likelihood that words will be encountered or used by second lan-
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guage learners’ (Davidson et al., 2008, p.133). However, within the 

high frequency band, the first 1,000 words have been found to be 

used substantially more than their second 1,000 word counterparts. 

For example, on the basis of data from the British National Corpus, 

Leech and Rayson (2014) note that the first 1,000 words constitute 

78-81% of written text while the second 1000 words cover only 8-9% 

of text. Nation (2006) found a similar trend for spoken language 

where 81-84 % of spoken text came from the first 1000 words and 

only 5-6% came from the second 1000 words. Another point to high-

light in relation to high frequency words relates to the word families 

included. Schmitt and Schmitt (2012) make a very poignant observa-

tion that there is great pedagogic value in extending the low frequen-

cy band to the first 3,000 words. Looking at Nation’s (2006) findings, 

Schmitt and Schmitt’s recommendation seems justifiable because the 

rate of occurrence for words beyond the 2,000-word band differs only 

slightly from the second 1,000-word band. Indeed, Nation’s study cit-

ed earlier found that the third 1,000-word level provided 3-5% of 

written text coverage and 2-3% of spoken text coverage. 

 

Considering that Nation’s (2006) investigation led him to conclude 

that 98% coverage or more is required for learners to effectively 

decode and comprehend written text, the third 1,000-word level 

represents a substantial lexical resource for learners. This suggests 

that excluding the third 1,000 words from the essential part of the 

learners’ core vocabulary development could cause challenges with 

regards to their ability to use language in authentic situations. On this 

basis, Schmitt and Schmitt’s (2012) proposition for an additional 

1,000 words to be considered as part of essential vocabulary seems 

well justified. 
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2.5.2 Mid Frequency Vocabulary 

From the high frequency band discussed in Section 2.5.1, the 

classification in the research literature then switches to the Academic 

Word List (AWL) and then to low frequency words which Nation 

(2013) puts at beyond the 9000-word level. This creates a gap of 

vocabulary which is unaccounted for. This is the gap that the authors 

propose needs to be closed through what they refer to as ‘mid-

frequency vocabulary’ (Schmitt and Schmitt, 2012, p.12) as Figure 

2.11 below shows:  

 Figure 2.11 The nature of mid-frequency level vocabulary 

 

Source: Schmitt and Schmitt, (2012, p.12) 

 

As Figure 2.11 shows, the mid-frequency range accounts for 

vocabulary outside the 3,000-word level and below the 9,000-word 

level. Mapping of this range could, for example, allow material 

developers to focus on this vocabulary range to ensure the availability 

of teaching / learning materials that are specifically targeted at this 

frequency band. While it may not be feasible for teachers to target all 

of this vocabulary for explicit teaching, raising awareness of the value 

of this mid-range vocabulary band may encourage learners to engage 

with it independently and help them expand their overall lexical 

resources in the long run. 
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2.5.3 The Academic Word List (AWL) 

It is a widely accepted view in the literature that academic vocabulary 

knowledge is an indispensable component of academic success 

(Albretchtsen et al., 2008; Alderson, 2005; Laufer and Goldstein, 

2004). This presents teachers and material writers with the challenge 

of how to choose vocabulary that would best prepare learners for the 

academic world. Coxhead and Nation (2001) therefore devised the 

AWL as an extension of the GSL and intended it to offer a guide to 

words that are frequently used in academic discourse but are rare in 

other text genres. Such a list is essential for extending learners’ vo-

cabulary knowledge once the high frequency words have been mas-

tered and comprises approximately 570 words these words which 

have been brought together as the AWL (Nation, 1990). Cobb (2007) 

notes that when combined with the 2,000 most frequent word list, 

the list of 2,570 words constitutes approximately 90% coverage of an 

academic text.  

On the basis of the above figures, a learner who has developed 

knowledge of the first 2,000 words as well as the 570 words from the 

AWL can be expected to know approximately 90% of the words en-

countered in reading academic texts. As such, academic vocabulary is 

essential for effective execution of most tasks in the Higher Education 

context. According to (Nation, 2001), numerous exposures are re-

quired for word knowledge to be acquired. However, a word of cau-

tion is in place here because while the impact of frequency is widely 

acknowledged in the literature, research has also found that some 

very frequent words may cause difficulty because of their polysemous 

nature. This means that learners may learn some but not all of the 
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meanings of a word, thus making a seemingly basic word quite diffi-

cult.  

As an example, Altenberg and Granger (2001) investigated high 

frequency verbs, in particular the verb 'make' which is one of the 

verbs topping any corpus-based list of high frequency verbs in English 

(Altenberg and Granger, 2001). As the authors note, such 

polysemous verbs will typically carry abstract meaning extensions 

resulting in specialised meanings, collocations and idioms. In other 

words, they tend to be semantically anti-intuitive and quite often very 

context-specific. Such attributes combine to make learning words in a 

foreign language more difficult than would otherwise be expected. 

This view is supported by (Sinclair, 1991) who argues that language 

learners sometimes find basic verbs, particularly when used as 

phrasal verbs, so challenging that they avoid them and rely on rarer 

and sometimes clumsier words which make their writing sound stilted 

and awkward. It is therefore not surprising that such verbs are widely 

reported as being prone to errors in spoken and written learner 

language. They may not necessarily be easy to learn and as 

Altenberg and Granger (2001) found, even advanced proficiency 

learners face great challenges with high frequency verbs such as 

'make'.  

 

2.5.4 Offlist 

Low frequency vocabulary has traditionally been thought of as beyond 

the 10,000 frequency level (Nation, 2006; Schmitt and Schmitt, 

2014). Traditionally, frequency tools such as Laufer and Nation’s 

(1995) Lexical Frequency Profile tool classified words into the first 

1000 and 2000; the AWL and then the Offlist category, suggesting 
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that any words that do not fall within the first three categories inevi-

tably fell into the Offlist category, thus representing words which 

could not be categorised. However, since the 2000s, the tool has 

seen a number of adaptations resulting in more refined tools such as 

the Vocabulary Profile, commonly referred to as VocaProfile (Cobb, 

2013).  

Since Vocabprofile has the ability to categorise words into as many as 

25 frequency bands, the tool offers clearer distinctions between texts 

(Cobb, 2013). This reduces the number of words that cannot be cate-

gorised using current Vocabprofile tools. The next section considers 

some of the most commonly utilised measures of lexical richness.  

2.6 Measures of Lexical Richness 

An extensive body of research exists regarding various textual 

measures that can be utilised for the measurement of lexical features 

in text  (Cohen, 1988; Laufer and Nation, 1995; Tweedie and Baayen, 

1998). However, the most widely used include measures of lexical 

originality, lexical density, lexical sophistication and lexical variation 

(Laufer and Nation, 1995). Sections 2.6.1 – 2.6.5 provide a brief 

overview of common procedures that have been utilised for the 

measurement of lexical features in written language.  

2.6.1 Lexical Originality 

Lexical Originality measures the percentage of words which one 

writer uses and which are used by no other writers in the group 

(Laufer and Nation, 1995; Muncie, 2002). Since the Lexical Originality 

Index measures the learner's unique performance in comparison to 

other members of a particular group, this means that the index only 

remains stable if the group does not change, but if the group 
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changes, then the index changes too. This raises questions about the 

reliability of this index.  

2.6.2 Lexical Density  

The term Lexical density was first proposed by Ure (1971) in an 

investigation of language patterning in text. Ure (1971) describes the 

procedure which she adopted as follows: 

First, the number of orthographical words was counted for 
each text. Then the number of words with lexical properties 

was counted, and a percentage arrived at for each text. The 
term proposed for this proportional occurrence of lexis is 

lexical density (Ure, 1971, p.445) 

 
In her study, Ure (1971) found that overall, written text produced 

higher lexical density indices (40% and above) while spoken 

discourse generally produced lower indices below 40%). Therefore, 

one of the conclusions drawn was that lexical density varied as a 

function of a number of factors including the text medium (spoken or 

written) as well as whether text was planned or not, where planned 

texts generally produced higher lexical indices than unplanned texts. 

Therefore, as Ure (1971) highlights, lexical diversity provides a 

measure of the percentage of content words used by a writer in a 

text relative to the total words used in the text including function 

words. Lexical words are the types of words that are considered to be 

absolutely necessary in a text because they embody lexical meaning 

so they include nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs.  

 

Function words on the other hand are words that function at a 

grammatical rather than lexical level so they are used to express how 

words, phrases or sentences relate to each other in a text. Examples 

of such words would be articles, prepositions, conjunctions, auxiliary 

verbs, particles and pronouns. It follows then that in order for a text 
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to exhibit high density, the text has to contain a wide range of 

content words in relation to the total number of tokens in the 

composition (content words and functional words put together).  

 

2.6.3 Lexical sophistication 

Also referred to as lexical rareness in the literature (see for example, 

Lu, 2012) lexical sophistication provides an index of “the proportion 

of relatively unusual or advanced words in the learner’s text” (Read, 

2000,p.203). Lexical sophistication measures the percentage of 

‘advanced’ words compared to frequent words in a text.  

As Laufer and Nation (1995) highlight, what is considered to be 

advanced lexis would depend on the researcher's definition, yet at the 

same time, such a definition would also depend on the researcher’s 

particular context and research aims. As an example, proficiency level 

would be a factor in making decisions about whether a vocabulary 

item can be considered advanced. A word can represent advanced 

lexis for low proficiency learners while at the same time be 

considered as unsophisticated with higher proficiency students. This 

suggests that producing consistent results based on the lexical 

sophistication index can be difficult. From this perspective, the index 

can be considered prone to instability and difficult to apply with 

objectivity and robustness (Laufer and Nation, 1995).  

The impact of this subjectivity is notable in the literature, for 

example, in the investigation of the quality of compositions written by 

forty-two Swedish learners of English, compared to those written by 

twenty-one native English speakers. Linnarud (1986) only considered 

English words introduced at grade nine or later as sophisticated 

English vocabulary. This was on the basis of the grading system in 
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Sweden where grading of vocabulary was, at the time, largely based 

on considerations of frequency (Faerch,1987) The study revealed 

significant differences between native English speakers and the 

Swedish English learner group in terms of lexical sophistication.  

 

Notwithstanding the above, in a comparative study of near-native 

second-language learners of Swedish vs. native Swedish speakers, 

Hyltenstam (1988) investigated lexical usage and defined 

sophisticated lexical words as those words beyond the 7,000 most 

frequent Swedish words. The results obtained from this study did not 

reveal any significant differences between the two groups. While the 

inconsistent results may be an artefact of the different participant 

groups investigated, the fact that lexical sophistication was 

conceptualised in different ways makes it difficult to compare the 

results, hence the cited limitations of the lexical sophistication index 

as far as objectivity is concerned (Laufer and Nation, 1995).  

2.6.4 Lexical variation  

The lexical variation index records the ratio between types and tokens 

in a text and is also referred to as lexical diversity in the literature 

(Malvern et al., 2004). It captures the range of a learner’s vocabulary 

as displayed in his or her language use (Lu, 2012). In other words, 

lexical variation can be viewed as simply the number of different 

words used in a written text or the type/ token ratio, that is, the ratio 

in per cent between the different words in the text and the total 

number of running words (Laufer and Nation, 1995). A major 

criticism of this measure is that it can be affected by differences in 

texts because, the longer a text is the more likely that certain words 

will be repeated. In addition, repeated words are likely to be high 
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frequency words (McCarthy and Jarvis, 2007) which will impact on 

the resultant type/ token ratio. In addition, as was highlighted in 

section 2.1.1, a number of conceptualisations relating to what a word 

is exist. Consequently, the lexical variation ratio will be affected by 

the definition which a particular researcher opts for.  

As Laufer and Nation (1995) note, if derivatives are considered to be 

different words, then this will increase the type-token ratio but if a 

word family is considered to be one word, the opposite effect is likely 

to be achieved. This means that researchers have to be careful firstly, 

about how they define a word in such contexts, and secondly about 

what conclusions can be drawn from the findings. As an example, in 

cases where a word and its derivatives are considered as different 

types, lexical variation may not necessarily be as indicative of 

linguistic achievement as may otherwise be expected.  

A more recent lexical richness tool is the Vocabprofile tool which is an 

online vocabulary profiling tool. A more comprehensive discussion of 

this online tool is offered in Section 2.6.5 below since this is the tool, 

which is utilised for the analysis of learners’ lexical use in the current 

study.  

2.6.5 The  VocabProfile tool 

Vocabprofile is a freely available online tool, which uses frequency 

lists to compute lexical use in a written text. The tool breaks down 

vocabulary in a text to show the percentage of words that a writer 

uses from each one-thousand-word frequency band from the first to 

the twenty-five-thousand-word frequency band. The classic (original 

version) of the Vocabprofile tool categorises words into four bands 

comprising K1 (1-1,000); K2 (1,001-2,000); AWL (Academic Word 
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List) and Offlist. However, the tool has been developed to account for 

a much wider range of frequency bands so that in its current state,  

VocabProfile can measure learners’ vocabulary sizes as extensive as 

the 25,000 word level (Nation and Beglar, 2007). This makes it a very 

comprehensive automated lexical profiling tool, hence its extensive 

use for research purposes (Nation and Heatley, 1996; Laufer and 

Nation,1995; Akbarian, 2010).  

However, a criticism that can be raised against the VocabProfile tool 

pertains to its treatment of the concept of a word as a single unit.  

Since current conceptualisations of word knowledge include multi-

word units, a welcome development on the VocabProfile tool for both 

research and pedagogic purposes would be the inclusion of multi-

word units.  

From a DST perspective, such a development would be helpful for 

tracing learners’ individual trajectories in their vocabulary learning so 

that gains (and losses) in vocabulary learning can be picked up both 

in terms of word knowledge development at the level of words as sin-

gle units and word development knowledge at the level of words as 

multi-word units. This is particularly so because multi-words have 

been found to cause a lot of challenges not only to beginner learners 

but also to advanced learners (Kuiper, et al., 2006). Therefore, com-

prehensive methodologies for tracing the development of lexical 

knowledge can be expected to have the ability to trace not only 

knowledge of single words but also, knowledge of words as multi-

units. 

As part of the preparation of texts before the automated analysis can 

be completed, it is recommended that basic spelling errors which do 
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not compromise recognition of the particular word are corrected as 

this enables the computer programme to recognise the words (Laufer 

and Nation, 1995). It is only the incorrectly used words that should 

be discarded together with proper nouns. This is important in order to 

avoid inflating vocabulary profiles for the texts under analysis.  

At first glance, the fact that basic spelling errors are corrected as part 

of text preparation for the automated analysis can be a basis for 

criticism. It could be argued that since Vocabprofile computes words 

that have been partially corrected for form, to a certain extent, it 

rewards learners not only for known words but also, for word 

knowledge which is only partially developed. However, I would argue 

that it makes sense for imperfect knowledge to be acknowledged and 

rewarded because of the multidimensional nature of word knowledge 

(see Section 2.4.1) which inevitably means that even for native 

speakers, lexical knowledge is always in a state of development. 

Arguably then, failing to acknowledge partial knowledge is, in 

essence, failing to acknowledge a key attribute of the process of 

vocabulary learning; that is, that development is gradual along 

different dimensions. The question perhaps should be the degree to 

which partial knowledge should be acknowledged – in other words, a 

question of how to acknowledge partial knowledge as opposed to 

whether to acknowledge it. To this end, one would expect the 

Vocabprofile program to differentiate between partial knowledge (as 

represented by words that have been corrected before the program 

carries out the analysis) and words that have been mastered to a 

level that is adequate for Vocabprofile analysis without correction. 

This would avoid potentially over-estimating learners’ vocabulary 

knowledge.  
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2.7 Writing in a foreign language 

Weigle (2002, p.1) notes that ‘the ability to write effectively is be-

coming increasingly important in our global community’. As such, in-

struction in writing, including its assessment constitute an integral 

part of any language English Language teaching programme. Writing 

assessment is key because outcomes from such assessments are 

used to make far–reaching decisions such as enrolling students onto 

courses. On the surface, writing assessment can be seen as a 

straightforward process whereby language learners complete a writ-

ing activity and a teacher or examiner evaluates the piece of writing 

and allocates a score which reflects the quality of writing. However, 

both writing and its assessment have long been recognised as com-

plex activities (Weigle, 2002). Writing is affected by a number of fac-

tors operating at both the macro and micro levels, and such factors 

include (but are not limited to) the writer’s purpose for writing, un-

derstanding of audience, understanding of text characteristics, lin-

guistic resources available to the writer and/ or cultural expectations 

(Friginal, et al., 2014; Jarvis et al., 2003). The current study 

acknowledges that writing is a multi-componential skill and so its de-

velopment and mastery is likely to be influenced by numerous factors 

including but not limited to lexis (Uccelli, eta l., 2013).  

Cumming (2001) suggests that perspectives and conceptualisations 

of learning how to write in a second language have expanded and 

have been refined over the years. As Cumming notes, researchers in 

this area have identified at least three main areas of focus; firstly, re-

search which focuses on the quality of texts that learners produce; 

secondly, research which focuses on the processes of students' com-

posing and finally, research which focuses on the specific socio-
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cultural contexts in which this learning occurs. However, in practice, 

these domains integrate during the writing process rather than oper-

ating as distinct facets. This highlights the complexities involved in 

the process of composing, and indeed, evaluating texts. For second 

language learners, the process of composing text is likely to pose 

even more challenges because not only do ESL learners have to deal 

with the coordination of multiple cognitive challenges associated with 

writing in general, but they also face further complexities associated 

with writing in a non-native language such as limited grammatical, 

syntactic and vocabulary choices. This explains why the current study 

found the investigation of vocabulary knowledge and its role in writ-

ten language proficiency a worthwhile research agenda. 

  

2.7.1 Assessing Writing 

Considering its contribution to high stakes English Language assess-

ments such as the International English language testing system 

(IELTS), it is indisputable that the skill of composing text (writing) is 

considered an essential part of language proficiency and communica-

tive competence. At surface value, assessing writing is a straightfor-

ward process whereby learners produce written text and the assessor 

evaluates the writing and allocates it a score. However, as the follow-

ing discussion will show, the assessment of writing ability poses a 

number of challenges both to the assessors and those being as-

sessed.  

As Stomp (2012, p.81) notes, ‘the construct of writing ability is 

broad, multifaceted, situated, contextual, and resistant to a 

monolithic, stable definition’. For that reason, the concept is ‘difficult 

to pin down’. Therefore, as Weigle (2002) notes, a key consideration 
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that should be made when assessing writing ability is the purpose for 

which writing is carried out, in other words, the reason why it is 

important to evaluate writing ability for a particular group of learners. 

Bachman and Palmer, (1996) identify two main purposes for the 

assessment of writing. These are to make inferences about language 

ability and to make decisions on the basis of those inferences 

(Bachman and Palmer, 1996) Inferences can be made at an 

individual, classroom, or even program level (Weigle, 2002). At an 

individual level, inferences can be made about a particular learner’s 

performance in accordance with a particular grading system. Since an 

individual’s language ability does not lend itself to direct observation, 

it is their response to test items which forms the basis for making 

inferences about the individual’s writing ability (Weigle, 2002).  

An important distinction about writing tests is whether they are high 

stakes or low stakes test (Amrein and Berliner, 2002). This 

determines the importance of inferences that are made on the basis 

of these tests. As Weigle (2002, p.40) notes, “high stakes decisions 

have a significant impact on the lives of individuals or on programs, 

and are not easily reversed, so that errors in these decisions can be 

difficult to correct”. Such tests are more likely to lead to the 

occurrence of positive washback (see Section 3.3.7) because of the 

implications of any inferences made from such tests such as 

admission to a program of study. For this reason, a number of 

considerations have to be taken into account when designing and 

assessing language tests in general, of which written language is a 

key part.  

Bachman and Palmer (1996) use the term ‘performance assessment’ 

to refer to assessment procedures which are based on behaviours ob-
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served in authentic, real life situations or simulations of such situa-

tions. To that extent, “any writing test that involves actual writing, as 

opposed to completing multiple-choice items, for example, can be 

considered to be a performance test since the written product repre-

sents a performance of writing” (Weigle, 2002, p.46). This is an im-

portant consideration of test design as it contributes to the usefulness 

of the test to the test-takers. In the current study, students complet-

ed free writing tests which are well aligned with Bachman and Palm-

er’s (1996) view of performance tests.  

2.7.1.1 Rating scales  

Rating scales can be mainly classified into multiple-trait, holistic, and 

primary-trait scoring methods (Barkaoui, 2007). Multiple-trait scales 

involve assigning multiple sub-scores to individual traits or 

dimensions such as language and organization (Weigle, 2002). These 

sub-scores are then summed up in order to obtain an integrated 

score for the whole text. In holistic scoring procedures, the assessor 

evaluates performance indicators as stipulated by the rating scale and 

only one integrated score is assigned as a judgement of the overall 

performance in a piece of writing (Goulden, 1992). The primary-trait 

scoring approach entails the assessor making an overall judgement 

based on whether the specific aim of the task has been fully 

addressed (Goulden, 1992; Weigle, 2002).  

 

Hamp‐Lyons and Henning (1991) argued that highly structured scales 

such as multiple-trait scales are more likely to increase inter and 

intra-rater reliability because of the more focused guidelines on each 

key trait on the scale. This is likely to reduce the likelihood of a rater 

assigning disproportionate values to some traits compared to others. 
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On the other hand, holistic scoring is likely to increase opportunities 

for assessors to include additional traits not listed within the scale 

criterion and use personal judgment to determine the importance of a 

specific trait to the overall score (Goulden, 1994).  

In recognition of the complexity of setting standards by which to 

objectively evaluate student writing, Broad (2003) notes that 

assessing writing quality can be notoriously obscure in nature. As 

such, it is untenable to set one single written standard that can be 

universally accepted as representative of the ideal written product in 

English. In the same vein, Bacha (2001) argues that perhaps the best 

advice for educators faced with the challenge of choosing which scale 

to use is to consider the purpose of essay writing as well as the 

content and construct validity of the essay task. Content validity 

refers to a scale’s ability to evaluate ”writers’ performances on the 

kind of writing tasks they are normally required to do in the 

classroom’’ (Jacobs, et al., 1981,p.74). Construct validity on the other 

hand refers to how effectively an instrument is able to distinguish 

between, or among, abilities within the parameters of what it sets out 

to measure (Bacha, 2001). As can be expected, it is important to 

have such measures in place if reliable results are to be obtained. 

Rating scales can impact on the marking of free compositions and 

ultimately, the scores that assessors allocate to a piece of writing 

(Barkaoui, 2007).  

In a mixed-methods study seeking to investigate the effects of two 

different rating scales on EFL essay scores, (Barkaoui, 2007) 

investigated the use of a holistic scale and then a multiple-trait rating 

scale among Tunisian EFL teachers. A set of 24 EFL essays were rated 

and scores from the two scales were analysed and compared. The 
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finding was that the holistic scale resulted in higher inter-rater 

agreement. Section 3.4.2 discusses the rationale behind the scale 

that was utilised in the current study.  

 

2.7.2 Writing Process Theories 

Cognitive writing process theories have been used as a framework for 

understanding the cognitive processes that writers go through when 

composing text (Flower and Hayes, 2008). One of the central views 

related to cognitive process writing theories is that ‘writers are 

constantly, instant by instant, orchestrating a battery of cognitive 

processes as they integrate planning, remembering, writing and re-

reading’ (Flower and Hayes 2008, p.387). Thus, from this 

perspective, writing is not just about the end product (written piece 

of writing) but also the process which writers go through. As such, 

the process of writing is considered to be an artefact of the degree of 

writing expertise as evidenced by the different strategies that writers 

adopt, the different skills that they display and the different 

processes that they go through.  

It is largely because of the simultaneous orchestration of different 

cognitive skills during the writing process that writing presents 

considerable challenges to both native and non-native novice writers 

(Hayes, 1996; Kormos, 2012). Cognitive writing process theories 

shed light on the complex combination of skills and processes that 

skilled writers adopt in order to produce text.  

 

By so doing, such models provide opportunities for researchers and 

practitioners to better understand the main processes and variables 

that may be at play during the writing process. This has practical 
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implications because such models can provide a lens through which a 

complex process such as writing can be understood. Such models 

also highlight possible challenges that those learning to write may 

face. Cognitive Process models were first developed on the basis of 

results obtained from the analysis of data from think -aloud protocols, 

which suggested that the writing process encompasses multiple 

domains as shown in Figure 2.12  

Figure 2.12 Model of written language production from a cognitive writing process theory perspective 

 

Source: Chenoweth and Hayes (2001, p.84) 

As Figure 2.12 shows, according to Chenoweth and Hayes' (2001) 

model of written language production, the writing process is made up 

of three main components; the resource level, the process level and 

the control level. The process level is at the centre of the writing 

process because this is where text production fundamentally takes 

place (Chenoweth and Hayes, 2001). This level is facilitated by 

resources from the resource level and operating within the framework 
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provided by the control level. Within the process level, Chenoweth 

and Hayes (2001) distinguish between external and internal elements 

and processes.  

External elements include the task material, dictionaries and text 

written so far while internal processes are made up of four elements - 

the proposer, the translator, the reviser, and the transcriber. The 

proposer is responsible for the generation of pre-linguistic ideas to be 

expressed to satisfy goals of the writing task; the translator then 

converts these pre-linguistic ideas into language constructions such 

as phrases, clauses and sentences with appropriate word order and 

grammar. The reviser evaluates this information to determine its 

suitability and appropriacy, while the transcriber turns all this content 

into written language.  

 

The reviser may accept or reject ideas and lexicogrammatical output 

or potential output (before or after it has been transcribed) depend-

ing on whether this output is judged / evaluated as being appropriate 

or not within the relevant framework for the task. The framework for 

judging appropriacy of output operates at the Control Level. If the 

content is rejected, then the process might have to start again result-

ing in revision or multi-revision of ideas and/or text. The resource 

level, as the name suggests, provides a supply of resources required 

during the text production process. These may include information for 

the generation of content in a free writing task which is stored in the 

writer's memory.  

As such, the Long Term Memory (LTM) plays a major role during text 

production because without resources (information) from the LTM, it 

would be difficult for writers to generate appropriate content for free 
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writing activities. Another key component of the model is text that 

the reader has already produced; hence the 'process of reading' is 

highlighted as a key constituent of the resource level. This is because 

through reading what has already been written, the writer is able to 

generate further relevant content to enable completion of the writing 

task.  

From a slightly different but related theoretical perspective, the 

cognitive load theory suggests purports that working memory is 

limited in capacity but that these limitations are drastically reduced or 

eliminated when dealing with familiar information that has been 

learned and stored in cognitive schemas (Paas and Ayres, 2014). 

When a particular skill requires a lot of effort for it to be executed, 

cognitive overload occurs as a result of the individual’s cognitive 

capacity for that particular activity being superseded. This can lead to 

the individual’s cognitive system consuming disproportionately more 

cognitive resources which would otherwise be used for executing 

other important skills within a particular cognitive process.  

 

In the context of the current study, this implies that if any of the 

skills required for effective writing is not sufficiently developed, for 

example, lexical knowledge and/or content knowledge related to the 

topic that the writer is tasked to write about, then cognitive capacity 

is likely to be superseded. In the context of scores obtained from a 

free writing task, this would mean that an insufficiently developed 

lexical repertoire is likely to be related to low scores not just on the 

language-related assessment criteria (the Language category in this 

study), but also the other key categories (the Task and Organisation 

categories in this study). This supports what has been termed the 

inhibition theory (van Gelderen et al., 2010). According to the 
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inhibition theory “inexperienced writers’ inefficient use of grammatical 

and lexical knowledge impedes their monitoring of text production on 

the level of content and their use of higher order strategies for 

optimising text quality on a global level” (van Gelderen et al. 2010, 

p283). This means that as a result of the cognitive load presented by 

dysfluency at the lexico-grammatical levels, less proficient language 

users may fail to be oriented to text-level skills in writing such as the 

generation of relevant and appropriate content and ensuring the 

production of coherent text.  

 

In relation to the process writing theories, the implication of the 

inhibition theory is that the better each of the resource level skills 

such as lexis and grammar is learnt and automatised, the more 

efficiently the whole writing process can be executed therefore 

leading to higher scores in a free writing task such as the one that 

was administered to participants in this study. This is because 

efficient retrieval of lexis, for example, is likely to free cognitive 

resources that can be used for generating relevant content and 

organising writing in a more coherent manner. This suggests that a 

skill or linguistic attribute that improves the rate at which resources 

such as lexis can be retrieved from the mind during a productive task 

may have a positive impact on the overall efficiency of the productive 

task such as the compositions produced by the ESL students in the 

current study.  

 

van Gelderen et al., (2010) highlight an opposing view offered by the 

compensation theory. According to the compensation theory, 

underdeveloped linguistic skills such as an underdeveloped mental 

lexicon do not necessarily inhibit other cognitive processes. Instead, 



 

 

 96 

 

the compensation theory argues that global tasks such as 

organisation and coherence in text can in fact be fulfilled in a 

sequential rather than simultaneous manner as suggested by the 

inhibition theory and related cognitive load hypothesis. This would 

mean that even with limited availability and retrieval of certain 

linguistic skills such as lexis, it would be possible for novice writers to 

efficiently deploy cognitive abilities in a way that would allow them to 

achieve high scores in other aspects of writing such as organisation, 

coherence and task fulfilment. Van Gelderen et al. (2010) 

investigated the effect of a writing course with a lexical training 

element on free writing scores. 

  

The researchers subjected two participant groups (Dutch speakers 

learning English) to different treatments where one group received 

tuition in writing skills including lexical fluency training while the 

other group received tuition in writing skills without the lexical fluency 

element. Written language scores of both experimental groups were 

then compared to a control group which did not receive any training 

at all. The researchers found improvements in global text quality of 

both groups that received either of the training types but no 

improvements were found for the control group. This led the 

researchers to conclude that the experimental treatments were 

effective. However, the fact that the group that received lexical 

fluency training did not perform any better than the group that 

received more generalised writing skills training led the researchers 

to conclude that the inhibition theory could not be empirically justified 

in the context of their study. This will be discussed further in Chapter 

7, in light of the findings from the current study.  
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2.7.3 Scores from written compositions 

Since the main aim of the current study is to explore the relationship 

between vocabulary knowledge and written language ability among 

ESL learners, a key part of the current study pertains to the ratings 

allocated to students’ writing on the basis of linguistic competence 

evident in these written samples. While such written language 

samples provide a very useful measure of learners’ linguistic 

resources, it is important to note that such measures may not provide 

an accurate measure of learners’ linguistic resources particularly at 

the level of lexis.  

This is because learners may choose to use certain words not because 

such words are truly representative of their lexical resources but 

because their knowledge of certain lexis is not yet secure. As such, to 

avoid making lexical mistakes and consequently being penalised for 

this, learners may simply avoid using any vocabulary that they feel 

they do not understand very well. As an example, Schmitt and 

Zimmerman (2002) note that even though derivational knowledge 

presented challenges to the L2 learners that they investigated, 

derivational errors are not as widespread as results of their research 

would suggest. The authors hypothesised that one reason why certain 

errors that could otherwise be expected from a particular L2 group 

may not be evident in learners’ productions is that learners may 

choose to avoid structures that they find difficult to deal with such as 

derivative forms. While such a strategy might help learners effectively 

navigate the terrain, it unfortunately means that learners may, as a 

consequence to the avoidance strategy, deprive themselves of the 

opportunity to utilise some of their lexical resources with the result 

that they may present as learners with limited mental lexicons.  
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Therefore, the vocabulary knowledge assumed for the learners in the 

current study may not fully capture the learners’ actual vocabulary 

knowledge as the free writing scores captured evidence of lexical 

knowledge based on what the learners chose to produce within the 

limitations of a free writing task. It would be beneficial for future 

studies investigating productive language to tap into partial 

knowledge which learners avoid using.  

 

2.7.4 Formative and Summative Assessments 

As detailed in Section 1.1.1, part of the rationale out of which the 

current study was conceived is linked to observations related to the 

assessment of vocabulary writing in the L2 context. It was the ob-

served inconsistencies between students’ initial assessment scores on 

language performance overall, and lexis in particular, and their ulti-

mate performance on the course as reflected by their written lan-

guage skills, that prompted questions regarding the interplay be-

tween vocabulary knowledge and written language skills. As such, it 

is important to provide a brief overview of assessment practices rele-

vant to L2 learning and teaching.  

 

Traditionally, a distinction is generally made between summative and 

formative assessment activities (Johnson and Jenkins, 2009). To that 

extent, Colby-Kelly and Turner, (2007, p.11) state that summative 

assessment is ‘the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for 

making substantively grounded decisions or judgements about the 

product of a learning task’. By contrast, formative assessment is 

viewed as: 
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 ‘the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for making 
substantively grounded decisions or judgements about the 

product of a learning task in order to decide where the learners 
are in their learning, where they need to go, and how best to 

get there’ (Colby-Kelly and Turner, 2007, p.11).  

Therefore, a major difference between the two forms of assessment 

relates to the intended purpose for the evidence obtained from an as-

sessment activity. If the fundamental purpose of an assessment is to 

elicit evidence to be used for further action-planning to improve fu-

ture performance, then it serves more of a formative than summative 

purpose (Black and William, 2006).  

Formative assessment constitutes an integral part of learner-

empowering pedagogical methods and can lead to enhanced class-

room learning (Cheng, et al., 2004; van de Watering and van der 

Rijt, 2006). It is therefore not surprising that in recent years, educa-

tors have encouraged and supported learners to take more responsi-

bility for their own learning. With appropriate training, learners can 

utilise a wide range of formative assessment methodologies both in 

the classroom and independently, for example, in the form of inde-

pendent self-assessments, peer–to-peer assessments and technolo-

gy-based practices (Colby-Kelly and Turner, 2007). It is for this rea-

son that formative assessment is considered to be aligned with a 

more recent dynamic assessment approach referred to as Assess-

ment for Learning (AfL) (Leung, 2007). Owing to its interactive na-

ture and focus on learner involvement, AfL gives learners the oppor-

tunity to actively participate in their own learning and assessment 

through teacher-student collaborative setting and independent, stu-

dent-led monitoring of learning goals supported by reflection on feed-

back obtained either from tutors or technology-based assessment 

tools such as the VocabProfile tool utilised in the current study (Black 
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and Wiliam, 2006). To that extent, AfL empowers learners and en-

courages autonomy which is a contributing factor towards achieve-

ment as it also helps teachers to better identify what learners need to 

learn (Colby-Kelly and Turner, 2007). Table 2.2 summarises the main 

features of AfL as opposed to AoL practices: 

 
Table 2.2: A comparison of AoL and AfL assessment practices 

 Assessment of learning (AoL) Assessment for Learning (AfL) 

Time 
Carried out at the end of an in-

structional unit 

Carried out during a unit of instruc-

tion 

Purpose 

Measures and summarises stu-
dents’ knowledge and skills; de-
signed to certify learning and to 
make judgments about students’ 
progress; serves summative 
purposes 

Monitors and supports learning; de-

signed to improve learning; serves 
formative purposes 

Form of as-
sessment 

Takes the form of tests or exam-
inations 

Relies on a wide range of assess-

ment data – e.g. questioning, obser-
vation and conferencing 

Feedback 

Feedback is expressed in the 
form of marks or grades that 
distinguish high-perfuming stu-
dents without giving much in-
formation about students’ mas-

tery of skills and concepts; 
serves reporting purposes. 

Feedback highlights students’ 
strengths and weaknesses and pro-
vides descriptions that inform indi-

vidual students’ learning, helping 

teachers scaffold the next steps of 
instruction 

Teacher and 
student role 

Teachers dominate the assess-
ment process 

Teachers play a central role, but 

they share responsibility with stu-
dents by involving them in the as-
sessment process. 

 
Source: Lee (2011, p.20) 

 
As can be seen from Table 2.2, AoL represents ‘a paradigm shift from 

a focus on product to one on process in language assessment’ (Lee, 

2011, p.19). As will be further explored in Section 2.8, an important 

epistemological framework in this study is that L2 development is a 

dynamic and complex process (Larsen-Freeman, 2012). To that ef-

fect, this theoretical framework resonates with AoL assessment prac-

tices.  



 

 

 101 

 

2.7.5  Course books in ESL teaching 

It is not within the scope of the current study to provide a compre-

hensive evaluation of the role of the course book in the ESL learning 

and teaching context. However, considering the role of the course 

book in ESL programmes where many courses (including the ESL 

programme from which the participants for this study were drawn) 

tend to have at least one identified core text and/or course book 

package, it is important to provide an overview of the role of the 

course book. This is because if the course book plays such a pivotal 

role in the teaching and learning of L2 skills in general and lexis in 

particular, then the learning practices that learners adopt are likely to 

be impacted by the framework provided the course book. To that ex-

tent, in a study which explores the interplay between lexis and writ-

ten language production not only on the basis of performance data 

(from assessments completed by the participants) but also on the ba-

sis of learners’ conceptualisations of what it means to know a word, it 

is important to consider the course book as a tool that may shape 

learner cognitions.  

 

On the basis of the view that teachers’ and students’ beliefs about 

course books can impact on the ultimate utilisation of such resources, 

McGrath (2006) investigated the metaphors and similes that students 

and their teachers used to describe course books. McGrath (2006) 

collected and compared metaphors used by each of the two groups 

within the same teaching/ learning context in Hong Kong. The analy-

sis of findings from the 75 teachers who were involved in the study 

revealed both positive and negative attributions to course books. Pos-

itively, course books came out as a resource; a source of guidance 

and a support mechanism. For example, metaphors such as ‘a text-
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book is like oil in cooking—a useful base ingredient’; ‘textbooks are 

like ladies’ handbags because we can take what we need from them 

and ladies tend to take handbags wherever they go’ and ‘ a textbook 

is the stone from which a sculpture will be made (needing bits 

chopped off, added on and occasionally a little crushing)’ were quite 

revealing as they all highlighted very positive beliefs about course-

books (McGrath, 2006, p.174). On the negative, course books were 

viewed as a constraint where metaphors of course books as ‘road-

blocks’ ‘straitjacket’ and ‘millstones’ signified less favourable images 

of course books by teachers (McGrath, 2006, p.174).  

Similarly, data from several hundreds of students highlighted both 

positive and negative attributions. Over and above the four categories 

obtained from teacher data, student data also produced metaphors 

which were categorised as indicative of course books as sources of 

boredom, instilling fear and anxiety as well as worthless tools.  

It is worth noting that although both the teacher and learner groups 

in Mcgrath’s (2006) study produced a combination of positive and 

negative attributions about the value of course books, the learner 

group produced more extensive negative attributions than the teach-

ers. McGrath (2006) concluded that this discrepancy suggests that 

‘there is value in teachers researching their learners’ beliefs and atti-

tudes—in relation to course books and other aspects of the teaching-

learning environment—and reflecting on and comparing these with 

their own’ (McGrath, 2006,p.171). Since the course book plays such 

an important role in ESL teaching and learning, McGrath's (2006) ob-

servation that the learner perspective on the selection of course ma-

terials they use has been relatively neglected in the field is a matter 

of concern because as the foregoing discussion has highlighted, 
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learners can be quite discerning and sensitive as captured by the 

metaphors used to describe course books in McGrath’s (2006) study.  

In the context of the current study, this lends support to the episte-

mological stance taken to give voice to learners’ views, beliefs and 

attitudes through stimulated reconstructions/ semi-structured inter-

views. McGrath’s (2006) highlights the debate around the value of 

the course book in L2 teaching. Those in favour of course books ar-

gue that a course book can be a valuable resource for both students 

and tutors alike. Within this line of argument, the use of course books 

gives students the opportunity to look ahead into work planned for 

the future as well as refresh and therefore reinforce previous learning 

(O’Neill, 1982; Gutiérrez-Bermúdez, 2014). This is an important fac-

tor because textbooks can encourage and provide opportunities for 

self-directed learning (Cunnings (1995). This is key to the develop-

ment of autonomy and independence; a skill which is highly valued in 

tertiary education (Tomlinson and Masuhara, 2013).  

Haycrot (1998) argues that the textbook provides assurance and psy-

chological security to students who may feel that their achievements 

and progress can be measured against the standards set by the text-

book. Such standards tend to be perceived as more credible than 

those offered through materials designed in house by the teacher 

(Haycroft, 1998). This view finds support in literature which cites one 

of the main advantages for the use of course books as being ‘the el-

ement of quality assurance, as a well-developed course book exposes 

students to tried and tested materials based on sound learning prin-

ciples (Richards, 2001, p.13). In today’s tertiary education terrain 

where education in general and many ESL programs in particular are 
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associated with high tuition costs, such views can be expected to 

constitute an important consideration for educational institutions. 

Another reason why course books can be the preferred resource for 

many teachers is its ability to alleviate time pressure as it is a readily 

made resource. In addition, since course books are compiled by ex-

perts in the field, teachers expect course books to provide systemati-

cally structured content which facilitates appropriate instruction and 

development at each level, based on current theoretical approaches 

and teaching methodologies (Tomlinson and Masuhara, 2011). Since 

commercially produced course books come in a range of levels de-

signed to guide teaching and learning from the most basic stages all 

the way through to advanced levels of proficiency, the course book 

provides teachers with consistent support, direction, and a variety of 

activities to help maximise returns from classroom time (Mares, 

2003). 

For inexperienced teachers in particular, course books may be an in-

valuable tool as such teachers may lack the confidence and / or req-

uisite skills for compiling their own teaching resources (Ruby, 2003). 

As such, it is not surprising that the textbook is widely accepted as a 

universal element in ESL learning and teaching and in many contexts, 

it seems that a learning and teaching programme is incomplete with-

out a relevant course book attached to it (Hutchinson and Torres, 

1994). Not only do most EFL courses have an identified course book, 

but also, most modern course books are accompanied by a student 

workbook with a corresponding answer book as well as the teacher’s 

resource book, sometimes including associated websites and digital 

resources which together constitute the course book package (Allen, 

2015). As Allen notes, even with the digital era making inroads into 
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the ESL teaching and learning context, the course book package con-

tinues to hold a central position even amongst the new generation of 

digital native teachers and learners.  

 

Arguments against course books include the view that course books 

can be superficial, reductionist and stifling to teachers’ creativity and 

innovation (Hutchinson and Torres, 1994), and this is one of the rea-

sons as to why their ability to facilitate effective teaching and fully ca-

ter for the diverse learning for the diverse needs of learners has been 

questioned by some. As Gray (2010) argues, ESL materials need to 

meet the communicative needs of learners; the need for learners to 

fulfil their long-term goals; the need for authenticity while being stu-

dent centred. Those who argue against course books suggest that 

course books are not always able to meet such core needs for learn-

ers (Soleimani and Dabbaghi, 2012).  

 

Arguably, not every course book can meet all the learning needs of all 

ESL learners considering that ESL is delivered to students from across 

the globe which means that the materials are targeted to an extra-

ordinarily diverse population. This makes it difficult, perhaps impossi-

ble, for material writers to develop materials that can be a perfect fit 

for any teaching/learning situation. For this reason, it seems reason-

able to argue that even the best textbook in the market should be 

used discerningly with teachers adapting course books, in order to 

provide the best fit between the course book and their learners’ 

needs (Cunningsworth, 1995). Such adaptations may include consid-

erations of the specific environment in which the learners are situat-

ed, demographics within the classroom; the learners’ objectives and 

aspirations related to learning English as well as the range of abili-
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ties/proficiency levels represented within a group of learners. This 

gives some flexibility to teachers together with opportunities for crea-

tivity and innovation, which, coupled with the direction and support 

provided by the course book, can result in a highly effective curricu-

lum. It would therefore appear that if used discerningly, a good 

course book has a major role to play in the ESL teaching and learning 

context. Since the course book can be such an important part of any 

ESL programme, a pertinent question that arises is that of the extent 

to which course books can be considered to meet the needs of teach-

ers and learners as major stakeholders in the process of learning and 

teaching.  

 

As highlighted in Section 1.1.2 one particular area that has gained 

primacy in the field of Applied Linguistics in recent years is the im-

portance of lexical knowledge as a part of language development for 

English L2 learners. Since research suggests that lexical knowledge is 

an important part of linguistic development, then the expectation is 

that this research should be evident in the manner in which lexical 

knowledge is reflected in course books. As (Cobb, 1995) notes, many 

commercial ESL books now claim to adopt a lexical approach or to 

contain a strong lexical component (Cobb, 1995; Eldridge and 

Neufield, 2009). For example, the introductions to The New Cam-

bridge English Course emphasizes that the books offer opportunities 

for systematic vocabulary learning. Similarly, another widely used 

course book, New Headway, has been described by its publishers as 

one that provides a strong lexical syllabus (O’Loughlin, 2012) while 

Cutting Edge is considered to be one that places particular attention 

on high-frequency vocabulary (O’Loughlin, 2012). All of these exam-

ples are positive developments because they suggest that vocabulary 
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learning has started getting more attention not only from researchers 

but from material writers as well. However, as course books are in 

essence commercial products in the market, a major concern from a 

pedagogical perspective is that in some cases, the publishers might 

prioritise their need to make profit instead of the pedagogical aims 

and needs of the material users (Gutiérrez-Bermúdez, 2014; 

Sheldon, 1988). As a result, the need for profitability can get in the 

way of the design of effective materials (McGrath, 2013).  

 

Following from the above, it is therefore imperative for key stake-

holders such as researchers, teachers and programme managers to 

evaluate the extent to which course books do actually meet the mani-

festos that they provide in terms of their course book offers. Since 

commercially published course books can be a key resource for 

teaching and learning in the ESL context, it goes without saying 

that ESL students will be looking up to the course book as an im-

portant part of their L2 learning in general and their vocabulary 

development in particular. In the context of the current study 

which investigates the interplay between vocabulary knowledge 

and written language ability, the question of how vocabulary 

knowledge is treated in ESL course books becomes relevant.  

2.8 Theoretical background of the study 

Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991, p.227) posited that ‘at least forty 

theories of SLA have been proposed’ to date. The multiple theories 

seem inevitable in light of the complexity of the second language de-

velopment processes. However, none of these theories present a 

complete explanation for the phenomenon (Menezes, 2013). From a 

linear model perspective, this can be problematic because each model 
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/ theory explains the process from its particular epistemological posi-

tion and is therefore unlikely to present a complete picture. For ex-

ample, behaviorism, acculturation, universal grammar hypothesis, 

sociocultural theory and connectionism are some of the most well-

cited broad theoretical perspectives in the literature (see Menezes, 

2013, for a comprehensive discussion of these). While each theory is 

capable of explaining L2 phenomena from its particular perspective, 

this raises the question of how different theoretical perspectives can 

be reconciled (Menezes, 2013) in order to take advantage of insights 

offered by different theories. It is for this reason that DST has been 

proposed as a paradigm which reconciles different theoretical per-

spectives that are necessary to understand several puzzling L2 phe-

nomena (Dornyei et al., 2015). 

2.8.1 Dynamic Systems Theory (DST)  

Traditionally, variability is considered to be a result of measurement 

error in research, hence it has been referred to as ‘noise’ in data and 

therefore not worthy of investigation (Dijk and Geert, 2007; Thelen 

and Smith, 1994). As Schermer (2012) observes, such views give 

primacy to paradigms of linear cause and effect with the vision of “an 

orderly universe where paradox, probabilities, turbulence and 

disorder are viewed as incidental ‘noise’ in the system that need no 

further explanation (Schermer, 2012, p.277). This would justify the 

total exclusion of non-linear occurrences in research insights, in 

favour of linear cause and effect findings. However, DST provides a 

lens for legitimately viewing and understanding complex phenomena 

and their development (Hasko, 2013; Larsen-Freeman, 2012; van 

Geert, 2007). Judging from the recent increase in studies that adopt 

a DST approach to second language research (see for example 
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Svalberg and Askham, 2015; Dornyei, 2014; Caspi and Lowie, 2014; 

Verspoor and Schmitt, 2012; Spoelman and Verspoor, 2010; van 

Geert and Steenbeek, 2005; van Geert, 2007), DST offers a 

promising avenue for researching and understanding of L2 processes.  

Process and change are at the centre of complex dynamical systems 

(Rosmawati, 2013). Therefore, DST is a theory of development which 

focuses not only on the result of change but also, on the process of 

change. Dynamic Systems are complex systems because they com-

prise multiple components / subsystems which do not operate in iso-

lation but are intricately interlinked and interdependent for the sur-

vival of the system. De Bot et al. (2007) argue that while growth / 

development is at the centre of a dynamically complex system, an 

essential condition for such growth to take place is the availability of 

resources as these ensure the sustenance of the system. The authors 

distinguish between internal and external resources, where internal 

resources are considered to be resources from within the learning in-

dividual such as their capacity to learn, the time that they are willing 

to invest into learning, as well as their motivation to learn. External 

resources are considered to be those resources that exist outside the 

second language learner (De Bot et al., 2007). To that effect, the au-

thors cite the learning environment as well as resources offered by 

the environment such as books and the media as examples of exter-

nal resources. Figure 2.13 provides a simple illustration of an inter-

connected dynamic system.  
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Figure 2.13 Illustration of multiple factors that interact within dynamic systems 

 

Source: Adapted from  Rosmawati, (2013, p.68) 

Figure 2.13 illustrates the multiple interconnected components / sub-

systems of a system. As the coloured lines show, the components / 

subsystems are nested in the system but there can also be further 

(sub)subsystems nested in the subsystem, giving rise to a complex 

system which contains many nested, interconnected, interdependent 

systems (Rosmawati, 2013).  

In complex systems, interactions between components give rise to an 

important feature, namely dynamic change. Both the components of 

the system and their interactions are subject to change over time. 

Consequently, the system and the interactions within it continuously 
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shape themselves based on the output from the interactions at the 

preceding stage. In the literature, this feature is typically described 

as sensitive dependence on initial conditions (Larsen-Freeman, 1997) 

and leads to another central concept of complex dynamic systems 

namely emergence. Emergence refers to the process whereby behav-

ioural patterns or degrees of regularity emerge from the interaction 

of components within a system even though such patterns are not 

exhibited at individual component / subsystem level. Thus, ‘the be-

haviour of complex systems emerges from the interactions of its 

components, it is not built into any one component’ (Larsen-Freeman, 

1997) but emerges from the complex interactions.  

 

Another important feature of development from a DST perspective is 

that it is typically described as being chaotic (Larsen-Freeman, 1997). 

Traditional notions of chaos bear connotations of disorganisation and 

disorderliness but within the DST framework, the term carries wider 

implications of a system which is capable of producing disproportion-

ately large changes as a result of small interventions. In other words, 

small interventions on the system may produce unexpected results 

and vice-versa.  

A commonly-cited analogy in this regard is that of the butterfly effect 

where a single flap of a butterfly can produce future weather changes 

as significant as a tornado (Larsen-Freeman and Cameron, 2008). It 

is this sensitivity to initial conditions which renders complex systems 

unpredictable. In the context of second language learning, unpredict-

ability might mean that students in a learning environment may be 

exposed to the same input from the same teacher and have the same 

access to learning materials. However, the results of the pedagogical 
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intervention may be far from similar and the reasons for this variation 

may not be obvious. If learners in the same class receive similar lev-

els of input from the teacher and similar levels of access to resources, 

all things being equal, it could be expected that the same intervention 

could produce relatively consistent results. However, this is not al-

ways the case and the variability can be attributed to the role of the 

environment / context which constitutes an integral part of the sys-

tem (Larsen-Freeman, 2012).  

Traditional views on the impact of the environment / context on the 

investigation of development (as is typical in second language 

studies) commonly presented context as a backdrop feature. 

However, DST views context as a focal point of interest and therefore 

challenge the idea that context is simply background to the main 

action (Beckner et al., 2009; Dornyei, 2000; Verspoor and Schmitt, 

2012). This is because from a DST perspective, ‘everything is always 

interacting and interfacing with others and the environment 

organically’ (Cilliers, 2001,p.142).  

 

In the literature, one of the studies that clearly illustrates the 

centrality of the environment/ context in complex dynamic systems is 

that of Churchill (2007). Churchill investigated processes involved in 

the development of word knowledge for a single word and found that 

his ability to learn a new Japanese lexical item was affected by 

affordances offered by his environment, mainly medical written and 

oral output from nurses and doctors within the hospital context where 

he was situated. This led to revisions and adaptations of his 

knowledge as he continued to build his understanding of the lexical 

item. The investigation led him to conclude that there is a case for 
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applying a DST perspective to language learning, arguing that when 

an individual is situated in a particular context, he is oriented to his 

surroundings (Churchill, 2007). Such surroundings influence linguistic 

development and cognitions about particular concepts within the L2 

learning context.  

2.8.2 Second language development as a complex system 

On the basis of the above discussion of some of the key characteristic 

features of complex dynamic systems, it is not surprising that second 

language development is considered to be a complex dynamic / adap-

tive system (Churchill, 2007; Dornyei, 2014; Larsen-freeman, 1997; 

Macintyre and Legatto, 2010; Menezes, 2013; van Geert and 

Steenbeek, 2005; Verspoor and Schmitt, 2012; Verspoor, 2012). In-

deed, second language development comprises multiple components 

operating at different levels including the phonological, morphologi-

cal, syntactical, semantical and pragmatic levels. It can therefore be 

expected that the interaction of these components can lead to the 

emergence of different levels of proficiency during L2 development.  

Since DST offers the opportunity to reconcile different theoretical per-

spectives in L2 developmental processes, it is not surprising that this 

theory does not exist in isolation from perspectives offered by tradi-

tional L2 perspectives. For example, insights from connectionism  of-

fer  perspectives which are amenable to DST approaches (Menezes, 

2013). This theory highlights that language learning is understood as 

the process whereby experience and the repetition of experiences 

leads to the development, strengthening and/or weakening of the 

connections between / among linguistic features such as lexis 

(Verspoor and Schmitt, 2012).  
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This suggests that language learning is not linear but emerges from 

the multiple interactions associated with “simple learning mecha-

nisms, operating in and across the human systems for perception, 

motor-action and cognition as they are exposed to language data as 

part of a social environment’ (Ellis, 1998, p.631). Through DST ap-

proaches, multiple theoretical perspectives can be reconciled as sub-

systems of the same complex system. Different L2 theories can be 

‘treated as explanations of parts of a whole, since each captures a 

different aspect of SLA’ (Menezes, 2013,p.404). Such interaction be-

tween / among such theories is likely to produce broader and deeper 

conceptions of the second language development processes 

(Menezes, 2013). In the context of the current study, the implication 

is that if second language development is a complex, dynamic sys-

tem, then each ESL learner can be taken to represent a dynamic sys-

tem where lexical knowledge of each of the learners investigated, as 

well as their written language skills, are subsystems nested within the 

bigger second language development system. As a subsystem, it can 

be expected that other environmental / contextual constraints will 

constitute part of the interacting (sub) subsystems leading to devel-

opment where variability is typical.  

Larsen-Freeman’s (2006) study is another example of L2 studies that 

have adopted a DST approach to the investigation of second language 

learning issues. Larsen-Freeman (2006) investigated the oral and 

written productions of five ESL learners from a Chinese L1 back-

ground. The aim was to find out how the learners’ written language 

skills were developing in terms of complexity, fluency, and accuracy.  

The study involved five adult participants who were classified as func-

tioning at the high intermediate proficiency level for English (Larsen-



 

 

 115 

 

Freeman, 2006). The author utilised a time-series design whereby a 

series of observations were carried out at different stages of the 

learners’ written language development. Learners were required to 

perform the same task several times. The use of the same task was 

an important part of the study design because from a DST perspec-

tive, small changes can have profound impacts (Larsen-Freeman and 

Cameron, 2008). The requirement was for the participants to identify 

a previous experience that they were comfortable writing about and 

sharing verbally with the researcher. Once the texts were composed, 

the participants were asked to put them away for three days and 

then they were required to provide a verbal narrative of the story to 

the researcher. The verbal narratives were recorded and transcribed, 

before the participants were asked to re-write the same story without 

receiving any feedback from the researcher or their tutor.  

The narratives obtained from the five participants were then analysed 

for fluency, grammatical complexity and lexical accuracy. In addition, 

the written and oral samples were qualitatively analysed to find out 

how different versions of the same story differed from one episode to 

another. As can be expected, findings from the study revealed that 

on average, learners’ writing skills improved over time. However, 

Larsen-Freeman also found that average group data had no particular 

validity related to any of the five participants and identified this as a 

limitation of aggregated data (Larsen-Freeman, 2007). The study also 

identified that individual learners had distinctive orientations and 

paths that they exhibited over time. As an example, for some learn-

ers, when grammatical complexity was compared to vocabulary com-

plexity the resultant profiles suggested that the participant had seen 

development in one area more than the other suggesting varying de-



 

 

 116 

 

grees of success in their development despite exposure to the same 

treatment conditions. Larsen-Freeman (2007) therefore concluded 

that development does not unfold in a predetermined way but that 

development occurred ‘as a system adapting to a changing context, 

in which the language resources of each individual are uniquely trans-

formed through use’ (Larsen-Freeman, 2006, p. 590). 

More recently, Svalberg and Askham (2015) investigated the devel-

opment of grammar knowledge by two trainee teachers, one with 

English as an L1 and the other with English as an L2. The students 

were enrolled on a course designed to develop their grammar aware-

ness and were working towards a postgraduate qualification. Svalberg 

and Askham (2015) analysed each participant’s pathway as a sepa-

rate case, an approach inspired by a DST perspective (Larsen-

Freeman, 2007). To that extent, the researchers sought to obtain ‘an 

in-depth understanding of the individual pathways they (students) 

had chosen and factors which may have impacted on those choices’ 

(Svalberg and Askham, 2015, p.172). On the basis of data obtained 

from the students’ diaries of grammar workshops, their interactional 

behaviour during grammar workshops as well as interviews, the au-

thors derived two contrasting profiles of postgraduate grammar stu-

dents. Their analysis of the learners’ individual profiles revealed that 

there was no single way of learning and being an effective student so 

that for example, both the more interactional and less interactional 

approaches worked in each case as they tapped into each partici-

pant’s personality, strengths and cognitions. To that extent, the study 

highlighted that L2 students are complex systems where each indi-

vidual participant’s strategies, personality traits and attitudes play an 

important part in their L2 development. DST studies such as these 
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acknowledge the complexity of L2 processes by focussing on in-depth 

analysis of L2 developmental issues at an individual level in order to 

obtain insights that may otherwise be missed out.  

2.8.3 Critique of DST 

Notwithstanding the merits and relevance of DST to the current study 

as highlighted in Section 2.8.2 above, DST is not without critique 

(Jiang and Dewaele, 2015). A particularly critical perspective to DST 

is provided by Gregg (2010) who describes Larsen-Freeman and 

Cameron’s (2008) application of DST to Applied Linguistics as “shal-

low draughts” (Gregg 2010, p. 549). One of the reasons that Gregg 

(2010) puts forward for this view is what the scholar describes as a 

“failure to engage with the facts” (Gregg, 2010, p.557). To this end, 

Gregg (2010) considers Larsen-Freeman and Cameroon’s (2008) ex-

amples of the applications of DST in second language learning to be 

‘idiosyncratic’ (Gregg, 2010, p.557).  

Dornyei et al. (2015) note that proposals for a paradigm shift towards 

DST approaches in the field of Applied Linguistics have seen some 

developments over the years. However, the authors note that during 

the pioneering years of DST in Applied Linguistics, it was evident that 

while the body of literature in this area was growing, ‘very little of 

this work was empirical in nature’. Owing to this, for many research-

ers, there was ‘the sense of being at a loss as to how exactly to go 

about researching dynamic systems’ (Dornyei et al., 2015, pp. 1-2). 

Arguably then, this may explain Gregg’s (2010) criticism of DST ap-

plications in L2 contexts. 

Evidently, empirical studies are now infiltrating the field (see Svalberg 

and Akham, 2015; Churchill, 2007; Dornyei, 2014).  However, there 
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is still an imbalance between conceptual and empirical studies in DST 

research, hence the current study’s contribution towards addressing 

this gap.  

2.9 Chapter summary 

In recognition of the aims of this thesis, this chapter offered a critical 

review of literature on vocabulary research and writing studies. It 

highlighted evidence suggesting that vocabulary has moved from 

being a Cinderella subject in L2 research (Meara, 1980) to its current 

state of being recognised as a key player in second language 

acquisition and in facilitating learners’ abilities to function in the L2. 

To that effect, the Literature Review highlighted the relevance and 

justification of the aims of the current study. The chapter also offered 

an overview of the key concepts on word knowledge and theoretical 

perspectives on what it means to know a word. These ranged from 

individual word knowledge frameworks such as the one offered by 

Nation (2001), to network approaches postulated by scholars such as 

Meara and Wolter (2004).  

 

Since the main aim of the study is to explore the interplay between 

vocabulary knowledge and written language ability, the chapter also 

brought to the fore, literature from writing research and included 

perspectives on the processes considered to be key when composing 

text. Some of the reasons why writing in a foreign language can 

present challenges to L2 writers were also considered since the 

current research straddles the line between lexical and writing 

research.  
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Chapter Three: 
Methodology 
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3.0 Chapter introduction  

The main purpose of this chapter is to make explicit, the philosophical 

principles behind the current study and how these were translated 

into systematic steps that were taken to complete the study as 

revealed by the methods adopted. The chapter starts by exploring 

what epistemology and ontology mean and how these relate to 

methodological considerations in the current study. This is in line with 

the view that good research, like a building, is attributed to its 

underlying architecture (Lewis et al., 2009). This highlights the 

importance of addressing philosophical issues and underscores the 

need to be aware of the philosophical commitment inherent in a 

researcher’s choice of research strategy. 

3.1 Aims and objectives of the study 

Since the main aim of this study is to explore the relationship be-

tween lexical knowledge and the written language abilities of English 

L2 learners, the following research questions were identified as being 

at the centre of the investigation: 

RQ1 - What is the relationship between learners’ vocabulary size 

(breadth) and the quality of their vocabulary knowledge (depth)? 

RQ2 - What is the relationship between learners’ vocabulary size and 

the quality of their written compositions?  

RQ3 - What is the relationship between the quality of learners’ vo-

cabulary knowledge (depth) and the quality of their written composi-

tions?  

RQ4 - Is there a relationship between the learners’ lexical profiles 

produced by VocabProfile, and the quality of their written composi-

tions?  
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RQ5 - Is there a difference between the VocabProfiles of learners 

working at a lower proficiency level (ESL learners) and those at a 

higher proficiency level (ICLE students)? 

The research questions are fully expanded upon in Section 3.2. 

3.2 Research Paradigm and methods adopted  

The term paradigm has been subject to wide and slightly varied 

interpretations, with some scholars using the term to refer to 

philosophical orientations whereas others have used it in a narrower 

sense to refer to models of research within a specific discipline 

(Morgan, 2007). For purposes of this study, the former view, which is 

the more commonly adopted in social inquiry, is adopted in line with 

Guba and Lincoln’s definition of a research paradigm (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994). Therefore, in the current study, the author views a 

paradigm as “the basic belief system or worldview that guides the 

investigation, not only in choices of method but in ontologically and 

epistemologically-fundamental ways” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, 

p.104). To that effect, the observations and interpretations of findings 

in the current study are framed within the pragmatic philosophical 

stance as will be fully explored later in this section. Paradigms are 

therefore considered to be an important part of this research project 

because they influenced how the researcher designed the study and 

the theoretical interpretations that the researcher attached to the 

findings. This is in line with Guba's  (1990) view that paradigms help 

to frame and guide action in any disciplined inquiry.  

Research paradigms are understood through their ontology, 

epistemology and methodology (Johnson et al., 2007; Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Therefore, these three concepts (ontology, 

epistemology and methodology) are intimately related because 
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ontological assumptions give rise to epistemological assumptions, 

which lead to methodological considerations, which in turn give rise 

to issues of instrumentation and data collection (Cohen et al., 2009). 

Ontology refers to beliefs about the nature of reality and what 

constitutes acceptable knowledge in a field (Hennink, Hutter, and 

Bailey, 2011). Such beliefs determine what can be known. 

Epistemology focuses on beliefs about the nature of the relationship 

between the researcher and knowledge during an inquiry (Bracken, 

2010). It is the ontological beliefs that determine how subjective or 

objective the nature of the relationship between the researcher and 

the knowledge is (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Methodology refers to the 

researcher’s strategy for discovering knowledge; in other words, the 

procedures that they adopt in order to acquire knowledge during an 

investigation (Punch, 2005; Barbie, 2007).  

In the current study the pragmatic philosophical stance adopted 

means that the study is framed on the premise that external reality 

exists but values also play a role in the interpretation of findings 

(Harrits, 2011). On the basis of this belief, the study adopts a mixed 

methods approach for both data collection and data analysis as high-

lighted in Table 3.1. As such, the study does not adopt purist philo-

sophical positions which view positivism and interpretivism as irrec-

oncilable as has been reflected in the ‘the paradigm wars’ between 

qualitative and quantitative researchers (Maxwell, 2010; Mertens and 

Hesse-Biber, 2012). Instead, in line with pragmatic traditions, the 

study is designed on the premise that ‘it is a valid and acceptable 

proposition to assert that there is a single real world or reality but 

that individuals may have their own unique interpretations of that 

world’ (Morgan, 2007, p.72), hence the MMR approach adopted.  
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The pragmatic stance adopted in the current investigation is evident 

in the design of the study. Thus, the first insights to be obtained 

about the interplay between L2 learners’ vocabulary knowledge and 

their written language skills derive from a positivist ontology. To that 

effect, students’ test scores from a vocabulary size test are correlated 

with scores from a depth of knowledge test (WAT) as well as to writ-

ten language scores allocated by tutors. Such an approach provides a 

positivist perspective because positivism is founded on a belief in the 

existence of an objective reality which implies that a researcher 

needs to maintain distance from the research (Tashakkori and Ted-

dlie, 2009). In the current study, this was realised through the statis-

tical analyses of learners’ test scores. For this part of the study, an 

experimental design was adopted and the statistical analyses pro-

duced quantitative results which are objective and not context-

dependent (Howe, 1988). However, the study further interrogates 

test scores qualitatively through tracing individual trajectories in or-

der to understand learners’ abilities at an individual level. In addition, 

learners are interviewed in order to explore emic views to the inter-

play between their vocabulary knowledge and their written language 

skills (see Section 1.2 for an overview of epic and emic perspectives). 

The interviews which were carried out in the study sit within an inter-

pretivist philosophical ontology characterised by a belief that partici-

pants and the researcher co-construct knowledge through interaction 

with the context / environment (Guba, 1990; Morgan, 2007).  

Therefore, the combination of elements from positivist and interpre-

tivist dimensions in the current study imply a belief in the ability of 

both subjective and objective knowledge dimensions to work togeth-

er, supplementing insights from each knowledge dimension in order 
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to offer valuable, in-depth contributions to research. As Table 

3.1highlights, the data collection and the data analysis procedures 

adopted in the current study are a reflection of the underlying prag-

matic worldview that informs the current study. 
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Table 3.1: Analysis of Research Questions 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Question Quantitative  

data 

Qualitative 

data 
Research Instrument Data analysis 

RQ1. What is the relationship between 

learners’ vocabulary size (breadth) and the 

quality of their vocabulary knowledge 

(depth)? 

VLT scores  

WAT scores   

   

Semi-structured 

interviews/stimulated 

recall 

VLT  

WAT test  

 

 

Quantitative and 

qualitative 

RQ2. What is the relationship between 

learners’ vocabulary size and the quality of 

their written compositions? 

 

Vocabulary size 

Teacher allocated 

scores 

 

Semi-structured 

interviews/stimulated 

recall 

 

Vocabulary Levels Test  

Written language compositions  

 

Quantitative and 

Qualitative  

 

RQ3. What is the relationship between the 

quality of learners’ vocabulary knowledge 

(depth) and the quality of their written 

compositions? 

Word association 

scores 

Teacher/researcher 

allocated scores 

Semi-structured 

interviews/stimulated 

recall 

Word Association Test  

Written language compositions 

 

 

Quantitative and 

qualitative 

RQ4. Is there a relationship between the 

learners’ lexical profiles produced by 

VocabProfile and the quality of their written 

compositions? 

 VocabProfile scores 

Teacher/researcher 

allocated scores 

Semi-structured 

interviews/stimulated 

recall 

  VocabProfile online tool  

Written language compositions  

 

Quantitative and 

qualitative 

RQ5. Is there a difference between the 

VocabProfiles of learners working at a lower 

proficiency level (ESL learners) and those at 

a higher proficiency level (ICLE students)? 

 VocabProfile scores 

Teacher/researcher 

allocated scores 

Semi-structured 

interviews/stimulated 

recall 

 VocabProfile online tool 

Written language compositions  

 

Quantitative 
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As can be seen from Table 3.1, in order to address all the research 

questions relevant to this study, it was necessary to collect 

quantitative and qualitative data. Similarly, once relevant data was 

collected, the data analysis procedures also comprised qualitative and 

quantitative approaches. The semi-structured interviews / stimulated 

reconstructions provided qualitative data which was invaluable for 

understanding the complexity of the interplay between vocabulary 

knowledge and aspects of learner performance. Section 3.2.1 below 

sheds more light on the role of research questions in MMR designs in 

general and the current study in particular.  

3.2.1 The role of research questions in MMR  

Research questions play an important role in any research context 

but in MMR, metaphors such as the ‘hub of the research process’ 

(Plano Clark and Badiee, 2010, p.276) and the ‘dictatorship of the re-

search question’ (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003, p.679) have been 

used in relation to the role of research questions. Such descriptions 

highlight the pivotal role of research questions in MMR in terms of de-

termining and guiding the key decisions made throughout the re-

search process. In the current study, an analysis of the five research 

questions revealed that a major focus is on ‘relationships’, either be-

tween different aspects of lexical knowledge or between lexical 

knowledge and other linguistic skills such as writing. To that extent, 

part of the exploration of these relationships involved the use of 

quantitative procedures where performance data from written as-

sessments provided key variables for exploration of correlations 

through the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) proce-

dures. However, qualitative data from stimulated recalls / semi-

structured interviews helped not only to provide possible explanations 
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to the correlations (and or lack of) between aspects of learners’ vo-

cabulary knowledge and their scores obtained from the battery of 

written assessments at a group level but also, qualitative data helped 

provide insights about individual learners’ lexical trajectories which 

would have been impossible to get through an approach exclusive to 

quantitative data and analysis.  

Therefore, what concerns MMR researchers in general, and the cur-

rent study in particular, are not the philosophical debates on whether 

qualitative or quantitative research approaches should be adopted in 

any particular context. Instead, consideration is given to the aims of 

the research and ultimately, to the research questions. A blend of 

qualitative and quantitative approaches was deemed to be most ca-

pable of addressing the aims of the current research, and this result-

ed in the MMR approach which runs across the thesis.  This approach 

resonates Tashakkori and Teddlie’s (2010) view that it is the research 

question(s) that should determine the methods employed within any 

given study. It is for this reason that the current study embraces both 

positivist and interpretive approaches. 

3.3 Data collection 

3.3.1 Setting 

The setting for the study is a Further Education college located in the 

Midlands of the United Kingdom. The institution provides a wide range 

of education and training opportunities, from pre-entry through to 

university level courses and attracts students from all over the world. 

It typically runs courses between September and June but also offers 

short summer courses between June and September. Students mostly 

study General English but may choose to work towards IELTs 
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examinations. The class sizes typically range from 14 to 25 students 

and comprise adult learners (18 years and above). 

3.3.2 Sampling Technique 

Probability and non-probability sampling have been identified as the 

two main sampling strategies that can be adopted in a study 

(Schillewaert, Langerak and Duhamel, 1998); Schreuder, et al., 

2001). However, Teddlie and Yu (2007) contend that there are infact 

four broad categories with convenience and mixed methods sampling 

techniques as the two additional sampling procedures. Figure 3.1 

highlights Teddlie and Yu’s taxonomy of sampling techniques (Teddlie 

and Yu, 2007).  

 Figure 3.1 Taxonomy of sampling techniques 
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Source: Teddlie and Yu (2007, p.78) 

 
A comprehensive discussion of all the sampling procedures as identi-

fied by Teddlie and Yu (2007) is outside the scope of the current pro-

ject. However, an overview of the main sampling categories is neces-

sary in order to set the scene and provide grounding and rationale for 

the discussion of the sampling technique adopted in the current 

study. In probability sampling, the sample is selected in a random 

manner which means that members of the population have equal 

chances of being selected as part of the sample (Tashakkori and 

Teddlie, 2003). Purposive sampling involves the subjective selection 

of study participants by the researcher based on the population’s 

characteristics (Sieber, 1998). The researcher’s objective is to identi-

fy samples with characteristics that will best facilitate the answering 

of the research questions in a study (Teddlie and Yu, 2007). Conven-

ience sampling entails the use of samples that are easily accessible to 

the researcher either as captive or volunteer participants (Teddlie and 

Yu, 2007). The last category (mixed methods sampling) involves the 

selection of study participants using both purposive and probability 

strategies.  

 

Combining multiple sampling techniques in a single study is one of 

the strategies that can be employed to generate complementary data 

(Collins, 2010). In the current study, a combination of convenience 

and purposive sampling techniques were adopted at different stages 

of the research process. The triangulated approach adopted in this 

study was a conscious effort to enhance the study’s ability to provide 

in-depth insights needed to comprehensively answer the research 

questions to allow for naturalistic rather than scientific generalisability 
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(see Section 3.6 for a discussion of generalisability in this study). 

From this perspective, small sample sizes, even single cases have the 

ability to inform and enlighten (Melrose, 2009). 

3.3.2.1 Convenience sampling in the current study 

As I was a full-time employee at a college of Further education, ease 

of participant recruitment and logistical convenience were a contrib-

uting factor in the choice of the adopted sampling technique. The col-

lege provided practical and convenient accessibility and proximity to 

participants. However, convenience had to be considered in light of 

the sample’s ability to produce data appropriate for answering the re-

search questions as discussed in the sections above. Therefore, alt-

hough convenience was an important factor, the suitability of the par-

ticipant pool to produce relevant data was an even more important 

factor.  

 

3.3.2.2 Purposive sampling in the current study 

The two most important considerations for sampling were that firstly, 

two groups of learners working at two different proficiency levels 

were required and secondly, students from both groups had to be 

able to generate the required quantity of words as explained in 

Section 3.3.2.1. 

3.3.2.1 Proficiency levels  

To answer the research questions, it was important to identify 

students working at different proficiency levels. At the institution 

where the current study was carried out, all ESL students were 

required to complete a language assessment as part of their entrance 

examination. The entrance examination was completed online and 

except for the free writing part of the assessment, the assessment 
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was marked through an automated system which allocated marks and 

grades to each learner. The levels resulting from this assessment 

were Entry 1, Entry 2, Entry 3, Level 1 and Level 2, with Entry 1 

representing the lowest proficiency and Level 2 representing the 

highest. Entry 1 and 2 learners were considered to be beginners; 

Entry 3 were lower intermediate; Level 1 higher intermediate and 

Level 2 were the college’s advanced group. In addition, in order to be 

placed within the Entry level groups, students had to score 4.5 and 

below on an IELTS type writing assessment. The assessment was 

delivered as part of the initial assessment programme because the 

college in-house assessment did not contain a free writing exercise. 

The free writing assessment comprised one writing task, a free 

writing task of about 300 words on an argumentative type of essay. 

Therefore, the current study utilised this streaming system in order to 

identify suitable ESL students as the target population for the study. 

Entry 3 students were considered to be as a suitable population to 

study as this level represents a lower level of proficiency compared to 

the ICLE data sample (see Section 3.3.5 for more details about the 

higher proficiency group).  

Laufer and Nation (1995) utilised the Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP) 

to investigate vocabulary use in written compositions of 22 university 

students in New Zealand. LFP, the original version of VocabProfile 

(Cobb, (2017), personal communication), is an online tool developed 

by Laufer and Nation (1995). During text analysis using LFP, Laufer 

and Nation (1995) found that texts of over 200 words produced 

stable results in the sense that where the same students produced 

multiple compositions within the same genre, there were no 

significant differences in the LFPs produced. Since VocabProfile, the 
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lexical analysis tool adopted in the current study, utilises a similar 

methodology for analysing lexical use in text i.e. frequency profiling, 

this study used Laufer and Nation’s (1995) guidelines for the length 

of essays that were deemed appropriate for analysis. Therefore, when 

collecting samples of written texts both from the primary and 

secondary data sources, the researcher ensured that a minimum of 

200 words in continuous text was obtained from each participant.  

The minimum requirement of 200 words for the free writing texts 

meant that absolute beginners would have found it difficult to meet 

the study requirements without any scaffolding or support during the 

writing activity. Entry 3 students were deemed able to produce the 

required quantity of data and at the same time considered to be 

sufficiently different from Level 2 in terms of their proficiency level. 

Collecting data at two different levels was essential for addressing the 

requirements of Research Question 4 (Is there a relationship between 

the learners’ VocabProfiles and the quality of their written 

compositions?) and Research Question 5 (Is there a difference 

between the VocabProfiles of learners at different language 

proficiencies?). Therefore, for purposes of the current study, Entry 3 

was identified for the lower proficiency group while Level 2 was 

identified for the advanced group. 

At the beginning of the study, the aim was to collect data from two 

low proficiency classes and two high proficiency classes so that put 

together, the sample would comprise two groups of learners working 

at two different proficiency levels. Across the intended four classes, 

this would provide a total of 72 students. However, at the data 

collection stage, two main challenges were encountered which 



 

 

 133 

 

threatened the successful completion of the study. The first challenge 

was when the departmental head retracted on previously granted 

permission for the collection of data from the Level 2 groups as 

higher proficiency groups were said to be under a lot of pressure and 

could not be allowed to take time to complete the necessary activities 

for the research. This reduced the sample size by almost fifty percent 

as it left 39 lower proficiency students only.  

Unfortunately, this data would not suffice for addressing Research 

Question 5 since it required a comparison of VocabProfiles from low 

and high proficiency students. To overcome this obstacle, I decided 

that I would obtain a similar number of written language essays from 

the ICLE so that these would provide the required higher proficiency 

data. Since the ICLE essays were all produced by university level 

students (see Section 3.3.4 for more details about ICLE) the essays 

offered sufficient scope for addressing Research Questions 4 and 5. 

The second set-back occurred soon after the commencement of data 

collection, when one of the teachers withdrew their class from 

participating in the study, highlighting time pressure as the reason. 

This left me with one group of low proficiency students comprising 18 

students from mixed nationalities (see Table 3.3). As a result, 

although the initial plan was to investigate the interplay between 

vocabulary knowledge and written language skills among lower and 

higher proficiency groups in a college setting based on primary data, 

the study eventually utilised both primary and secondary data due to 

the unexpected challenges faced with access to participants. 40 

essays were eventually obtained from the ICLE in order to 

compensate for the challenges faced with getting access to primary 
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data. However, as Table 3.2 shows, convenience and purposive 

sampling remained the key sampling techniques for the current study.  

Table 3.2: Sampling techniques in the current study 

 
 

As can be seen from Table 3.2, the study utilised two data sets 

through the adoption of non-probability sampling techniques. Data 

from both primary and secondary sources was integrated in order to 

address the research questions.  

3.3.3 Sample size 

A small sample size may generate insights which fail to reach ac-

ceptable significance levels (Lowie and Seton, 2013). In other words, 

a small sample size increases chances of getting a result which is 

more likely to be due to chance (Burns and Burns, 2008). In the cur-

rent study, for reasons discussed in Section 3.3.3 above, there were 

less than thirty students per group in the primary data set. This is a 

small sample size in statistical traditions (Lowie and Seton, 2013). 

Considering that in statistical analysis, a small sample size may skew 

the results in terms of its reflection of the characteristics of the popu-

lation it was drawn from, the MMR approach adopted was considered 

to be an important factor in complementing findings from the statisti-

Primary Data (ESL students) Secondary Data (Corpus data) 

Purposive sampling used to obtain 

data from second language students 

working at a low proficiency level but 

capable of producing between 200 and 

250 words of continuous text.  

Purposive Sampling used to obtain 

corpus data from students operating at 

a higher proficiency level than the 

primary data set and representing 

multiple L1 backgrounds as was the 

case with the profile of the primary 

data source.  

 

Convenience sampling as the sam-

ple was drawn from researcher’s insti-

tution for practicality reasons. 
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cal analysis (Fielding, 2012). It provided the opportunity to qualita-

tively delve deeper into the findings from the statistical analysis in 

order to enhance the validity of the study, hence the integral role of 

data from stimulated reconstructions/interviews. In addition, since 

corpus data is readily available, the study utilised a larger sample size 

(40 essays) for the higher proficiency group as another step towards 

mitigating the small sample size obtained from the primary data 

source. Nonetheless, the study acknowledges issues of lack of com-

parability of data between the two samples as discussed in Section 

3.4.6.  

3.3.4 Participants: The primary data  

The primary source was a group comprising 18 ESL students enrolled 

in an English course designed to prepare the students for further 

study within the college and ultimately help students with their pro-

gression into undergraduate studies. Both in the pilot and main 

study, participants were from the researcher’s institute but not in any 

of the researcher’s classes. Students who participated in the pilot 

study were excluded from participating in the actual study to avoid 

possible washback effect from the pilot study. Bailey (1996) views 

washback as the potential impact that a test or assessment may have 

on those involved in the teaching and learning process (see Section 

3.3.7 for a more comprehensive discussion of washback). In the con-

text of the current study, this suggests that if the same participants 

had been used for both the pilot study reported in Chapter Four, as 

well as the main study, then there is a chance that this experience 

could have had an impact on the students’ performance particularly if 

they were to re-take a similar test. For example, students might have 
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altered their language development practices in preparation for con-

sequent vocabulary tests and this could have inflated the test scores.  

The students were all adult learners aged between 18 and 30 (see 

Table 3.3). They were all studying in an English institution for the first 

time. All the students had had very limited exposure to the English 

language in their countries of origin; they all declared that they had 

not been taught content subjects in the English medium before they 

arrived in the UK. The students were on the course for personal 

reasons including their desire to study in the UK, their desire to 

develop skills to enable them to help their children with homework, 

and a desire to learn the language because of its status in their 

country of origin. As such, the learning programme was not imposed 

on any of them and so their motivational levels could be expected to 

be high. However, the participants were drawn from a short summer 

course and were therefore under time pressure, as is typical on 

intensive summer courses. For some learners, this was combined with 

pressure from family and social commitments. This meant that some 

participants who completed written assessments (VLT, WAT and 

Writing) could not complete interviews. Out of all the participants, 

only one student had previously studied a degree-level course 

although the tuition was delivered in French.  

For purposes of the current study, and compared to the learners 

providing the secondary data, the ESL group was the lower 

proficiency group while the ICLE was the higher proficiency group 

(see Section 3.3.5 below for a description of how the advanced level 

group was identified).  
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As highlighted in Section 3.3.2, Entry 3 students were those who 

came out at 4.5 or lower in an IELTs type writing assessment at the 

beginning of the course. The 18 students who made up this group 

were drawn from a class of 25. Out of the 25, seven were removed 

from the study. This was either because the students were not able to 

complete some of the written elements of the study or they were 

absent at the time when any one of the written assessments were 

completed. The procedure followed for absent learners was a key 

ethical consideration and is therefore discussed in Section 3.5.4. 

Table 3.3 below provides a summary of the ESL student profiles.  

 

Table 3.3: ESL participants’ profiles 

Student Age Gender First Language 

S1 27 F French 

S2 30 M Hindi 

S3 22 M Russian 

S4 22 F Polish 

S5 24 F Chichewa 

S6 18 M French 

S7 23 F Urdu 

S8 22 M Chinese 

S9 19 F Kurdish 

S10 24 F Arabic 

S11 21 M Urdu 

S12 25 F Bengali 

S13 19 F Sinhala 

S14 23 F Hindi 

S15 25 M Polish 

S16 21 F Polish 

S17 22 F Afghan 

S18 23 F Turkish 

 

           N = 18       Mean age =22.3 years 
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As Table 3.3 shows, the students represented a very wide range of L1 

backgrounds / nationalities, as is typical in an ESL teaching environ-

ment. The backgrounds represented include Europe, Eastern Europe, 

Russia, Asia, the Middle East and Africa. Their ages ranged between 

18 and 30, with an average age of 22.8 years. The students were re-

quired to choose one topic out of the 9 essays which were provided in 

line with the institutional guidance where the study took place. The 

range of essay topics provided was in line with the requirement of the 

institution where the study took place. Indeed, tutors are required to 

give students a wide range of choices for free writing. This is consid-

ered to increase chances of each learner getting a topic that they feel 

comfortable writing about within a particular genre. This study 

acknowledges that in a research context, asking participants to pro-

duce texts in a wide range of topics within a particular study can pose 

a threat to the validity of the findings because different topics are 

likely to elicit different kinds of vocabulary knowledge. This is be-

cause, as with variability in genre, variability in topics is likely to have 

an impact on the type of vocabulary that students produce (Oling-

house and Wilson, 2013).  

Therefore, to control for the potential impact of variability in genre on 

learners’ vocabulary use, in the current study, the argumentative 

writing genre was chosen as it was aligned with the learners’ curricu-

lum.  Out of the 9 topics that were provided to the students, only 2 

topics were chosen. The topics chosen were as follows: 

Topic 1: ‘Money is the root of all evil’. Do you agree?’  

Topic 2: ‘The prison system is old fashioned. No society should pun-

ish its   criminals by sending them to prison. It should help them be-

come good citizens. What are your views about this statement?’.  
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Within the ESL group, 10 students chose topic 1 while 8 chose Topic 

2 (44% vs 56% respectively for Topics 1 and 2). No student chose 

the remaining 7 topics at all. As part of their ESL programme, partici-

pants were required to write a minimum of five assessed pieces of 

free writing. Out of these, two (mid-term and end of course assess-

ments) can be considered to be fully aligned with AoL practices the 

assessments were delivered summatively (see Section 2.7.4 for an 

overview of different types of assessments). However, the other 

three assessments satisfy some of the criteria for AfL practices be-

cause although the tutor marked and gave feedback which was in-

tended to help the students further develop their writing skills, the 

assessments were carried out at the end of particular units of instruc-

tion. Unlike the mid-term and end of term assessments, the other 

three assessments were completed at home, under non-examination 

conditions. However, students worked independently with neither the 

teacher’s nor peers’ support until they submitted their work for mark-

ing. In addition, although the students were encouraged to submit 

multiple drafts, this was not a stipulated requirement so students 

made individual choices. However, the students were made aware 

that they would gain marks for submitting a coherent plan with their 

composition when they sit the final assessment at the end of the 

course. 

3.3.5 Participants: The secondary data 

In terms of secondary data, 40 essays were obtained from the ICLE 

which comprises essays produced by undergraduate students (see 

Section 3.4.6 for a comprehensive discussion of corpora). As was 

highlighted in Table 3.3, for ESL students, multiple L1 backgrounds 
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were represented (Europe, Eastern Europe, Russia, Asia, the Middle 

East and Africa). ICLE essays were derived from students drawn from 

Asia/Middle East (Turkey), Europe, Eastern Europe as well as Africa. 

This was the closest match that could be obtained where students 

had produced essays under the two essay topics that were used by 

the ESL students.  

Indeed, the current study considered that it was more important to 

obtain essays written under the same topic as the primary data set 

because of the impact that different topics may have on the type of 

lexis that students produce (see Section 2.2.9). Therefore, all the es-

says selected had to be essays written under the same topics as the 

ones chosen by ESL students (see Section 3.3.4 above). Just over 

50% of the essays chosen were based on Topic 1 while the remaining 

essays were based on Topic 2. This was considered an appropriate 

proportion based on the split that was obtained from ESL students.  

The age range for the ICLE students was between 20 and 27years, 

with an average age of 22.3 years (Granger, et al., 2009). This is 

fairly comparable to the ESL students who ranged between 18 and 30 

years, with an average age of 22.8 years (see Table 3.3). Therefore, 

as far as possible, for purposes of the current study, corpus data was 

closely matched to the ESL sample, both in terms of L1 backgrounds 

represented, the topics selected as well as the ratio of essays ob-

tained under each topic. However, the learners represented in the 

corpus were all undergraduates as opposed to the college students 

comprising the primary data source. To that extent, the study 

acknowledges issues of lack of representativeness of the corpus data 

as will be further explored in Section 3.4.6.   
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In terms of proficiency levels, as Granger, et al. (2009, p.3) note, 

one of the main requirements which were set right from the begin-

ning of the ICLE project was that essays would be collected from 

‘young adults (university undergraduates) operating at ‘advanced 

proficiency level’. As Granger, et al. (2009) further advise, the classi-

fication of ICLE students as advanced learners was defined from two 

perspectives. Firstly, the notion referred to the level of study where 

the students were university undergraduates in English ‘usually in 

their third or fourth year’ (Granger, et al, 2009, p.11). Secondly, in 

compiling the corpus, the scholars took into consideration, ‘the highly 

heterogenous nature of learner language’ (Granger, et al., 2009, 

p.3).  

This means that amongst any group of learners, there is likely to be 

differential profiles so that categorising students as advanced learners 

based on a single criterion (i.e. the fact that they were university stu-

dents) may not be a robust enough measure. For that reason, the 

scholars took steps to gain further insights into the proficiency levels 

of the students represented in the ICLE corpus. To that effect, they 

randomly selected 20 essays per subcorpus which gave a total of 320 

essays, and asked an independent rater to rate these according to 

the CEFR descriptors for the assessment of writing. The finding was 

that the essays mostly fell within the higher intermediate and the ad-

vanced range. On both the above premises, the scholars argue that 

‘it seems appropriate to say that the proficiency level ranges from 

higher intermediate to advanced’ (Granger, et al., 2009, p.11). While 

it may be argued that the sample which was checked represents a ra-

ther small percentage of the total essays (320 out of 6085 essays), 

the results provide a useful premise for categorising the students as 
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the higher proficiency group. In the context of the current study, this 

provides sufficient differentiation in terms of proficiency levels con-

sidering that the ESL students were all operating at the pre-

intermediate level (see Section 3.3.4.). 

3.3.6 Validity 

Researchers have generally used the terms validity, trustworthiness 

and credibility to refer to aspects of quality in research (Tashakkori 

and Teddlie, 2008). However, in describing a typology for assessing 

the quality of research in MMR designs, Tashakkori and Teddlie (2008, 

p.106) introduce the term inference quality as an umbrella term to 

refer to the quality of findings that a researcher draws from a 

particular study. The authors argue that ‘inferences are the most 

important aspects or outcomes of any study’ where inferences are 

defined as ‘a researcher’s construction of the relationships among 

people, events and variables as well as his or her construction of 

respondents’ perceptions, behaviours, and feelings and how these 

relate to each other in a coherent and systematic manner’ 

(Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003, p.692). Therefore, validity should be 

consistently given priority throughout the research process so as to 

ensure high quality research outputs which are consistent with the 

epistemological and ontological bases of a study. Thus, the ensuing 

discussion considers validity issues in the current study against the 

backdrop of MMR designs.  

Mixing methods requires the researcher to ‘appreciate the threats 

inherent in the methods being combined’ (Fielding, 2012, p.126). 

Each method brings with it its own potential threats to validity. 

Consequently, the researcher needs to carefully synthesize the 

methods used in order to avoid compounding threats. In order to 
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uphold validity in this study, the following steps, inspired by Fielding 

(2012) were taken: 

i. The framing of the research questions: both qualitative and 

quantitative data were utilised in order to address the research 

questions. Neither the qualitative nor quantitative dimension 

were given priority in this research so a pragmatic stance was 

taken (see Table 3.1). 

ii. Appropriateness of paradigm which underpins the study: 

Pragmatism as a philosophical stance upholds multiplicity of 

views / perspectives and this links very well with the MMR 

approach which seeks to combine insights from different 

ontological and epistemological assumptions. This is evident from 

the blended qualitative and quantitative elements in data 

collection and data analysis captured in Table 3.1. This allowed 

for qualitative insights from the learners’ vocabulary profiles to 

supplement findings from quantitative analysis.  

iii. Choice of setting for the study: Both secondary and primary data 

were obtained from ESL settings. This enhanced the internal 

validity of the study. However, the study acknowledges that the 

two settings are not equivalent as the ESL data was derived from 

a Further Education context in the UK whereas the ICLE data was 

drawn from university context around the world.  

iv. Sampling techniques: Purposive and convenience sampling 

techniques were chosen as they offered the flexibility to adopt 

multiple samples that produced appropriate data for addressing 

the research questions.  
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v. The way in which data is recorded and stored: Data obtained 

during the data collection process was recorded and stored 

systematically. With regards to interviews, all interviews were 

recorded and transcribed before any analysis took place.  

vi. The extent to which data is seen as trustworthy: Data was 

collected from learners in an authentic ESL learning context 

within a college and was complemented by secondary data from 

an authentic learner corpus (ICLE). 

The above-mentioned steps were considered key to the quality of 

inferences that could be made from the current study. 

3.5.5 Integration of findings 

Tashakkori and Teddlie (2008) emphasise the concept of meta-

inference as part of ascertaining validity in MMR designs. This means 

that inferences should be drawn from both strands (qualitative and 

quantitative) of a research project. This is very important because a 

major challenge faced by MMR researchers is demonstrating clearly 

how the adoption of MMR as opposed to a mono-method approach 

has benefited the study (Bergman, 2012). The current study draws 

from a multi-method approach to ensure that all research questions 

are fully addressed as was highlighted in Table 3.1.  

3.3.7 Washback effect 

In the current study, washback was considered to be one of the 

factors that could pose a threat to the validity of the findings, hence 

required appropriate control. Washback is the effect of a testing 

procedure which encourages the adoption of practices that are in line 

with what is considered to be the current best thinking in the filed in 

relation to teaching and learning (Weigle, 2002; Alderson et al., 
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2004). It can be positive or negative depending on the behaviours 

that a test stimulates among test takers. As Taylor (2005) notes, 

where washback impacts negatively on teaching and learning, it can 

constrain the teaching/learning experience. An illustration of negative 

washback would be a situation whereby writing is tested only by 

multiple choice items. This would put great pressure for students to 

practise such items rather and encourage teaching and learning 

activities that are focused on the actual skill of writing itself (Davies 

et al., 1999). In other words, testing is working against the overall 

against intended curriculum outcome of developing the writing skills 

that students need in order to be able to compose texts.  

 

Therefore, negative washback is any effect of testing that leads to or 

encourages the adaptation of practices/activities that are 

‘counterproductive’ to learning (Weigle, 2002, p.54). In contrast, 

positive washback occurs when a testing procedure encourages 

positive teaching and learning practices (Taylor, 2005). In the current 

study, the potential impact of washback effect was identified in 

relation to the participants who were involved in the study. If the 

participants who participated in the pilot were also recruited for the 

next stages of the study, from a research ethics perspective, students 

would have needed to be told that they would be participating in the 

next stage of the project. This could have then instigated practices 

related to trying to prepare for the tests in order to obtain positive 

outcomes from the assessments. This is particularly so in light of the 

researcher’s position as a tutor at the institution (see discussion of 

social desirability bias in Section 3.5.4). It was for this reason that 
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participants who participated in the pilot study were not recruited to 

participate in the main study.  

3.3.8 Procedure 

In order to fully address the research questions, it was important for 

all participants to complete all three written assessments. At the 

beginning of the written assessments, this was explained as part of 

the introduction to the study as a follow up to information already 

provided to students in written form. After the assessments, all 

students were sent emails with a reminder about the request for 

interviews. Students signed up for interviews as they came to get 

feedback for their assessments.  

3.4 Research Instruments 

3.4.1 The VLT 

The VLT was administered to all participants in order to establish their 

lexical knowledge at the beginning of the study. This involved learners 

completing a vocabulary matching exercise based on a sample of 18 

words drawn from each of the 2000, 3000, 5000 and the AWL 

category of the test. The learners were required to choose synonyms 

or definitions that matched given key words. The test was completed 

in class under the supervision of the researcher and learners did not 

have access to dictionaries or any other reference tools since the 

purpose of the test was to assess their vocabulary knowledge.  

 It was important for the students to complete the VLT because 

although the students were already streamed according to ability 

through the college initial assessment tool, the screening only 

allocated a level (e.g. Entry 3) as an overall assessment score rather 
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than an actual score specific to different linguistic skills. Therefore, in 

order to obtain data that would identify the variation between or 

among learners within the streamed group, VLT was administered. 

Schmitt (2010) observes that one of the issues that can potentially 

pose a threat to validity in vocabulary studies is failure to control for 

prior knowledge as this makes it difficult to judge whether the 

findings obtained from a study are related to the phenomenon under 

investigation or are simply attributable to learners’ different levels of 

proficiency. Assessing all participants using the VLT helped control for 

this potential flaw. The VLT, WAT and free writing were all 

administered within the same week at the end of scheduled classes. 

Ideally, these tests would have been administered in one sitting to 

prevent any potential vocabulary gains between the time that VLT 

was administered and the time that WAT and free writing 

compositions were completed. However, this was not possible 

because the students’ timetables would not allow much more than an 

hour per day.  

3.4.2 Free Writing  

Written compositions provided data to address Research Question 5. 

The scale used for the assessment of the written compositions was 

the in-house scale used in the college for summative and formative 

assessments. As Appendix 1 shows, the scale is a multiple-trait scale 

and the rationale behind the choice of the in-house scale as the 

preferred assessment tool for the writing task was derived from a 

number of factors.  

 

Firstly, as highlighted in Section 2.7.1., multiple trait scales offer 

higher levels of objectivity relative to holistic scales. Therefore, the 
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use of the scale contributed towards enhanced objectivity of scores 

that tutors allocated to learners’ essays and most likely contributed 

towards inter-rater reliability in comparison to what may have been 

achieved using a holistic scale (Mitchell and Anderson,1986).  

Secondly, the assessment categories (Task, Organisation and 

Language) are well-aligned to the IELTs writing assessment criteria 

where compositions are assessed under the four categories of Task 

Achievement; Coherence and Cohesion; Lexical Resource and 

Grammatical Range and Accuracy. However, the in-house scale 

subsumes lexis and grammar under Language whereas the IELTs 

scale separates these two into Grammatical Range and Accuracy. 

Considering that the IELTs are high stake examinations which are 

internationally recognised, the preference would have been for a 

scale which more closely resembles the IELTs scale. However, insights 

from the pilot study (see Section 4.3) suggested that inter-rater 

reliability amongst raters was likely to pose validity threats if 

assessors used a rating scale that they were unfamiliar with, as was 

with the case with the piloting of Lumley’s scale (see Appendix 7). 

Further to this, the researcher was also mindful of research which 

suggests that lexis and grammar are interrelated (see Halliday, 1961; 

Halliday and Matthiessen 2014; Tucker, 2007) and as such, a scale 

that subsumes these two categories does not detract from L2 

research.  

In addition, as with both the IELTs writing assessment scale and 

Lumley’s scale, the in-house scale is a multiple-trait scale and has the 

advantage of the potential to offer higher inter and intra rater-

reliability (Weigle, 2002). For the current study, inter-rater variability 

was between one and four marks. The study adopted the inter-
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reliability framework used in the college whereby five marks is the 

maximum difference that can be averaged between two assessors 

during double marking. If the difference between the two scores 

allocated by the two assessors is higher than five marks, then a third 

assessor is brought in to harmonise the scores. In the current study, 

the services of the third marker were never required because of the 

high inter-rater reliability scores. The high inter-rater reliability scores 

could be attributed to the multiple-trait scale used as highlighted 

above. However, the assessors’ background (all experienced in the 

use of the in-house scale) might have also played a role.  

Therefore, owing to the content validity of the in-house scale (with it 

being the scale that the institution of research used for their 

formative and summative assessment of free writing), its potential to 

offer high inter-rater reliability because of assessor familiarity with 

the scale, as well as its alignment with current research in 

lexicogrammar, I concluded that the in-house scale would sufficiently 

meet the needs of the current study.  

3.4.3 The writing assessment (in-house) scale 

The scale is divided into three main categories, each focusing on a 

specified set of skills. The first category (Task Fulfilment) assesses 

the learners’ ability to produce text which addresses the topic 

(relevance); the balance of their argument; their writing style as well 

as the extent to which the text presented is comprehensible. Writing 

style in this context alludes to the learner’s ability to produce text 

which is appropriate to a specific context. For example, a learner who 

adopts a formal register in an email to a friend would be marked 

down on this regardless of whether the writing is accurate at the 

lexicogrammatical level or not. In other words, such a learner would 
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be considered to have failed to fulfil the requirements of the task in 

terms of recognising the audience and adopting an appropriate style 

for their audience.  

Task Fulfilment carries 20% of the scale weighting and is referred to 

as Task in the current study. In the in-house scale, Task differs from 

Lumley’s scale because although both specifications focus broadly on 

text content/subject matter in terms of its relevance to the task 

specifications, the in-house scale considers ‘appropriacy of style’ 

mainly in terms of the register used whereas Lumley’s scale includes 

an assessment of whether ‘vocabulary choices are appropriate and 

effective’ (see Appendix 7). In the in-house scale, vocabulary choices 

are subsumed within the Language Control category. Therefore, this 

category looks at the learner’s lexico-grammatical control as 

appropriate to the context. This includes both the range of 

grammatical structures and vocabulary used. It also includes 

sentence structure, spellings and punctuation. The section carries 

60% of the total weighting and is referred to as Language in this 

study. 

The Organisation of text and content category focuses on the way in 

which the content is organised. Key to organisation in this context is 

the learners’ ability to organise information logically within 

paragraphs and across the whole text; their control of cohesive 

devices, as well as the appropriacy of the script layout. This section 

also carries 20% of the overall weighting and is referred to as 

Organisation in the current study. A key assumption of the notion of 

cohesion is that the linking of ideas plays an important role in the 

creation of coherent discourse and is therefore central to discourse 

effectiveness (Halliday and Hasan, 1976; Crossley and McNamara, 
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2011). The inclusion of this category in the in-house writing 

assessment scale, which is also the case with Lumley’s scale, seems 

aligned to this view.   

3.4.4 Word Association Tests (WAT) 

WAT have been identified as the main method currently used for 

assessing depth of lexical knowledge among ESL learners (Fitzpatrick 

and Clenton, 2010; Meara and Wolter, 2004; Zareva, 2005). The test 

was designed by Read (1993) to provide information about links 

among lexical items in the learner’s mental lexicon. Since it goes 

beyond the form-meaning link, it was considered to be highly suited 

for exploring depth of knowledge in the current study. The test 

requires participants to produce single word responses to a given 

stimulus word so it is relatively easy to administer, is very economical 

in terms of the time required for learners to complete it, and allows 

for objectivity in marking since learners were required to choose the 

correct lexical item rather produce any of their own free output. This 

makes it highly suited to the design of this study where a battery of 

other data collection tools was used to assess ESL learners’ 

vocabulary knowledge.  

3.4.5 Stimulated reconstructions/ semi-structured interviews 

Following the WAT, learners were interviewed to find out the rationale 

and thought processes which led to incorrect answers. This procedure 

was inspired by the think aloud protocol commonly used in second 

language research (Bowles, 2010) which involves learners analysing 

their own thought processes during the completion of a particular 

cognitive task. This offers insights to cognitive perspectives from 

emic (insider) perspectives which may otherwise be difficult to obtain 
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(Morris, et al., 1999). As Matsuda (1997), notes, generalisations 

made by researchers and tutors about students’ experiences are im-

mensely enriched by consulting the students themselves about their 

intentions. In line with this view, the semi-structured inter-

views/stimulated reconstructions were carried out to give voice to the 

student participants whose vocabulary knowledge and written lan-

guage skills were under investigation. This allowed for the investiga-

tion to be carried out not only on the basis of correlations; but also, 

by exploring learners’ own perceptions about the interplay between 

their vocabulary knowledge and their written language skills. This ap-

proach opened avenues for multiple perspectives on the phenomenon 

under investigation. 

However, since the interviews on the lexical choices that participants 

provided were carried out in retrospect rather than during the WAT, 

the interviews were considered to be stimulated reconstructions, a 

term proposed by Svalberg and Askham (2015) to describe reflective 

interview procedures that are not immediate but which aid memory of 

a previous experience. Other than the methodological attraction of 

stimulated recalls whereby the stimulated recalls were considered to 

have the ability to generate requisite insights, another attraction of-

fered by the approach was the potential benefit that it could offer to 

participants.  

In a study to investigate the impact of stimulated recall on noticing 

and overall language awareness among ESL students in the L2 writing 

classroom, Lindgren and Sullivan (2003) examined how stimulated 

recall impacted upon the revisions made by students on their writing, 

and therefore, whether stimulated recall triggered noticing and en-

hanced language awareness among the students. The students were 
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required to engage in a free writing exercise, after which they were 

invited to reflect and comment on the writing exercise leading to revi-

sions on the texts. The main finding from the study was that the 

stimulated recall sessions had a positive impact on awareness raising 

among the participants, and that they triggered more revisions which 

were evidenced by the number of additional words that the students 

added to their edited versions. Noticing is an important part of lan-

guage development as it can be linked to hypothesis formulation and 

consequent testing of understanding leading to language develop-

ment. To that effect, in the current study, stimulated reconstructions 

were found to be an attractive tool not only at a methodological level 

because of its ability to generate relevant data for study, but also, at 

an ethical level as it promised to offer an opportunity to obtain peda-

gogic gains in terms of their language awareness and noticing of lin-

guistic (vocabulary) items during the study.  

 

Another reason why this study opted for stimulated reconstruction is 

that compared to other methodologies such as ‘think aloud’ protocols 

stimulated reconstruction allowed the students to focus exclusively on 

their WAT output thereby obtaining scores that are as accurate as 

possible in terms of their reflection of the students’ vocabulary abili-

ties. The stimulated reconstructions/semi-structured interviews took 

place within a period of between two and three weeks after WAT as-

sessments were completed for all the participants.  

Gass and Mackey (2000) note that while the stimulated recall meth-

odology is capable of producing some of the most insightful data in 

second language research, the methodology has its own potential 

shortfalls which the researcher needs to be aware of, one of which re-
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lates to timing. The advice that the authors offer is that it is im-

portant for the researcher to do everything they can to avoid under 

or overestimating the time required to complete the procedure for a 

particular study (Gass and Mackey, 2000). Other than allowing the 

smooth running of the schedule, accurately estimating time can avoid 

over-fatiguing participants due to over-estimation or rushing through 

parts of the procedure owing to underestimation. Another important 

consideration is that in order to facilitate access to uncorrupted 

memory structures, it is recommended that stimulated recall proce-

dures are carried out as soon as possible after the event (Gass and 

Mackey, 2000). To that effect, the two-to-three weeks window which 

was allowed for the completion of stimulated recalls within the cur-

rent study seems relatively long. However, it was in fact the earliest 

possible time because not only were the participants required to 

complete multiple written tasks but also, the stimulated reconstruc-

tions had to be completed after the written assessments had been 

completed and marked to ensure that students could receive feed-

back on their free writing alongside the stimulated recalls completed 

for purposes of the research. Nonetheless, the study acknowledges 

that the two—three weeks window that students had to wait before 

the stimulated recalls could be conducted paused a threat to the reli-

ability of findings from the procedure. This is because stimulated re-

call methods offer highest levels of reliability for obtaining data about 

the thoughts which participants had while performing that task if the 

stimulated recall interview is conducted within a short period of time, 

with some authors suggesting a forty-eight-hour time frame (Hender-

son and Tallman, 2006). This view has a psychological basis because 

‘if there is no gap (or only a very brief one) between the event and 
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the recollection, the information is still available in short-term 

memory for access’ (Meier and Vogt, 2015, p.48). Unfortunately, the 

time lapse in the current study could not be avoided because of the 

intensive programme which led the gatekeepers to restrict access to 

the participants. In instances where stimulated reconstructions can-

not be carried out within recommended timeframes such as the forty-

eight-hour time frame suggested by Henderson and Tallman (2006), 

Morgan (2007) advises that visual aids such as videos can be used as 

a way of helping participants remember the thoughts that partici-

pants had when completing a task. In the context of the current 

study, to reduce the impact of the long wait, the researcher ensured 

that WAT scripts were available as support systems for the stimulated 

reconstructions. These were given to each participant at the begin-

ning of the stimulated recall session. The participants were allowed at 

least 15 minutes at the beginning of the interview to go through their 

answer script to stimulate their memories. Participants were also al-

lowed to refer to the answer script during the course of the interview 

if they so wished.  

In addition, where an interview question was considered to be cen-

tred on specialist linguistic knowledge, the researcher started by ex-

plaining the terms/concepts involved before posing the interview 

question. The second question in Section 2 of the Interview Guide 

(See Appendix 2) is an example of such a question. The question was 

focused on metalinguistic knowledge and particularly sought the 

learners’ views on the importance of vocabulary size and depth on 

the development of reading, writing, speaking and listening skills. The 

researcher started by carefully reminding students of what the terms 

‘size’ and ‘depth’ mean in lexical studies. This was important to en-
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sure construct validity as misunderstanding / misinterpretation of the 

terms could lead to unintended inaccurate data from the learners.  

3.4.6 Corpus data 

Tognini-Bonelli (2001, p. 2) defines a corpus as: 

A collection of texts assumed to be representative of a 
given language, put together so that it can be used for 

linguistic analysis. Usually, the assumption is that the 
language stored in a corpus is naturally occurring, that it 

is gathered according to explicit design criteria, with a 
specific purpose in mind, and with a claim to represent 

larger chunks of language selected according to a specific 

typology’  

 

To that extent, corpora offer great utility for teaching and learning as 

well as research activities because they provide access to samples of 

authentic language which may otherwise not be accessible to an 

individual researcher, teacher or language learner (Granger, 2003). 

Indeed, one of the challenges currently facing second language 

learning researchers is the difficulty associated with collecting 

samples of written language productions (Baker, 2006; Schmitt, 

2010) as this can be a time-consuming and daunting process. In the 

current study, challenges with accessing requisite data for addressing 

the research questions highlighted the value of the ICLE (see Section 

3.3.3). As such, the corpus was an invaluable source of authentic 

written essays. However, as Tognini-Bonelli (2001) notes, corpora 

should be representative of the variety of language captured. To that 

effect, the ICLE captures university level interlanguage for 

intermediate and advanced learners. In addition, the ICLE captures 

augmentative language as used by university level students within a 

teaching and learning environment.  
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In the context of the current study, since the primary source which 

provides data for the comparison of lexical use between lower and 

higher proficiency students is in fact based on college rather than 

university level students, the ICLE corpus does not offer full repre-

sentativeness. This may have affected the findings from the study. 

For example, lexis that students produced in each environ-

ment/context might have differed because of the different affordanc-

es which may impact on the development of vocabulary knowledge. 

This makes it difficult to differentiate whether lexical use for a par-

ticular group of learners may be explained by their proficiency levels 

or other contextual factors such as the language used within their 

context (Churchill, 2007). Therefore, the ICLE corpus presents com-

parability issues which study acknowledges as a limitation.  

 

In acknowledgement of the limitations of the ICLE corpus data in the 

context of the current study, steps were taken to limit the impact of 

the lack of representativeness of the corpus, and these were related 

to the topics addressed and the nationalities investigated in the 

study. In terms of the topics investigated, the current study ensured 

that all the topics addressed within the study were of the argumenta-

tive type. In addition, the essays selected from the corpus for analy-

sis matched those that were used by ESL students who constituted 

the primary data set. The topic match was not only in terms of genre 

but also, in terms of the actual topics addressed so that only two top-

ics were addressed by both ESL and ICLE students (see Section 

3.3.5). This is in line with the view that topic familiarity can influence 

the type of lexis that learners produce (de Larios et al., 2008)  
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In terms of nationalities, with 16 different mother tongue back-

grounds represented in the ICLE compared to 12 represented within 

the primary data set, both data sets cover a wide range of linguistic 

backgrounds including European, Eastern European, Russian, Asian, 

the Middle East and Africa. However, this does not offer exact repre-

sentativeness and may influence the type of data produced by learn-

ers. As Swan (1997) notes, ‘the mother tongue may ‘help, hinder, or 

simply stand aside’ during second language vocabulary development 

(Swan, 1997, p.162). This highlights the possible impact of interlan-

guage influence which may be positive, as in the case of cognates in 

some European languages, but may equally be negative, in the sense 

of false cognates. This relates to situations where lexical items appear 

to be similar between two languages, for example, at the phonologi-

cal or semantic level, but are infact derived from different etymolo-

gies (Swan, 1997). To that effect, the fact that the secondary and 

primary data sets could not be matched exactly highlights another 

potential threat to the study with regards to the representativeness of 

data which was obtained from the ICLE corpus.  

 

In terms of size, the ICLE corpus contains 3.7million words (Granger 

et al., 2009). Compared to corpora such as the British National 

Corpus which contains over 100million words (Leech, 1992), the ICLE 

could be considered to be very small. However, as Cobb (2003) notes, 

SLA research has traditionally been based on very limited linguistic 

evidence. For that reason, in the context of SLA studies, the ICLE ‘is 

sufficiently large to provide insights into a large number of EFL 

features’ (Granger et al., 2009, p.39) and was therefore deemed an 
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appropriate source of learner language in the context of the current 

study.  

3.5 Data analysis 

Data from interviews was qualitatively analysed to identify relevant 

themes that helped to clarify the thought processes that informed 

lexical choices made during the WAT task. The written essays were 

analysed using VocabProfile. Data obtained from VLT, the free writing 

activity and WAT were analysed using for correlations using SPSS in 

the first instance. For free writing, the data was scored and 

subsequently analysed numerically alongside the VLT and WAT 

scores.  

 

3.5.1 Integrating idiographic and nomothetic perspectives 

Emanating from psychological research, the distinction between 

idiographic and nomothetic perspectives focuses on the research 

approach adopted in a study (Nesselroade et al., 2007). Nomothetic 

approaches focus on finding universal rules while idiographic 

perspectives seek to understand individuals at an in-depth and 

personal level (Grice, 2004) Therefore, idiographic perspectives seek 

a unique understanding of the individual rather than general laws 

applicable to all in a group. In the context of Applied Linguistics, the 

importance of idiographic perspectives is highlighted by researchers 

such as Meara (2004). In a study carried out to explore the process 

of vocabulary loss as part of the second language learning trajectory, 

Meara (2004) found that even though there was evidence of 

substantial similarities within learners’ vocabulary trajectories, 

considerable individual variability was also found.  
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The patterns of vocabulary loss that Meara found varied between 

individuals and this led him to conclude that averaging data may not 

produce robust insights particularly when dealing with a complex 

phenomenon such as second language learning. This suggests that 

the adoption of a combination of idiographic and nomothetic 

approaches in linguistic enquiry can reveal new and interesting 

insights. The above view resonates with findings from Larsen-

Freeman (2006) who investigated the oral and written productions of 

Chinese ESL learners. Larsen-Freeman found that linguistic 

competence did not develop homogeneously for the investigated 

learners but that each individual’s development exhibited some 

unique features (see section 2.8.2). Other researchers also concede 

on the importance of variability in learner competence and 

performance (see for example (Fitzpatrick , 2007; Higginbotham, 

2010; Young, 1991). In that regard, the analysis in this study is 

extended to explore individual lexical profiles and interviews in order 

to generate deeper insights about the vocabulary knowledge of 

individual learners. This approach sits within the domain of DST (see 

Section 2.8.2). 

3.5.2 Tracing individual profiles  

As part of the analysis of individual trajectories, a classification 

system for each of the assessments was devised with the aim of 

categorising learner scores into two colour-coded categories 

according to the level of achievement as per Figure 3.2  

Figure 3.2 Categories for attainment on VLT, WAT and free writing  

LLA = Lower  Level Attainment

HLA = Higher  Level Attainment  
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The categorisation provided in Figure 3.2 is intended to be a 

rudimentary nomenclature designed to trace and highlight emerging 

patterns in learners’ profiles. The analysis of learners’ performance 

and conclusions were intended to highlight nuances of learners’ 

profiles at an individual level across the three assessments in order to 

reveal further insights beyond the group averages that were gleaned 

from the statistical analyses. For the VLT test, the classification was 

modelled on Nation’s guideline for the scoring of the VLT test which 

stipulates that 12 out of the 18 possible is the minimum score at 

which a learner can be considered to have mastered lexis at a 

particular frequency band (Laufer and Nation, 1995). To that effect, a 

score of 11 and below is classified as Low Level Attainment (LLA) for 

purposes of the analysis of the learners’ trajectories. Since 12 is the 

beginning of mastery, this score was deemed to mark the beginning 

of Higher Level Attainment (HLA). 

The WAT and free writing scores do not lend themselves to a similar 

scoring procedure as VLT. However, they were both marked out of a 

total of 100 marks. Therefore, a score of 49 and below was classified 

as LLA; 50 and above was the HLA category.  

3.5.3 The Interview Guide 

A framework for the semi-structured interviews was devised prior to 

commencing interviews and used as a guide for the researcher. It was 

divided into four sections. The first section provided a framework for 

capturing learners’ background information including their motivation 

for learning English and their educational backgrounds.  

The second section comprised questions related to the learners’ 

metacognitive knowledge of key lexical issues with a particular focus 
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on learners’ perspectives on breadth vs. depth of vocabulary issues. 

The third section sought to identify the kind of activities that learners 

engaged in as part of the development of their language skills. The 

fourth and final section related to the rationale for the WAT answers 

provided, and this is the section that inspires learners to reconstruct 

the cognitive processes that led to the answers provided on the WAT. 

Dornyei (2007) advises against asking learners personal background 

information questions right at the beginning of a data collection 

procedure (e.g. a questionnaire or interview). This is because such 

questions can potentially be construed as threatening by the 

participants. However, for purposes of this study, the researcher had 

already met the learners during the administration of written 

assessments. This allowed for the development of good rapport 

between the learners and the researcher so it was very unlikely that 

the learners could feel threatened by the questions at this stage.  

In addition, looking at the Speaking and Listening activities that the 

learners had been previously engaged in for their ESL lessons, talking 

about self and immediate environment was one of the most common 

themes they had been working on. It was therefore reasonable to 

assume that the structure of the interview would suit this particular 

group. In fact, it turned out that students eased into the interviews 

really well as they probably had better linguistic resources to talk 

about a familiar topic (themselves) than discussing their experiences 

of vocabulary learning or reflecting on the answers produced during a 

vocabulary test (WAT).  
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Therefore, the structure of the interviews where questions around the 

rationale of their lexical choices in the WAT constituted the fourth and 

last section of the interview guide proved appropriate. 

 

3.5.4 Ethical considerations 

Recent years have seen an increase in both awareness and concern 

over ethical issues and moral dilemmas in educational research and 

the research community at large (Neuman, 2006). All researchers 

therefore have an ethical obligation both to their colleagues in terms 

of the quality of their research outputs but also to their study 

population, for example, in terms of upholding their rights, privacy 

and welfare. What follows is an outline of the ethical responsibilities 

that were upheld in the current study. The issues are classified 

according to different research phases in line with Creswell et al.'s 

(2003) classification, which groups ethical issues into five categories 

pertaining to:  

1. The research problem statement 

2.  The purpose statement and research questions 

3.  Data collection 

4. Data analysis and interpretation  

5.  Writing and dissemination 

 

The first two categories constitute what can be referred to as ethical 

issues relating directly to the research agenda. Creswell et al. (2003) 

concedes with Hennink et al. (2011) that the researcher needs to 

ensure that his / her research benefits rather than marginalises or 

disempowers participants. In the current study, the tests carried out 

gave learners the opportunity to get educational benefits from the 
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experience through positive washback. Positive washback refers to 

the learning opportunities that learners benefit from as a result of 

going through an assessment. Therefore, content validity was 

envisaged to benefit students as it is widely recognised that a test 

with high content validity can facilitate educational gains (Munoz and 

Alvarez, 2010).  

 

In order to be a learning tool, an assessment needs to be relevant to 

the learners’ particular needs. To that effect, in the current study, 

efforts were made to ensure that the assessments were relevant to 

the learners. As an example, the writing activity used was of the 

argumentative type. It was deemed to be an opportunity for students 

to practise their writing skills in a context that matched the needs of 

their course as argumentative writing was one of the essay types that 

learners were tested on for both formative and summative 

assessments. The essays were scored using the in-house scale which 

provided an opportunity for students to get feedback relevant to their 

overall learning goals. This was an important ethical consideration 

because primary participants in the study were adult students on a 

short intensive course and therefore operating under time pressure.  

An assessment which detracts from learning goals would 

disadvantage learners by taking away time that they could have 

otherwise used to develop their English Language skills, thus 

arguably causing psychological harm in the form of undue pressure 

and / or stress. Therefore, the adoption of a relevant assessment task 

on the basis of assessment criteria relevant to the students’ needs 

contributed towards making the writing assessment a worthwhile 
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learning activity for the learners rather than an activity completed 

purely for research purposes. 

 

In addition, during the Pilot Study reported in Chapter 4, virtually 

every student expressed an interest in getting verbal feedback from 

the researcher. This presented another opportunity to reward the 

students for participating in my study. Therefore, as well as marking, 

rating and providing written feedback for each essay, students were 

also offered the opportunity to get individual verbal feedback on their 

writing. Although this was a very time-consuming activity, the 

students found the interaction highly beneficial.  

In terms of ethical issues relating to data collection, the principle of 

guarding against potential harm (Creswell et al., 2003; Sieber, 1998) 

was adhered to in a number of ways. Firstly, authority to access 

classes was sought from the Head of Department who facilitated 

meetings with staff so that the researcher could liaise with teachers 

of relevant classes. Written communication was sent to both staff and 

students to seek consent for participating in the study. This 

communication detailed the nature of research, the amount of time 

that the study was anticipated to take as well as the expected 

research outcomes (please see Appendix 6 for a sample of the 

communication). This was intended to help all concerned individuals 

to make informed decisions. 

Secondly, from the beginning of the data collection process and at 

every key data collection encounter with the participants, the right to 

participate voluntarily, as well as the right to withdraw at any stage of 

the process was reiterated to participants and their teachers. This 
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was an important ethical consideration because as Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) observe, human beings are highly dynamic and can 

change their perspectives depending on time and context. What an 

individual may find acceptable today may be deemed unacceptable in 

future because people’s understanding and interpretations of the 

world around them change over time. Maintaining consistent dialogue 

and reiterating the participants’ right at every key stage of the 

process was considered an essential part of the process of respecting 

this dynamism.  

Finally, another important consideration during the data collection 

phase related to learners who were absent during any of the data 

collection sessions. If a learner was absent on the day of any of the 

tests, they were given an opportunity to complete the missed 

assessment (and thereby be included as part of the project) only if 

they requested this opportunity. This was an ethical consideration 

which was put in place following the teacher’s recommendation that 

most of the students came from cultural backgrounds where they 

would find it difficult to opt out of a study. Based on his experience 

working with this group of learners and similar cohorts in the past, 

the teacher strongly felt that his students were more likely to try and 

find a way of avoiding the requested task than tell the tutor or the 

researcher that they would prefer not to take part in the study even if 

this was the case. The tutor therefore envisaged that some of the 

learners might simply not turn up on the day of the assessments as a 

way of getting out of it. From this perspective, the researcher had to 

find a way of respecting these learners’ needs without withholding the 

opportunity to participate in the study from those who might have 

been absent for authentic reasons. It was for this reason that a 
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decision was made to offer make-up sessions only when learners 

requested this. This arrangement was fully communicated to the 

learners and the tutor.  

In terms of data analysis and interpretation, anonymity of partici-

pants was a key ethical issue (Sieber, 1998). Once data is collected, 

Creswell et al. (2003) advise that it should be kept only for a reason-

able time so that it does not end up being inadvertently used for pur-

poses other than those it was intended for. In this study, participants’ 

identities were kept anonymous by ensuring that individual names 

were always kept separate from the data through a code system only 

used for helping the researcher match data and participants in order 

to build individual profiles.  

Writing about ethical issues in relation to writing and disseminating 

information, Neuman (2000) identifies falsifying, suppressing or 

inventing findings for the benefit of the researcher as a fraudulent 

practice which constitutes scientific misconduct. In the current study, 

marking free compositions was identified as one of the areas where 

the researcher’s subjective judgements might influence students’ 

scores. As such, double marking was used to ensure accurate 

judgements of the quality of learners’ compositions (see section 

4.1.1).  

In qualitative inquiry, an interview can be defined as a situation 

where a researcher meets or interacts with an individual or individu-

als in order to obtain specific information (Kvale, 2006). In other 

words, interviews are intended to achieve a specific goal, which 

makes them a ‘conversation with a purpose’ (Kvale, 2006, p.483). 

What can be deduced from this definition of an interview is the poten-
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tial for interviews to be perceived as non-egalitarian encounters or 

‘exercises of power in education’ rather than the open dialogues that 

researchers would generally intend them to be. Therefore, it is im-

portant for the researcher to recognise the potential of power dynam-

ics during the social construction of knowledge as this is necessary ‘to 

ascertain objectivity and ethicality of interview research’ (Kvale, 

2006, p.480). 

 

Elwood and Martin (2000) argue that power dynamics can take many 

forms, for example, selecting appropriate sites for conducting inter-

views. This may seem to be a relatively mundane part of the research 

process, but might in fact be a complicated decision with wide-

reaching implications (Elwood and Martin, 2000). This is because the 

interview site might confirm certain power dynamics, for example, a 

student(s) being interviewed by a professor, in the professor’s office 

might reinforce the view of the professor as the expert and therefore 

influence the objectivity of the data that is collected. To that extent, 

Elwood and Martin (2000) argue that subtleties such as interview 

sites need to be given careful consideration, as the interview site it-

self may impact on the interactions during an interview. Indeed, 

when Elwood and Martin (2000) gave their participants choices re-

garding where they wanted to meet the researchers for interviews, 

the participants made choices related to a wide range of factors in-

cluding community solidarity and cohesion, for example, where par-

ticipants chose to be interviewed in neighbourhood association cen-

tres which they argued, made them feel that their voices were lis-

tened to.  
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In the current study, pragmatic considerations meant that partici-

pants could not be offered choices related to the site for interviews. 

This is because the college was a place where all participants could 

easily travel to. In addition, since participants were fairly new to the 

UK, it is likely that they would have found getting to a different loca-

tion burdensome and perhaps unnerving. A more relevant considera-

tion in the current study related to the teacher-student relationship. 

As a teacher at the college, it was possible for me to investigate stu-

dents from my own classes. However, as Bamber, et al. (2000) note, 

one of the challenges facing social science research relates to social 

desirability bias.  

 

Social desirability arises because people generally prefer to provide 

socially acceptable responses and as a result, individuals may deny or 

under-report socially undesirable actions while admitting and/or over-

reporting behaviours that they consider to be socially desirable 

(Chung and Monroe, 2003). Therefore, in the current study, I realised 

that interviewing my own students about their vocabulary knowledge 

could potentially make the students feel that their knowledge was be-

ing ‘assessed’ which could lead to apprehension and perhaps exag-

gerated positive responses about the students’ learning experiences. 

Therefore, to mitigate against this potential bias in the responses, I 

decided not to investigate my own classes even in the face of the 

challenges that I faced with getting access to participants for the 

study (see Section 3.3.3). Therefore, all of the groups selected for 

the study were not my classes. They were students in my institution 

but they were taught by other colleagues within the department. This 
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was a decision taken to reduce the impact of the social desirability 

factor in the current study.  

 

In addition, the study recognises that power relations may influence 

the quality of data obtained (De Laine, 2000; Seidman, 2015). Other 

than its influence on the quality of data, it can also carry ethical im-

plications. Therefore, as a researcher within my own institution, I had 

to be conscious of potential pitfalls that might distort research output 

particularly from interviews  

3.6. Generalisability 

The current study does not aim for scientific generalisability but 

instead, aims to generate insights that allow for understanding of the 

interplay between lexis and written language proficiency in the 

context of this particular study (Stake, 2000). This allows for 

naturalistic generalisability, a process whereby readers gain insights 

by reflecting on the details and descriptions presented in a study and 

then identifying similarities that resonate with their own experiences 

(Stake, 2000). This makes it possible for readers to make their own 

judgements in terms of the extent to which findings presented in a 

particular study may be applicable or transferable to their own or 

other situations.  

Therefore, naturalistic generalisation involves readers making 

inferences based on insights derived from in-depth analysis. As 

readers consider the in-depth minutiae in a particular study, they 

begin to view similar circumstances in their lives from different 

perspectives and/or extend their knowledge and interpretations of 

certain experiences in their lives (Hellstrom, 2008; Lincoln and Guba, 
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1985; Melrose, 2009). This has the potential to instigate new ways of 

thinking and viewing existing knowledge and is therefore a valuable 

contribution to research.  

3.7 Chapter summary 

This chapter started by offering an overview of the relevance of 

philosophical underpinnings in research before linking these to the 

current study. The pragmatic stance, and related MMR approach 

adopted in this study, together with associated views were explored 

and their relevance to the current study outlined. An analysis of the 

research questions highlighted the need for both quantitative and 

qualitative data collection and analysis procedures and this justified 

the adoption of the MMR approach and related pragmatic 

philosophical stance in the current study.  

 

The chapter described how data in this study was collected through a 

battery of qualitative and quantitative tools including the VLT, the 

WAT task and the free writing activity as the sources from which 

quantitative data were derived while semi-structured 

interviews/stimulated reconstructions provided a source of qualitative 

data. This allowed the research to capture both emic and etic 

perspectives on lexical knowledge. The emic or insider approach was 

considered important for the current study because it made it 

possible to capture the rationale behind lexical choices made by the 

learners from the learners themselves as opposed to hypothesised 

explanations. Since the idea is to capture not only group averages in 

relation to the learners’ lexical trajectories but also, the individual 

trajectories highlighting variability at an individual level, the MMR 
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design is at the core of the success of the study. To that extent, the 

chapter highlights that in line with the pragmatic philosophy 

underpinning the current study, none of the approaches (quantitative 

or qualitative) were privileged over the other but both were fully 

utilised to derive in-depth insights about learners’ lexical knowledge 

and its interplay with free writing skills.  
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4 

Chapter Four: 
The Pilot Study 
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4.0 Chapter introduction  

The term ‘pilot study’ can be used to refer to a feasibility study 

(where a researcher carries out a mini version of a full-scale study) or 

the testing of a particular research instrument before the actual study 

is carried out (van Teijlingen and Hundley, 2002). The choice 

regarding the focus of a pilot is likely to be guided by both the 

researcher’s aims for carrying out the pilot study and the practicality 

of actually completing the requisite study including time and 

resources. However, the literature concurs that pilot studies are an 

integral part of good study design (Jacobson, and Wood, 2006; Nunes 

et al., 2010). This is because pilot studies have the potential to 

provide valuable insights about the intended project. This means that 

pilot studies can contribute significantly towards the overall rigour 

and consequent success of a project. For example, they can help 

identify whether a particular study is feasible at all, based on actual 

empirical work rather than conjecture. Piloting therefore offers the 

researcher an opportunity to revise and refine a study design or 

aspects of it based on illuminations obtained henceforth.  

 

van Teijlingen and Hundley (1998) identify a number of reasons for 

the value of pilot studies. The authors suggest that pilot studies can 

be useful for the development of testing instruments, for example, 

testing research instruments in terms of the extent to which they are 

likely to generate intended output or even assessing the feasibility of 

a full-scale study before it is undertaken. Further to this, pilot studies 

can be used for trialling and assessing the proposed data analysis 

techniques to find any potential problems; developing and/or refining 

research questions and a realistic research plan as well as training a 
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researcher on key elements of the research process as much as 

possible (Kezar, 2000; Prescott and Soeken, 1989). Therefore, pilot 

studies play a major role in preventing or reducing chances of poor 

study-design. In the context of the current study, the rationale behind 

conducting a pilot was to increase the likelihood of successful 

implementation of the main study. Considering that participants were 

all enrolled on a summer programme, it was absolutely crucial to 

ensure that the study was feasible within the time constraints 

imposed by the programme. In addition to checking feasibility, 

another key aim of the pilot study was to identify possible 

opportunities for improving the study design as well as any other 

possible pitfalls throughout the different research stages. Section 4.4 

provides a summary of the adaptations that were implemented based 

on insights obtained from the pilot study.  

 

Considering that there were four different assessments to be 

completed within a group setting (the VLT, the WAT, the free writing 

activity) as well as interviews to be completed on a one-to-one basis, 

the pilot was an important part of the study as it helped me to set 

realistic goals regarding the amount of work that could be done 

within any given timeframe. As an example, I wanted to determine 

whether the time that I had been allowed for the study was sufficient 

for me to carry out all the assessments planned.  

 

Due to time constraints related to pilot study participants being on a 

short intensive English Language course, it was not possible to pilot 

all the assessments. However, taking inspiration from Baker's (1994) 

observation that a pilot study can involve pre-testing a specific 
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research instrument or strategy, it was envisaged that even though 

the practicalities of the current study were such that it could not be 

trialled in its entirety, there was still a lot of value to be obtained from 

piloting specific parts of the project. On that basis, specific elements 

of the study were identified and targeted for piloting. Section 4.1 

details the areas that were selected and explains the rationale behind 

the choices made.  

4.1 The areas selected for Piloting the Study and Rationale 

4.1.1 The Free Writing Activity  

The Literature Review chapter identified multiple-trait and holistic 

scales as the main types of scales for the evaluation of free writing. 

While such scales are helpful towards achieving objectivity, rigour and 

consistency in the marking and scoring of free language output, 

accuracy in the evaluation and scoring of free writing remains one of 

the more serious challenges in the design of tests, including national 

tests (East, 2009; Hawkey and Barker, 2004; Huang, 2008). 

According to the rater-type hypothesis, one of the challenges within 

the assessment of free writing is that assessors of writing, whether 

highly experienced or not, do not always agree on the aspects of 

writing that they focus on the most when they assess writing (Eckes, 

2008). This suggests that individual differences among raters are a 

force to contend with even though there are well-developed scales 

and most raters do in fact receive training prior to carrying out 

ratings. Such differences suggest an element of subjectivity in the 

evaluation and scoring of free writing assessments.  
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With this in mind, it was envisaged that piloting the writing activity 

would improve the validity of my study. Therefore, a free writing ac-

tivity was administered to ten students. All ten completed an argu-

mentative essay based on a topic selected from the options provided 

by the researcher. The essays were marked using Lumley’s (2002) 

analytical scale. A score was allocated for each of the four criteria set 

out in Lumley’s scale i.e. Task Fulfilment and Appropriacy (TFA); 

Conventions of Presentation (CoP); Cohesion and Organisation (C and 

O) as well as Grammatical Control (GC). Each criterion carried five 

marks with 0 representing absolute lack of fulfilment of specific crite-

ria and 5 representing full marks on fulfilment of that criterion. 

The scores were recorded separately from the answer sheets in order 

to get an independent score from a second marker. After I marked all 

the essays, the second marker was asked to randomly double mark 

and score three out of the ten essays that were collected from the 

pilot. For the three essays that were randomly selected for double-

marking, the difference in allocated scores was 4, 4 and 6 marks 

respectively. I therefore sought a third marker for the essay where 

the margin was 6 in order to harmonise the marks allocated. For the 

first two essays where the difference was four marks, an average 

score based on the two scores allocated by the two markers was 

allocated. Since the difference between the first two markers was 

over the five-mark limit for one of the essays which was double-

marked, I sought feedback from the two tutors involved in terms of 

how the marking and scoring procedure could possibly be improved. 

The feedback from both tutors was that they felt the scale did not 
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have an intuitive feel to it, and that they consequently had to keep 

referring to the scale in a way that they found to be unhelpful.  

 

On the basis of the feedback and all the input from the three tutors 

involved in marking, Lumley’s scale was adapted in terms of its scor-

ing rubrics so that instead of rating each category on a scale of 0 to 

5, each category was allocated a weighting of 25 marks in order to 

obtain a total of 100%. This adapted version was then piloted on a 

further 5 essays which were obtained from one of the tutors’ archives 

of essays from previous Entry 3 students. The essays were again 

double-marked. Unfortunately, there were no improvements in inter-

rater reliability scores at 10, 7, 7, 8 and 6 marks difference for each 

of the double-marked essays. On the basis of the inter-reliability 

challenges faced, I decided that the in-house scale would be a more 

pragmatic choice as all the tutors involved had experience of using 

the scale. In addition, the policy at the college where all three tutors 

work is that all ESL tutors go through the standardization process for 

marking argumentative essays at least once a year. Considering that 

all tutors involved had at least three years of experience working as 

ESL tutors in the college, and were all qualified ESL tutors, using the 

in-house scale seemed to offer the best option. This factor, in addi-

tion to the advantages of content validity of the in-house assessment 

scale became a key consideration for the adoption of the in-house 

scale in the main study. 

 

Hale (1992) observes that time limits during assessments can be a 

major source of anxiety to test takers who may be worried about not 

being able to complete the task effectively within the time limits. This 
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view is supported by Powers and Fowles (1997, p.2) who argue that 

‘some individuals, or sub-groups, may be disadvantaged because of 

their characteristic test-taking styles (e.g., slow and deliberate) or 

their particular cultural values (e.g., a low premium on quickness or a 

high priority on reflectivity’. This suggests that learners who may be 

able to attain high performance scores when allowed sufficient time 

may obtain low scores when working under pressure within strict time 

limits.  

For purposes of the current study, the focus was on the vocabulary 

knowledge that the students possessed – in other words what the 

students knew -rather than how quickly they could produce the vo-

cabulary. Therefore, no time limits were imposed per se. Instead, an 

indicative timeframe of 45 minutes was considered to be a reasonable 

starting point. It was important to set an indicative timeframe so that 

this could be shared with relevant authorities for purposes of logistics 

with regards to identification of suitable timeslots that could be uti-

lised within the learners’ timetables. Through the pilot study, it was 

possible to test the appropriacy of this timeframe and appropriate ad-

justments were made as reported in Section 4.4.  

 

4.1.2 The Word Association Test (WAT)  

Section 2.3.2 not only highlighted WAT as one of the most commonly 

used tests for assessing depth of vocabulary knowledge, but also 

identified some of the challenges associated with the test. One of 

these is the scoring of the test, particularly the productive version. 

This was not anticipated to be a problem in the current study as the 

selective rather than the productive version was used.  
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The selective WAT was deemed the most appropriate for this study as 

it is well aligned to the receptive VLT used to get an indication of 

learners’ vocabulary size. However, the challenge likely to be 

presented by a selective test such as WAT is the likelihood of 

guessing. This is because the answers are already provided so 

guessing and getting the answers right is a possibility. With these 

potential issues in mind, I decided to pilot the WAT test to see what 

potential challenges could emanate from my specific research context 

and how these could be curtailed. 

4.2 Participants for the study 

As with the participant group for the main study and those from the 

corpus, participants for the pilot study came from a wide range of 

nationalities. Their ages ranged from 18-34 years. They had been in 

the UK for a relatively short period of time ranging between three and 

eleven months. Their English learning background was variable but 

they were all assessed through the institution’s in-house initial testing 

system which is used for placing students on courses (see Section 

3.3.2.1). Based on this assessment, the students were deemed to be 

working at Entry Level 3. This is the same level as the student group 

selected for the main study.  
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Table 4.1: Profiles of participants for the pilot study 

 

 

4.3 Insights from the pilot study 

4.3.1 Pilot data analysis and findings from the  LFP 

The LFP is an online tool developed by Laufer and Nation (1995). It 

uses frequency lists to compute profiles of the learners’ vocabulary 

knowledge. This is achieved by breaking down vocabulary in a text to 

show the percentage of K1, K2, and AWL words. The analysis also 

identifies the percentage of words that do not belong to any of the 

three identified categories and classifies these as ‘Offlist’. The analysis 

of text using LFP involves a straight forward process of either typing 

up or uploading relevant text into the programme. The analysis 

results in an automatically produced lexical profile of lexical use in a 

text.  
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Since the LFP utilises free writing text to generate lexical profiles, I 

considered that once free writing samples were collected, it would be 

beneficial to pilot the LFP in order to familiarise myself with the tool in 

preparation for the main study. In addition, since the analysis of text 

using the LFP requires manual preparation of data (checking spellings 

and discarding unidentifiable words) before the text can be subjected 

to the automated analysis process, the pilot was considered to be an 

ideal opportunity for trialling this process before attempting it on the 

main study. To this end, the LFP program was utilised to derive lexical 

profiles for the ten students who took part in the pilot study. 

4.3.2 Insights from data analysis 

This section provides details of the overall insights that were obtained 

from the Pilot Study: 

Lexical categorisation of text: As highlighted in Section 4.3.1, the LFP 

categorises lexis in a text into K1, K2, AWL and Offlist words. The 

inclusion of AWL lexis as a distinct category was a major 

consideration in the choice of LFP as a tool for analysis lexical use 

since compositions for the main study were derived from students 

working within an academic context. However, an observation that 

was made from the LFPs that were obtained from the compositions of 

the 10 students who took part in the pilot was that each of the 

profiles had contained a considerable amount of words which were 

classified as Offlist. This made the researcher hypothesise that the 

limited frequency levels that are represented within this tool (four 

frequency levels) could be a contributing factor to the number of 

words classified as Offlist. For this reason, on the main study, the LFP 

tool was replaced by the VocabProfile tool which offers a more 
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comprehensive categorisation of lexical use from K1 up to K25 

frequency levels, hence enhancing chances of words being classified 

into specific frequency bands than the Offlist category.  This was 

considered an appropriate move because while the participants in the 

main study are based in academic institutions, the focus of the 

research question is on the investigation of lexical use across 

different categories rather than within the AWL category per se.  

More realistic expectations in terms of time commitment: Marking 

and annotating learners’ work proved to be much more time-

consuming than was initially envisaged. Secondly, learners 

enthusiastically took up the opportunity for one-to-one feedback as 

they considered it an additional learning opportunity. This meant that 

the time required for completing the data collection stage had to be 

extended significantly beyond the initially planned timeline to 

accommodate the time required for feedback.  

The complexities involved in making sense of lexical errors from an 

etic position: Analysing and making sense of errors proved to be 

more complicated than initially expected. This implies that it is not 

enough to understand lexical issues from the researcher’s perspective 

only. An emic perspective as offered by the learners themselves is 

likely to be illuminating. This confirmed the value of the semi-

structured interviews / stimulated reconstructions which were carried 

out in the main study.  

Time limits for the writing activity: During the pilot study, no time 

limit was imposed and so learners insisted on re-drafting. Muncie 

(2002) carried out a study to find out whether lexical use would 

improve across drafts produced by second language University level 
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students. The study revealed that lexical use became more 

sophisticated in later drafts. From this perspective, the idea of 

drafting and re-drafting raised questions about the implications of 

comparing first-attempts against redrafted productions. This could 

have an impact on the results obtained. On this basis, I decided that 

a consistent approach would be important so all the learners were 

encouraged to produce a plan and a draft of their work before they 

produced a final draft. This procedure is typical of the ESL 

assessment procedure that the students were required to follow 

during their formative and summative assessments. The plans and 

drafts were neither marked nor considered part of the assessment. 

However, in their English assessments on the course they were 

studying, the students were awarded marks for producing a plan and 

/ or a draft. Therefore, encouraging students to plan and/or draft 

their work was beneficial to the students as it gave them the 

opportunity to practice free writing under conditions that were a very 

close match with the context of their final assessments on the course. 

The last student to complete the writing assessment did so within 

about 55 minutes while the first student to finish did so within just 

over 30minutes. On this basis, the timeframe for the actual study was 

set at one hour. This was a guide that the researcher was prepared to 

work flexibly around and this was communicated to both the learners 

and their tutor to ensure that students did not feel under extensive 

time pressure.  

Controlling for essay length: While it is not possible to draw any 

conclusive insights based on the mini pilot study, the pilot study 

findings indicated that the three students who made the highest 
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number of lexical errors also produced more than 350 words each 

where the average number of words produced by the group was 200 

words. This suggests that the quality of these students’ work might 

have been compromised by quantity. It is possible that the students 

did not devote much time/effort to proofreading and careful thought 

about their vocabulary. In order to control for this potential effect, 

during the main study, learners were required to stick to the 

stipulated word limit of between 200 and 250 words.  

 

Judging from the requirements set for high stakes English Language 

proficiency examinations such as IELTS, the ability to control for the 

number of words seems to be part of being a skilled writer. It is also 

part of college and university level assessments where word limits are 

a key part of assessment criteria. Therefore, this was another 

opportunity for learners in the main study to practice a skill that they 

needed in their current programme of study and beyond in their 

academic careers.  

 

4.4 Adaptations of tests as a result of the pilot study 

The results of the pilot study highlighted that all the students who 

participated in the pilot had particular difficulty with words from the 

10,000-word frequency band. As such, during feedback sessions, the 

majority of students from the pilot study indicated that they did not 

attempt words from this frequency band at all. It was also evident 

that those who did attempt such words found them very difficult and 

obtained extremely low marks in this section compared to other 

areas.  
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In particular, the following insights pertaining to the 10,000-word 

frequency band were obtained during one-to-one feedback sessions: 

i. Three students reported that they did not know the words so 

they found it frustrating to try and work out answers for words 

that did not mean anything at all to them. 

ii. The majority of the students (seven in total) reported that they 

left the questions blank because they did not see the point in 

trying at all as they knew they would not get the answers 

correctly.  

iii. Two students said that they guessed because they had no idea 

of what the words meant. 

iv. One student said that she spent most of her time trying to work 

out the difficult questions. Then, in the end, she did not finish 

the test because she felt under pressure to finish when other 

students left.  

v. All the students reported negative feelings associated with not 

being able to answer some of the questions. These included 

anxiety and feelings of inadequacy as some learners felt that 

their performance in the test was an indication of their general 

language performance.  

vi. The LFP tool was replaced by the VocaProfile tool as discussed 

in Section 4.3.2 above.  

The main point that I derived from the feedback provided by students 

(i – v above) is that it is important to be cognisant of students’ abili-

ties and ensure that the assessments administered are not complete-

ly outside the students’ Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Devel-
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oped by Vygotsky (1896-1934), the ZPD refers to the range of skills 

that an individual can develop with guidance or support, in other 

words, it is an individual’s developmental potential (Ohta, 2005).  

 

In a language learning context, ‘the ZPD is the distance between the 

actual developmental level as determined by individual linguistic pro-

duction, and the level of potential development as determined 

through language produced collaboratively with a teacher or peer’ 

(Fani and Ghaemi, 2011, p.1553). Subjecting learners to a highly 

complex assessment which is well beyond their current level of po-

tential development would be unethical in the sense that it would ex-

pose learners to unnecessary levels of anxiety and deprive them of 

the potential pedagogic benefits associated with test-taking (Leung 

and Mohan, 2004). Therefore, for purposes of the main study, the 

words from the 10000-word level were excluded as they were 

deemed inappropriate for Entry 3 learners.  

4.5 Chapter summary 

This chapter presented details of the pilot study which was carried out 

to test the feasibility of undertaking the actual study. An overview of 

the relevance of piloting in research was presented first at a general 

level before a rationale specific to the current study was identified 

and presented. On the basis of literature highlighting the potential 

value of carrying out pilot studies, the expectation was that some 

useful insights would be obtained from the pilot study. Indeed, the 

pilot successfully helped refine the research design and helped with 

the identification of potential pitfalls that could compromise the 

validity of the study. The insights obtained also highlighted potential 

ethical dilemmas and were therefore used to guide further 
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development of the research plan and research instruments. Thus, 

piloting the study proved to be a vital part of the current study design 

and therefore enhanced the overall success and validity of the study.  

 

 

 

5 

Chapter Five: 
Findings and data analysis Part 1 
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5.0 Chapter Introduction  

This chapter presents the study findings from the quantitative and 

qualitative analyses of data collected and analysed in order to 

address the research questions. The chapter draws findings from data 

collected through the VLT, the WAT and the free writing activity. These 

are integrated with findings from the tracing of individual trajectories 

where learners’ performances are traced across all the three 

assessments, resulting in a triangulated approach. Throughout the 

chapter, the results from each part of the analysis are linked to the 

research question(s) that they are intended to address. This helps 

illustrate how specific research objectives and the overarching 

research aims are met.  

5.1 Findings from quantitative analysis 

5.1.2 Research Question 1: What is the relationship between 
learners’ vocabulary size (breadth) and the quality of 

their vocabulary knowledge (depth)? 
 

In order to address RQ 1, scores from the VLT were correlated with 

scores from the WAT as this was used as a measure of the learners’ 

depth of vocabulary knowledge. Descriptive statistics as shown in Ta-

ble 5.1 below were computed for all the three tests that the learners 

completed i.e. VLT, WAT and free writing. The descriptive statistics 

are reported before the correlation data in order to provide an over-

view of the learners’ performance across the three tests. 
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Table 5.1: Descriptive Statistics for ESL students 

 Mean Standard Deviation N 

VLTK2 85 15 18 

VLTK3 86 12 18 

VLTK5 72 24 18 

VLTAWL 59 23 18 

WAT 61 16 18 

Total VLT 54 11 18 

 

As can be seen from Table 5.1, the highest means were recorded with-

in the higher frequency bands (VLTK2 and VLK3) compared to the 

lower frequency bands (VLTK5 and VLTAWL). This highlights the 

higher scores, which ESL students obtained from higher frequency 

bands compared to lower frequency bands. However, the mean score 

of 72 for the VLTK5 category is somehow unexpected for a low profi-

ciency group such as the ESL group investigated in this study. Ac-

cording to Laufer and Nation (1995), in as far as VLT scoring is con-

cerned, mastery of a particular frequency band begins at 67% (based 

on a minimum score of 12 out of the 18 items tested per frequency 

band). Therefore, at first sight, a mean of 72 suggests that on aver-

age, the ESL learners investigated in this group have mastered the 

VLTK5 words. However, viewed alongside the standard deviation of 24 

(which is the highest recorded standard deviation across all catego-

ries) it is clear that there may have been outliers who obtained high 

scores within this category. Therefore, overall, the descriptive statis-

tics reflect the higher levels of lexical knowledge within the high fre-

quency categories compared to low frequency bands. Considering 

that this is a lower proficiency group, this result is to be expected.  
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In terms of the correlations obtained for the ESL group, as shown in 

Table 5.2 below, for individual VLT categories, the results did not re-

veal any statistically significant correlations between vocabulary size 

and depth. However, when VLT bands were integrated and computed 

against the WAT scores, a statistically significant relationship was ob-

tained at a confidence interval of 95% as shown in Table 5.2.  

Table 5.2: Spearman’s correlation coefficients for VLT and WAT scores for the ESL students 

 
WAT 

VLTK1 .39 

VLTK2 .28 

VLTK3 .38 

VLTK4 .40 

VLTK5 .40 

TotalVLT .49* 

 
VLTK2: the 2000-word level band; VLTK3= the 3000-word level band; VLTK5=the 5000-word 
level band; VLTAWL=the academic word level. TotalVLT=total VLT score. N=18 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2 tailed) 
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2 tailed) 

According to Cohen (1988), a correlation index under the value of 3 

(rho=.10-.29) is considered weak; an index below 5 (rho=.30-.49) is 

classified as a medium relation and an index of 5 and above (r=.50-

1.0) would be strong. Therefore, the correlation obtained between 

total VLT scores and the WAT scores in the current study reveals a 

medium relation. Possible interpretations of these results are 

proffered in the Discussion chapter.  
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5.1.3 Research Question 2: What is the relationship between 

learners’ vocabulary size and the quality of their 

written compositions 

In order to address Research Question 2, correlation analysis was 

carried out between VLT variables and written language ability scores. 

Findings from descriptive statistics computed as preliminary analyses 

are presented in Table 5.3 below: 

Table 5.3: Descriptive Statistics for Writing and VLT for the ESL Group 

 Mean Standard Deviation N 

WritingTotSc 48 7 18 

Total VLT 54 11 18 

 

As Table 5.3 shows, the descriptive statistics provide a useful 

overview of the learners’ written language skills as well as their 

vocabulary knowledge. As was highlighted in the Methodology chapter 

(Section 3.5.2) a 50% score and above) on the free writing test 

represents the starting point for what is considered to be an HLA 

score in this study. Therefore, a mean of 48% is lower than this cut 

off point. This supports the view taken in this study that the ESL 

learners are a lower proficiency group. For the VLT scores, a mean of 

54% also falls below the level of mastery of a particular frequency 

band as this is set at 67% (Laufer and Nation, 1999).  

Table 5.4 provides a summary of the results obtained from the 

Spearman correlation analysis. The total score that assessors 

awarded for the free writing activity comprised three components of 

written language ability, each of which was awarded an individual 

score (Task, Organisation and Language categories; see Appendix 1 

for further details). The total score was therefore an aggregate of 
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these individual scores. The correlation analysis followed the same 

format which was adopted by teachers in the marking of compositions 

i.e. computations were obtained for each sub-category first (task, 

organisation and language) as well as the total writing score against 

each of the lexical indices.  

Table 5.4: Spearman’s correlation coefficients between writing and VLT scores for ESL learners 

 
Task Organisation Language Writing 

VLTK1 
 
.30 

 
.43 

 
.32 

 
.48 

VLTK2 
 
.26 

 
.46 

 
.29 

 
.38 

VLK3 
 
.32 

 
.41 

 
.24 

 
.39 

VLTK4 
 
.33 

 
.20 

 
.11 

 
.20 

VLTK5 
 
.39 

 
.29 

 
.09 

 
.25 

TotalVLT 
 
.52* 

 
.39 

 
.18 

 
.51* 

 

VLTK2=Vocabulary Levels Test at the 2000-word level band; VLTK3=Vocabulary Levels Test at the 3000-
word level band; VLTK5=Vocabulary Levels Test at the 5000-word level band; VLTAWL= the academic 
word level of the Vocabulary Levels Test. VLTTotSc=total VLT score. N=18 
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2 tailed) 
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2 tailed) 
 

As can be seen from Table 5.4, statistically significant associations 

were found between the Task sub-category of the writing score and 

the total VLT score, as well as the total VLT score computed against 

the total writing score. This suggests that lexical development has an 

impact on the quality of students’ written language productions. An 

interpretation of these findings is provided in the Discussion chapter.  
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5.1.4 Research Question 3: What is the relationship between 

the quality of learners’ vocabulary knowledge (depth) 

and the quality of their written compositions? 

The expectation here was that higher scores on the vocabulary depth 

measure (WAT) would be associated with higher scores for overall 

written language proficiency. The finding was that out of the three 

variables constituting the total writing score (i.e. Task, Organisation 

and Language), the Task and Organisation scores reached statistical 

significance and explained 34% and 25% variance respectively. The 

Language score and the total writing score each computed against 

the WAT score did not reveal any associations, a result which was 

rather unexpected on the basis of the central role of lexical 

knowledge in the development of linguistic proficiency’ (see Section 

2.2.9). Table 5.5 summarises findings for the WAT vs. Writing 

correlation analysis. 

 
Table 5.5: Spearman’s correlation coefficients for free writing and WAT scores 

VLTK2=Vocabulary Levels Test at the 2000-word level band; VLTK3=Vocabulary Levels Test at the 

3000-word level band; VLTK5=Vocabulary Levels Test at the 5000-word level band; VLTAWL= the aca-

demic word level of the Vocabulary Levels Test. N=18 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2 tailed) 
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2 tailed) 
 

5.1.5 Research Question 4: Is there a relationship between 
the learners’ lexical profiles produced by VocabProfile, 

and the quality of their written compositions? 

In order to address Research Question 4, correlation analysis was 

carried out to investigate the relationship between learners’ scores on 
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the different frequency bands as produced by VocabProfile on the one 

hand and their written language proficiency scores on the other hand. 

Table 5.6 shows the results obtained from the Spearman correlation 

analysis for VocabProfile variables and writing scores.  

Table 5.6: Spearman’s correlation coefficients for ESL learners’ writing and VocabProfiles 

 
Task Organisation Language Writing 

VocabProfK2 
 

.55* 

 

.21 

 

.26 

 

.31 
VocabProfK2 = The first 2000 most common words category on the Vocabprofile tool. N=18 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2 tailed) **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2 
tailed) 
 

As can be seen from Table 5.6, students who demonstrated an ability 

to use the first 2,000 most frequent words also ranked highly in 

terms of their ability to fulfil expectations of the task (Task category) 

during the free writing activity. Therefore, the association between 

Task and VocabProfK2 explained 30% of the variability in learner 

profiles at the .05 significance level. Associations amongst all the 

other Vocabprofile variables computed against the overall writing 

score were remarkably low and did not reach statistical significance. 

In contrast, for the 40 ICLE students, correlation analyses revealed 

statistically significant between the Task, Language and total Writing 

scores on one hand, and the Offlist lexical category of the 

VocabProfile tool on the other hand. These results are summarised in 

Table 5.7 below.  

 

Table 5.7: Spearman’s correlation coefficients for ICLE learners’ writing and VocabProfiles  

  
Task 

 
Organisation 

 
Language 

 
Writing 

VocabProfOfflist 
 

.24 

 
.32* 

 
.53** 

 
.47** 

VocabProfOfflist = The Offlist category of the VocabProfile tool.  
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*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2 tailed) **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2 
tailed) 
N=40 
These findings are given further consideration in the discussion 

section where possible interpretations and theories that may help 

explain these results are explored.  

5.1.6 Research Question 5: Is there a difference between the 

VocabProfiles of learners working at a lower proficiency 

level (ESL learners) and those at a higher proficiency 

level (ICLE students)? 

Based on literature highlighting the importance of lexis in the 

development of linguistic skills (see for example Albretchtsen, et al., 

2008; Alderson, 2005) the expectation in terms of the relationship 

between VocabProfiles and learners’ proficiency was that there would 

be a significant difference between the profiles of the two groups. In 

other words, the expectation was that learners’ lexical profiles would 

reflect their linguistic abilities as demonstrated by their use of 

vocabulary in free language compositions. This would mean that 

learners operating at lower levels of proficiency would rely more on 

high frequency words (as reflected by their VocabProfiles) compared 

to counterpart learners operating at higher proficiency who should 

show evidence of better access to low frequency and Academic Word 

List words.  

As highlighted in the Methodology chapter, learners from the ESL 

group are generally operating at lower levels of language proficiency 

compared to ICLE students. Based on computations of VocabProfile 

scores for each group, comparisons between the two groups provide 

some empirical evidence which suggests that for the learners 

investigated in the current study, VocabProfiles can be a 
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distinguishing factor between/ among learners operating at different 

proficiency levels in terms of their written language output. Since it 

was hypothesised that higher proficiency learners will produce lexical 

profiles characterised by use of higher level vocabulary, the Mann 

Whitney test was used to compare the two groups in terms of their 

use of words from different frequency bands. To that effect, data from 

ESL students was analysed against data from the ICLE students, 

results Mann-Whitney U which are presented in Table 5.8 below. 

Table 5.8: Mann-Whitney U results for ICLE and ICLE students’ VocabProfiles 

 
VocabProfK1 VocabProfK2 VocabOfflist 

 
Mann-Whitney U 

 
193 

 

335 

 

161 

 
Wilcoxon W 

 
1013 

 
506 

 
332 

 
Z 

 
-2.81 

 
-.428 

 
-3.40 

Significance .005 
 
.669 

 
.001 

 

Significance (Bonferroni adjusted) = p ≤ 0.03 
 

Once the Mann Whitney analysis was completed, a rule of Bonferroni 

adjustment was applied in order to lower the significance level (p-

value), and thereby reduce the impact of Type 1 error (inflated signif-

icance) which is likely to be associated with multiple comparisons 

(Lowie and Seton, 2013). As Table 5.8 highlights, the results ob-

tained from the Mann Whitney analysis suggest statistically significant 

differences in the way that the two learner groups accessed and used 

vocabulary from the K1 and Offlist frequency bands as assessed 

through the VocabProfile tool. The results for the VocabProfK2 cate-

gory did not reach statistical significance.  
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5.2 Analysis of individual trajectories for the ESL students 

The insights obtained through the tracing of individual learners’ 

trajectories provide further empirical evidence to help answer the 

following research questions in terms of the interplay between lexis 

and written language proficiency at an individual rather than group 

level:  

1. RQ1 - What is the relationship between learners’ vocabulary 

size (breadth) and the quality of their vocabulary knowledge 

(depth)? 

2. RQ2 - What is the relationship between learners’ vocabulary 

size and the quality of their written compositions?  

3. RQ3 - What is the relationship between the quality of learners’ 
vocabulary knowledge (depth) and the quality of their written 

compositions?  

 

Therefore, the tracing of individual trajectories extends findings 

related to the first three research questions. Sections 5.1.2 and 5.1.3 

above highlighted some significant correlations, which were obtained 

between vocabulary size, vocabulary depth and aspects of written 

language ability. For RQ1, the main finding was that although there 

was no correlation found between vocabulary size and writing when 

lexical knowledge was broken down according to frequency bands as 

derived from the VLT, when total VLT scores were computed against 

written language skills, a statistically significant correlation of .49 was 

found. With regards to RQ2, the total VLT score was found to be 

significantly correlated to the total writing score as well as the Task 

category of the Writing sub-scale at .51 and .52 respectively. For 

RQ3, depth of vocabulary knowledge was found to be significantly 

correlated to the Task and Organisation subscales of the Writing 
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scale. All of these findings from the study provide insights at group 

level.  

Therefore, the tracing of each learner’s performance across all 

assessments is intended to add a new dimension to the findings in 

terms of the interplay between vocabulary knowledge and written 

language proficiency at an individual level. To that extent, findings 

from the qualitative analysis will complement statistical analysis 

and/or provide alternative insights into the relationship already 

revealed by statistical analyses. Therefore, the aim here was to 

triangulate these qualitative insights with quantitative insights 

obtained from the correlation analysis. Table 5.9 presents each 

learner’s profile captured through their scores across the three 

categories (vocabulary size, vocabulary depth, and written language 

skills). These are colour-coded to reflect performance levels within 

each skill (see section 3.5.2 of the Methodology chapter for the 

method adopted for categorising this data). 

Table 5.9 shows that each leaners’ performance was classified into 

the lower and higher attainment categories (see section 3.5.2 for a 

more detailed discussion of the methodology and rationale behind it). 

This allowed for the tracing of individual learner performance across 

the three assessments. From Table 5.9, it can be seen that the 

highest number of HLA scores was recorded within the VLTK2 

category (16 students) followed by the WAT category where 14 

students achieved an HLA score. These results support findings from 

correlation analysis where WAT and VLT produced a statistically 

significant result of medium strength (.49).  
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Table 5.9: Findings from the analysis of learners’ individual trajectories 

 

                                               
                                             Key  
 

Free Writing recorded the lowest number of HLA scores with only 6 

students achieving scores within the HLA band. Chapter 2 highlighted 

writing as a highly complex skill which requires the simultaneous 

orchestration of multiple skills including efficient retrieval of 

appropriate lexical knowledge (see Section 2.7.2). To that effect, the 

expectation would be for a trajectory where HLA VLT is associated 

with an HLA WAT score and ultimately, an HLA Writing score. This 

trajectory is evident in 5 out of the 18 students (S1, S2, S13, S14 

and S16). On the basis that S3, S4, S7, S8, S11, S12, S17 and S18 

 2K WAT Writing 

S1 18 80 55 

S2 15 68 50 

S3 18 70 49 

S4 17 59 46 

S5 18 40 45 

S6 16 38 56 

S7 17 55 46 

S8 17 82 46 

S9 9 73 41 

S10 10 33 39 

S11 15 63 43 

S12 14 50 43 

S13 14 61 55 

S14 17 76 53 

S15 17 43 41 

S16 18 91 70 

S17 12 65 49 

S18 15 57 46 

 

         Higher Level Attainment (LLA)   

         Lower Level Attainment (LLA) 
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achieved HLA VLT and HLA WAT, it can be inferred that these 7 

students’ profiles may also be developing along a similar trajectory as 

the first 5. Therefore, a total of 12 out of 18 students’ trajectories can 

be said to be potentially following a developmental trajectory where 

HLA VLT is associated with HLA WAT which in turn is associated with 

HLA Writing. However, S6 and S9 were exceptions to this trend. A 

further 3 students (S5, S10 and S15) could not be classified as either 

conforming or detracting from the expected trajectories. This is 

because S5 and S10 only obtained one HLA (within the VLT category) 

which means that the students’ developmental trajectories could 

potentially conform or diverge from the observed trends. Similarly, 

S15 achieved one HLA score (VLT), so it is not possible to predict this 

student’s trajectory based on their current performance. The profiles 

of S6 and S9 are also noteworthy because S6 is the only student who 

obtained an HLA for writing after obtaining an LLA for WAT, while S9 

is the only student who obtained an HLA for WAT after obtaining an 

LLA for VLT. Therefore, the primary finding from the tracing of the 

individual profiles of the ESL students presented in Table 5.9 is that 

the majority of the learners’ trajectories (67%) followed a 

developmental trajectory whereby high VLT scores were associated 

with high WAT scores, which in turn were associated with high written 

language proficiency scores. The findings support the statistically 

significant correlations that were found between VLT, WAT and written 

language proficiency. However, there were also exceptions where 

students’ profiles diverged from the typical trajectories. Such 

trajectories could not be gleaned from statistical analysis alone as 

statistical analyses generate insights based on averages and 
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therefore do not offer insights into profiles of individual learners as 

was offered by the analysis of individual trajectories.  

Since the analysis of individual trajectories highlights the nuances of 

learners’ profiles that could be concealed by an approach that focuses 

exclusively on group-aggregated data, the trajectories are an im-

portant part of the study design. They provide qualitative insights to 

the quantitative insights generated through the SPSS analysis proce-

dures. I therefore link the main observations from the learners’ tra-

jectories to each of the first three research questions as a way com-

prehensively generating corroborative qualitative findings to the in-

vestigation of the interplay between vocabulary knowledge and writ-

ten language proficiency which is at the core of the current study.  

5.2.1 Corroborating qualitative findings from the tracing of 

individual trajectories with quantitative findings 

Recall that a significant correlation was found between the total VLT 

and the WAT scores for the ESL learners investigated in the current 

study. Similarly, for Research Question 2 which sought to investigate 

the relationship between vocabulary size and written language ability, 

statistically significant associations were found not only between the 

Task sub-category of the writing assessment scale and the total VLT 

score but also, between the total writing score and the total VLT 

score. As was reported in Section 5.2, when individual trajectories 

were traced for each learner, a total of 12 out of 18 (67%) students’ 

trajectories were considered to have followed a developmental trajec-

tory which suggested that HLA VLT scores were associated with HLA 

WAT scores, which in turn were associated with HLA writing scores. 

This suggests that for the majority of the students, a high vocabulary 
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size was largely associated with better-developed depth of vocabulary 

knowledge compared to their peers, and was also related to higher 

written language proficiency. 

However, in light of the cases of S6 and S9 who diverged from this 

trend, an important finding which comes out is that of variability. 

Since the sample size for the current study was small, the qualitative 

results are particulary important as they provide opportunities, as 

illustrated above, to generate additional insights that could have been 

averaged out by an analysis exclusive to the group level. These 

findings are not surprising because as the Literature Review chapter 

highlighted, language learning is a complex system and so its 

development is likely to show dynamic variation rather than 

straighfoward linearity. This view of L2 development as a complex 

system is further explored in the Discussion chapter where findings 

from the study are given theoretical interpretations.  

  

5.3 Chapter summary 

A number of findings emanated from the quantitative analysis of data 

which utilised learners’ profiles derived from the three written 

assessments completed for this study. The tracing of individual 

trajectories provided qualitative evidence which revealed additional 

insights to those obtained from statistical analyses. The findings from 

this chapter are further utilised in Chapter 6 to provide a starting 

point for further, in-depth, qualitative analysis of learners’ lexical 

knowledge and how this relates to the skill of writing. This allows for 

further triangulation of insights from quantitative and qualitative 

analysis which ultimately enhances the validity of the study. This is an 
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important consideration in the context of the MMR approach adopted 

in the study.  
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Chapter Six: 
Findings and data analysis Part 2 
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6.0 Chapter introduction 

The previous chapter analysed qualitative data (obtained from the 

tracing of individual learner profiles) alongside quantitative analysis 

(SPSS procedures) for the ESL students in the study. The chapter 

utilised the MMR approach adopted in this study in order to provide 

deeper insights as was argued in the Methodology chapter. The MMR 

approach adopted in this study continues to be visible in this chapter 

where qualitative data is used to provide further insights on the 

research questions which were posed in the study relating to the 

interplay between vocabulary size and depth, vocabulary size and 

free writing skills as well as vocabulary depth and free writing skills. 

The quantitative analysis highlighted the correlations that were found 

between these variables, results of which were corroborated with 

findings from the tracing of individual trajectories.  

6.1 Analysis of data from stimulated reconstructions and 

semi-structured interviews 

In this section, the analysis moves forward to data obtained from 

stimulated reconstructions / semi-structured interviews which were 

based on incorrect lexical choices made by ESL students on the WAT. 

To that effect, the stimulated reconstructions / semi-structured 

interviews provide data which is based on the learners’ own 

perspectives about their vocabulary knowledge. Throughout the 

chapter, links will be made between findings from the stimulated 

reconstructions and the way in which they extend insights on the 

research questions posed at the beginning of the study. The 

stimulated reconstructions help to answer the research questions 

raised in the study by providing learner perspectives on the interplay 
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between vocabulary size and depth, vocabulary size and writing as 

well as vocabulary depth and writing. 

6.1.1 The relationship between vocabulary knowledge and 

writing 

As shown in Appendix 4, the first question that was posed to 

interviewees sought to find out which of the three tests (VLT, WAT 

and Writing) presented the least challenges and which presented the 

most challenges to the participants. The expectation here was that 

higher achieving learners such as Student 16 who outperformed 

peers across all three tests would find the writing task more 

manageable on the basis of both the significant correlations found 

between lexical variables (VLT and WAT) on the one hand, and free 

writing on the other hand. Thus, if higher performing students such 

as Student 16 had reported that they had found writing easy, then 

this would have suggested that perhaps the learner’s strong VLT and 

WAT scores might have been contributing factors to the ease of the 

task. This would support both the correlational findings where 

significant findings were obtained between lexical variables and 

writing. This would also shed further light on the lexical trajectories 

discussed in Section 5.2 above where writing seemed to be preceded 

by high VLT and WAT scores. However, this was not the case, i.e. high 

scores in written tests did not necessarily predict particular response 

in terms of which of the tests the students found difficult or easy.  

 

All interviewees unequivocally highlighted free writing as the test that 

they found to be the most challenging while VLT was reported to be 
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the test that posed the least challenges across the board regardless 

of students’ performances on the three tests.  

6.1.2 Learners’ perspectives on size vs. depth of vocabulary 

knowledge 

 

In this part of the interview, the questions posed to the students were 

intended to probe into their views on the concept of size and depth of 

vocabulary knowledge. The overarching aim was to tease out whether 

the students felt one had greater utility than the other for their 

language development (reading, writing, speaking and listening) and 

their reasons for any views held. Students were prepared for this part 

of the interview to ensure that they understood the concepts of size 

and depth as applied to vocabulary knowledge.  

The distinction between vocabulary size and depth could not be 

assumed as prior knowledge for the ESL students as they were a low 

proficiency group so this was explained to the learners. In addition, 

during interviews, the discussion of size and depth always ended with 

a direct question from the interviewer asking the interviewees which 

of the two (size or depth) they considered more important. This was 

important because it gave the interviewees another opportunity to 

clarify what size and depth mean, thus helping to maintain construct 

validity. Asking for direct confirmation from participants as a way of a 

conclusion to the discussion about size and depth was also an 

important way of ensuring that the learners provided their own 

interpretations of the narratives that they provided. As a result, the 

decision as to whether each participant considered size or depth to be 

more important was firmly grounded on the data provided by the 

participants themselves.  
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The interviews revealed that for the majority of study participants, 

vocabulary size was considered to be more important than depth. 

Only two learners argued the case for developing word knowledge 

further than the form-meaning link, with one of these learners 

(Interviewee Seven) suggesting that size and depth are equally 

important. The Interviewee highlights her frustration with 

inappropriate use of words in written discourse when she says: 

“I do not like it when my teacher she find wrong words all the 

time … I think now I know this word and my teacher she says 
it’s the wrong word…it’s hard. That’s why I think now I want to 

study more informations about my words, in dictionary, from 
teacher, my friends, everywhere about some important words 
“  

The commentary above suggests that the learner wants to develop 

the quality of lexical knowledge to avoid penalties associated with 

inappropriate use of words in writing. The learner highlights an 

interest in learning more about the words already known, and 

identifies use of independent resources (dictionary), the teaching 

staff and friends as possible sources of help in terms of lexical 

development. This suggests a that the learner is keen to develop 

depth of knowledge. However, it is also possible that the learner may 

have been affected by the social desirability bias (see Section 3.5.4.). 

Indeed, it is possible that this bias may have affected any of the 

other learners who participated in the study. As such, participants 

were also asked to indicate the type of activities that they actually 

engaged in as part of their language development and responses 

provided some verification data. These findings are presented in 

Section 6.1.5.  
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Interviewee Three is the other student who identified the importance 

of depth of knowledge and for this learner, ‘quality is better than just 

many words in my notebook’. The interviewee highlights that ‘even 

notebook is not useful for exam because how I can use the word in a 

sentence?’ The learner therefore argues that to avoid challenges with 

word usage in the exam, learning more about words should be a 

priority, hence the interviewee’s assertion that ‘learning how to use 

the words really is big priority for me’.  

For the remaining six interviewees who confirmed that size is more 

important to them than depth, the overarching finding was that the 

form-meaning link was identified as the most important part of 

learning vocabulary. Once the basic form-meaning link was 

established, the learners considered a word ‘learned’ and did not 

appreciate the value of further work on such lexical items. This view 

was noted by all except one interviewee (Interviewee Two). To this 

end, Interviewee One argued that 'you must do the meaning of word 

and put in vocabulary book all of the new words…because if you don’t 

know the words, then it’s useless’. Similarly, Interviewee Four argued 

that ‘If I know meaning of that word I use it in writing and it will 

make my writing good’.  

For Interviewee Four therefore, knowing the meaning of a word 

guarantees an ability to use it in writing which in turn results in 

written language ability. For Interview Five, any further activities 

related to a word whose form-meaning link has already been 

established is a waste of time: 

My dream just to learn many word not wasting any time to do 

the thing I know already. If I know already that word, what it 
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mean, that is very good…Why I can practise again the same 
simple word because I must learn more word for my writing so 

every week I have new word to learn. 

Similar sentiments are echoed by Interviewee Six who argues that: 

I try to learn what means the new words. I write it in my book 
of new word. I get many word like this now so I have no time 

to do more because already I know this meaning 

Interviewee Eight suggests that as a non-native speaker, it is perhaps 

not necessary to go beyond the form-meaning link as revealed by the 

following narrative: 

English not my first language so may be no need to learn all 
meaning about the words because if I know many words I will 

not be in difficult position. 

Interviewee Two seemed to be content with limiting learning to the 

classroom environment and did not seem to have much of a rationale 

behind the learning activities that he engaged in:  

For me it don’t matter, I learn many word at school because 

just I need to do all of my works. 

Therefore, overall, there were more students who considered size to 

be more important than depth and the form-meaning link came out 

as being synonymous to vocabulary learning. The implications of 

these findings are given further consideration in the Discussion 

chapter.  

6.1.3 Learners’ perspectives on the role of lexical knowledge 

in the development of the skills of reading, writing, 

speaking and listening 
 

When asked about their views on how important they consider 

vocabulary knowledge to be for the development of the four skills of 
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reading, writing, speaking and listening, narratives from the students 

in the current study suggest that the learners generally felt that 

vocabulary knowledge is key to all aspects of linguistic development. 

A selection of narratives to this effect is presented in Table 6.1 below: 

Table 6.1: Vocabulary knowledge and the skills of reading, writing, speaking and listening 

 
 

Int1 – Int8 = Interviewee One – Interview Eight 
 

The positive beliefs about the role of vocabulary knowledge in the 

development of key linguistic skills are particularly embodied in the 

emboldened text. Such beliefs have practical implications in ESL 

learning contexts as they are likely to contribute towards developing 

and sustaining motivation levels during the process of vocabulary 

learning.  
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6.1.4 Learners’ perspectives on the role of low frequency vs. 

high frequency words in writing 

Based on the literature review which suggests that high frequency 

words are likely to be easier to learn than less frequent, more 

sophisticated vocabulary (see Section 2.5), learners’ views on the use 

of high frequency compared to low frequency words were also 

sought. This part of the interview focused on the type of vocabulary 

that learners thought was important for them to learn so that they 

could attain requisite scores on their assessments, particularly the 

writing assessment which is central to the aims of the current 

research. The researcher therefore sought to find out interviewees’ 

views about the types of words (short, easy words that most people 

are likely to know compared to more difficult words that most people 

are not likely to know).  

 

The main point raised by Interviewee One in this regard was that ‘you 

cannot just use small word in writing and you think maybe you will 

get good luck’. In as far as this learner is concerned then, a major 

contributing factor in passing writing examination (which was the 

focus of this particular interview question), is the learners’ ability to 

use sophisticated vocabulary. As such, the learner argues that: 

 

 If you just use small word all of your writing, that will 

fail the writing examination because everybody see this 
word all the time in book, TV or somethings like that, so 

nothing is special with that kind of writing 
 

In general, high frequency words would fall into the kinds of words 

that Interviewee One perceives as ‘not special’ because of their 
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frequency of occurrence. The implications of such perspectives are 

considered in the Discussion chapter in light of the results obtained 

from both VocabProfile and assessment scores for learners’ written 

compositions.  
 

 
Similarly, Interviewee Two feels that what makes writing difficult is in 

fact the need to use sophisticated words. The learner expresses 

confidence in his vocabulary size but feels that the types of words 

that he knows are limited to ‘easy’ words. He therefore comments 

that: 

 

 I know many many words, but I think they just not 

really good words…. so I fail writing but always by few 
marks….it frustrate me a lot because obvious to me that 

my English still no good.  
 

To this learner, failing writing is attributed to the use of ‘small’ words.  

 

For Interviewee Four, the ‘number one reason I want to learn on this 

course is to learn many different words, many of big words to use 

then I will pass writing test’. Interviewee Four expresses feelings of 

frustration related to the realisation that he quite often has good 

ideas which he cannot express effectively, hence his argument that ‘I 

know all the idea but I can’t find the right word or the good word’. 

The learner ascribes the lack of desired vocabulary knowledge to poor 

memory as he says that ‘In the end I just write easy word because I 

cannot remember this word I want; I have bad memory’.  

Interviewee Seven’s attitude towards low frequency vocabulary 

comes out through the student’s reliance on the thesaurus for 
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identifying low frequency vocabulary to use during written language 

assessments: 

 

I write down the word…then I will look at my phone to 
see what is another word it mean this word, then I will 

choose best words; not the easy word everybody will 
know.  

 

Interview Eight highlights disagreement with the ESL teacher’s advice 

that sophisticated vocabulary does not necessarily guarantee good 

writing. This is evident from the interviewee’s narration which states 

that: 

 

My teacher he say all the time it’s not long word that 
make do writing good, but I don’t agree to him on this 

thing’.  
 

As the selected extracts highlight, it is evident that the dominant 

perspective among students interviewed in this study was that 

knowledge of less frequent vocabulary is an important feature of 

linguistic development including the development of written language 

skills. These findings and their implications are considered in the 

Discussion chapter. 
 

6.1.5 Learners’ involvement in language development 

activities outside class 

Learners’ involvement in language development activities outside 

class was considered an important part of the current investigation. 

Data from this part of the interview provided an opportunity to verify 

self-reported data about beliefs on the importance of size and depth 

dimensions of vocabulary knowledge. The findings here were that out 

of the eight participants, six students confirmed that they view inde-
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pendent learning activities as a key part of their language develop-

ment. Examples of activities that learners said they find useful and 

therefore engage in included reading English books with children’ (In-

terviewee One); doing grammar exercises then using answers at the 

back of the book for self-assessment and reading English books (In-

terviewee Three) doing vocabulary activities then using answers at 

the back of the book for self-assessment (Interviewee Four); doing 

internet based research on areas of interest (Interviewee Five); tak-

ing part in Language study groups organised by local libraries (Inter-

viewee Seven); and reading magazines in areas of interest, watching 

English channels on television and holding conversations with family 

and neighbours (Interviewee Eight). 

Table 6.2 provides a synthesised view of the learners’ profiles based 

on their perspectives on vocabulary size and depth issues; the role of 

vocabulary knowledge on the development of writing, reading, speak-

ing and listening skills, their perspectives on low frequency vocabu-

lary as well as their perspectives on independent learning as part of 

their learning. A tick (√) under the heading ‘Size’ means that evi-

dence from semi-structured interviews suggests that the learner is 

aware of the importance of vocabulary size in the development of lin-

guistic skills. A tick (√) under the ‘Depth’ column means evidence 

from semi-structured interviews suggests that the learner is aware of 

the importance of vocabulary size in the development of linguistic 

skills. Similarly, a tick (√) under ‘Rare vocabulary’ means evidence 

from semi-structured interviews suggests that the learner believes 

that rare/sophisticated vocabulary is key to the development of lin-

guistic skills and finally, a tick (√) under ‘Independent work’ means 
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evidence from interviews suggests that the learner engages in inde-

pendent work outside class to improve reading, writing, speaking 

and/or listening skills.  
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Table 6.2: Synthesis of quantitative and qualitative results relating to ESL learners 
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The synthesised data presented in Table 6.2 reveals two main notable 

findings. Firstly, it provides further evidence to suggest that even 

though all ESL students interviewed in this study are evidently aware 

of the role of lexical knowledge in their linguistic development, the 

majority of interviewees believe that development of their vocabulary 

size is a more important goal for them compared to the development 

of depth of vocabulary knowledge. To this end, 75% of the learners 

said that size is more important to them than depth (6 out of the 8 

interviewed) while narratives from the remaining 25% (two students 

only) identify the importance of depth. Secondly, having identified in 

the current part of the study that only two students highlighted depth 

of vocabulary knowledge as an important part of their overall 

linguistic trajectories, it became imperative to further probe into the 

two learners’ profiles in order to establish whether there were any 

peculiar features of their profiles which could be linked to this finding. 

The finding in this regard was that one of the two learners 

(Interviewee Eight) obtained the highest-ranking scores across all the 

three assessments administered to the students. The other learner 

(Interviewee Three) scored the second highest ranking score for 

Writing, a relatively high ranking score for VLT but one of the lowest 

ranking scores for WAT.  

In addition, while it was not the aim of this thesis to investigate tutor 

vs. learner beliefs on vocabulary knowledge issues, as captured in 

the excerpt from Interviewee Five, it is evident that the tutor had 

sensitised learners to the importance of not just the accumulation of 

new words but also, the value of developing depth of this knowledge. 

However, based on this learner’s narrative, some learners did not 

necessarily agree with the tutor’s views and therefore found it 
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difficult to appreciate the value of depth of knowledge, hence the 

comment from Interviewee Five that: 

My teacher he thinks good thing to practise the old words 

also but I know I don’t learn enough vocabularies yet so 
I must learn new words all the time. Me, my friends, all 

of us do this same thing to learn many many words. We 

want to learn more vocabularies.  

The same was found to be applicable to issues around the use of low 

frequency vocabulary where evidence was found to suggest that the 

tutor encouraged students to learn and use words appropriately 

rather than excessively focusing on using less frequent words, 

highlighting the potential impact of inappropriate use of lexical items. 

In this regard, Interviewee Eight highlights that the tutor does not 

always encourage the use of big words: 

 ... but my teacher he will not agree, just one time or two time. 

A similar sentiment is expressed by Interviewee Eight in the following 

narrative:  

I remember that my teacher he say all the time it’s not 

the long word that make do writing good, but I don’t 
agree to him on this thing because good word is what all 

of the people here want to make their writings good. 

 

Clearly then, there is evidence of some strong beliefs held by learners 

which may have implications on their vocabulary learning. 
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6.2 Findings from the exploration of incorrect lexical choices 

made on the WAT  

Other insights on the size and depth dimension obtained from 

interview data and presented in Sections 6.1.1 to 6.1.5, the study 

sought to understand the quality of knowledge possessed by each 

learner on the basis of the rationale provided for incorrect lexical 

choices that they made. This gave insights about individual 

differences in terms of how the quality of word knowledge (depth) 

differed from learner to learner and whether this had an impact on 

written language skills amongst learners compared to their 

performance across the three tests (VLT, WAT and free writing).   As 

the account in this section will show, a key finding from the analysis 

of the learners’ commentaries during the stimulated reconstructions 

was that while there were some common factors that seemed to 

impact on the quality of lexical knowledge that learners possessed, 

there were also some individual factors at play. An important aim for 

the stimulated reconstructions was to explore whether the rationale 

behind lexical choices would give insights to learners’ vocabulary use 

in writing so that inferences could be drawn between lexical choices, 

in particular the rationale for these, and learners’ written language 

skills and or performance in other assessment activities completed in 

this study. To that effect, the stimulated reconstructions provide 

further insights on the exploration of the interplay between 

vocabulary knowledge and written language skills.  

Four main factors were identified as impacting on learners’ lexical 

choices. However, none of these were clearly attributable to the 

learners’ written language proficiency levels, or indeed, the students’ 

performances across the other tests administered in the study. The 

four factors identified were as follows: 
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i) Cultural association 

ii) Educational background  

iii) Guessing 

iv) Partially-developed word knowledge 

There were some unclear cases which could not be rationalised and 

categorised. These were included within the Guessing category (see 

Section 2.3.2).  

6.2.1 Cultural association 

Responses which were categorised as ‘cultural associations’ were 

those that seemed to derive from experiences within learners’ own 

cultural backgrounds. This categorisation was inspired by the widely-

recognised view that that collaborative activities with other members 

of a particular culture is key to the process of constructing meaning 

within a particular culture (Mitchell and Myles, 2004). In the context 

of the current study, this was evidenced by the narratives that the 

learners brought to the fore when explaining the reasons behind the 

lexical choices that they made during the WAT. To that effect, analy-

sis of interviewee data revealed that some of the learners’ logic for 

making certain lexical choices had its origins in experiences unique to 

their own cultural environments, revealing the intricate relationship 

between culture and language (Moore-Hart, 1995). For example, In-

terviewee Seven produced the following output for Item sixteen: 

 Tight 
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For each of the WAT items capturing students’ output as in Inter-

viewee Seven’s Item sixteen, the boxes are laid out as in the WAT 

test. Thus, the lexical items in the left box relate paradigmatically to 

the key word in bold (provided above the lexical options), while the 

lexical items in the right-hand box relate syntagmatically to the key 

word. The syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations are not spelt out 

to the learners but the learners are instructed to choose a total of 

four answers with a requirement to choose answers from both the 

left and the right-hand boxes (see Appendix 3). As the above output 

for the key word ‘tight’ shows, Interviewee Seven was able to suc-

cessfully identify three of the four correct lexical relations of the key 

word ‘tight’.  

However, the third choice seemed so far-fetched that it could be as-

sumed to be a result of random guessing, particularly considering 

that the WAT used in the study was the receptive version where 

learners were only required to choose options rather than produce 

their own lexical output. However, evidence from the learner’s narra-

tive suggests differently. When probed about this test item, it be-

came evident that the learner relied quite heavily on his own cultural 

experiences to arrive at the decision to match the key word ‘tight’ 

with ‘wood’. The learner provides the following commentary:  

Ok, wood and tight I think that these two, they go 

together. ‘Cause I think, like when you put woods 
together, then you must make it tight .........like in my 

country, when you put woods together, when you’re 

going to make a fire, when you tie them.... when you tie 
them together, they have to be tight, because you can’t 

carry them if like...if you don’t make them like, tight. 
This is like big big thing for a new bride...if they can’t do 

it then maybe husband will complain or something’ 
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From the student’s commentary, it would appear that in his cultural 

context, the act of tying wood (firewood) carries quite significant cul-

tural connotations and is a key part of a woman’s duties as suggested 

by the learner’s explanation that if a bride (determined to be a newly 

married wife through further probing rather than a bride per se) does 

not meet this expectation, then this could lead to possible misunder-

standings between her and her husband. Since this experience car-

ries a lot of significance in his cultural context, the learner makes 

syntagmatic links between ‘wood’ and ‘tight’. Without data from 

stimulated reconstructions, it would have been impossible to under-

stand the reasoning behind this learner’s otherwise unusual lexical 

choices.  

Similarly, for item number six on the WAT, Interviewee Three’s output 

also provides evidence on the possible impact of cultural associations. 

The excerpt provided shows the learner’s output for test item six, 

relating to the key word ‘general’. 

General 

closed different usual whole country idea reader street 

 

 

The three correct choices suggest that the learner has considerable 

understanding of the lexical item ‘general’ and indeed, discussion of 

this term during interviews attested to this knowledge. Therefore, the 

decision to associate the word ‘street’ with the key word ‘general’ was 

not expected from a learner whose written and verbal output strongly 

suggests that he is very comfortable with the meaning of this word. 

  Incorrect lexical choice    Correct lexical choice 



 

  

226 

 

The excerpt provided below captures the learner’s rationale for this 

choice:  

General, this word I use it a lot....I mean general, when you 
say general, that’s not special. Special things, ... But if its 

general...that’s mixed. ...not any special sample of the thing. 
Now...’general’ and ‘street’.....in my country, it’s different. 
Real different. Many of the streets, we call them just general 

streets because they have no name. Not like England maybe 
each road has a name. So general, we use like that a lot. 

 

Evidently, the learner’s lexical choice was heavily influenced by his 

specific cultural context, which one may argue, taught him to 

associate ‘general’ with the word ‘street’. This suggests that it may 

also be possible that in the learner’s L1, this lexical item will carry 

different associations.  

6.2.2 Previous individual learning experiences  

For lexical items to qualify into this category, the output produced 

during stimulated reconstructions had to directly link the choice made 

to some form of formal learning such as previous academic learning 

or independent study linked to a particular course of study. 

Interviewee One was the only participant educated to degree level 

(studied Law in France) so it is not surprising that some of the 

rationale that she gave for the lexical choices made was found to be 

related to her educational background. Relative to her peers, 

Interviewee One’s lexical profile showed particular strengths in terms 

of her knowledge of words from the Academic Word List, although 

this knowledge seemed to be still developing as will be illustrated in 

the ensuing discussion. It is evident that the learner was able to tap 

into her academic background to build her understanding of AWL 

words, for example, her output for test item twenty-four was as 

shown below:  
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coherent 

clear normal recent together crime health speech theory 

 

 

The highlighted lexical items are the only answers that the learner 

provided for this test item. When interviewed, the learner reported 

that none of the other options made sense to her and that she did 

not like guessing as she felt that this was a ‘form of cheating’. In 

terms of the actual answer provided, this is the rationale that she 

gave: 

 

I don’t know this word, I never use this word in 

England...but when I see it..... I mean, I think obviously 

it’s the same like other word we use in France...you 

know if criminals go to court, maybe it’s a really bad 

thing and then he don’t want jail, he try something....I 

mean try to say something else to the person of law. 

Then the person will see if the story is not like, fit 

together. 

 
Looking at the two answers that the learner provided in the WAT 

(‘crime’ and ‘theory’), it is very difficult to rationalise why the learner 

would choose the two for the word ‘coherent’ because one answer 

(theory) suggests good understanding of the key word, yet the other 

answer (crime) sounds far-fetched. However, what becomes evident 

from the interview excerpt is that the learner has used her educa-

tional background in Law to link the word ‘coherent’ to ‘crime' in the 

sense of criminals trying to put together a coherent story to help 

them escape possible convictions. This provides evidence of the 

learner’s emerging knowledge of the term but does not reveal 

     Incorrect lexical choice      Correct lexical choice 
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knowledge of the syntagmatic relationships under investigation. For 

the same key word, Interviewee Six produced the following output: 

coherent 

clear normal recent together crime health speech theory 

 

 

Interviewee Six was the only student who obtained all correct an-

swers for the key word ‘coherent’ which the majority of the students 

found difficult. This led to the suspicion from the researcher that the 

learner may have guessed the answers to this item. However, the 

learner produced output that suggested very good understanding of 

the term: 

X (teacher’s name) bring this video and we watch it in the 
lesson time. It was good I enjoy it. When the video finish, X 

talk to us and he explain the new word, and I remember 
this word since from the day. Since I learn this word, I try 
to make my writing, and also talking, cohe.., coherent 

right?  

As evident from the learner’s narrative, the student first came across 

the word coherent during one of the ESL lessons while on the course 

that he is currently on, and the word was explicitly taught to her (and 

her peers). Seemingly, her memory has retained this term and draw-

ing from this resource, she was able to identify the correct responses 

whereas none of her peers cited this encounter.  

6.2.3 Guessing 

Section 2.3.2 identified that while guessing can be used as a well-

informed strategy for dealing with difficult test items, it can also be 

used for dealing with completely unknown test items. Against these 

     Incorrect lexical choice      Correct lexical choice 
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perspectives, in the current study, responses that were categorised 

as guessing were those that involved considered reflection (lexical 

inferencing) as well as responses made on the basis of random 

guessing. A case in point is Interviewee Eight who produced the 

following Output for test item twenty-five: 

 

 

 

dramatic 

exciting official surprising worried adventure change patient salary 

 

 

Interviewee Eight decided to choose all four of her answers from the 

left-hand side of the answer key despite clear written and verbal 

instructions provided at the beginning of the test instructing 

participants to choose at least one answer from each of the left and 

right hand boxes. On the basis of the rationale that the interviewee 

gives for the selection of her answers, it is evident that this was the 

learner’s strategy for maximising chances of getting some marks for 

this question. The participant had the following to say: 

I just guessed all. I choose four words same side, 
because I know some of it, some of those words, may 

one is right, one or two if I have good luck…. because I 
really don’t, I don’t know this word. I have no idea how 

to use, but you see now I got two marks. I think it’s a 
good way, a good thing for the difficult question in test if 

I want to get marks, always I know I should try.  
 

     Incorrect lexical choice       Correct lexical choice 
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Clearly then, guessing is a strategy that the participant used for 

dealing with unknown words. Instead of following the instructions 

that required lexical choices to be made from both the right and left 

hand columns, the participant realised that choosing words from the 

same side was a guaranteed way of getting at least one correct 

answer. When further probed about the use of this strategy, it 

became clear that the learner uses both inferencing and outright 

guessing as strategies for dealing with difficult items depending on 

the level of difficulty for a particular item: 

 

Interviewer: So, if you find a test question difficult, do you just 

guess in any way or you have a method, or a way of 

trying to work out the correct answer?  
  

 Interviewee Eight: Really it depends. It depends on each test. If a 
very hard question like I get in this test, then I just 

guess. If I see something, like something I know a 
little, I use it, so I get the answer this way, but truth is, 

I don’t know this answer.  
  
The interview evidence presented above suggests that Interviewee 

Eight is comfortable using both random guessing and lexical 

inferencing as strategies for dealing with difficult test items. Similarly, 

Interviewees Three, Four and Six reported using guessing as a 

strategy during the WAT, hence the following excerpts which relate to 

Question 10 on the WAT: 

 

Interviewer: So, you mentioned that you just guessed that the 
word ‘effort’ can go with the word ‘conscious’. Can you 

tell me more about how you actually go about 
guessing...I mean did you just pick any of the words 

given or did you have a way of kind of working out your 
guess?  

 
Interviewee Six: Mhhhhh. I just look at the word and when I read 

it...conscious.... it remind me of what my teacher use 
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to say to me sometimes...like you are a conscious 

student. Because she think I work really hard because I 

always I try, I try my best.  
 
The excerpt from Interviewee Six suggests that the participant relied 

on perceived phonological similarities in trying to work out the 

meaning of the word. Therefore, although she puts her answer down 

to random guessing, it is evident that the learner used a 

phonologically-based inferencing strategy. As a result, the word 

‘conscious’ was phonologically confused with the word ‘conscientious’ 

but nevertheless led to the correct choice of collocate.  

 

Another interesting observation made during interviews with 

Interviewee Four relates to Question 19 on the WAT test administered 

in this study: 

Interviewer: You gave some very good answers to the word 

‘independent’. But you also said that you had never heard or 
seen this word before. Can you tell me how you got your 

answers then? 
   

Interviewee Four: Well, before you tell us that we must think 
about four answers maybe two and also two, or three one or 

one three, whatever we will find, but altogether four 

answers right? So I see for myself that I don’t know the 
word independent, I never use it before, then I think what I 

must do because I want an answer to this one. So I look at 
the word because always my teacher say don’t rush, always 

look at the word. So I am very happy because I look and I 
see the word dependent and I know that word, like this 

college they ask me if I have dependent, like my daughter 
so I---- that make me think that maybe independent child 

as well, but really, I am not sure because I never hear 
independent, just dependent, so I just guess really.  

 

The interviewee claims that she guessed the meaning of the word in-

dependent but in fact, a close examination of the student’s explana-

tion as to how she arrived at her answer suggests that her prior 
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knowledge (knowledge of the word ‘dependent’) and her ability to 

analyse words as an inferencing strategy helped her to arrive at the 

correct meaning of the word ‘independent’ even though she had not 

come across it before. Therefore, her knowledge of the noun ‘de-

pendent’ helps her make links with the adjective ‘independent’.  

 

What is notable about the students who adopted strategic guessing is 

that closer analysis of their input suggests that they adopted strate-

gic guessing, but when questioned about their choices, the students 

generally believe that they made random guesses. This suggests that 

the learners are comfortable with both random guessing and infer-

encing as strategies for dealing with unknown vocabulary.  

In contrast, three students (Student 1, Student 10 and Student 18) 

reported categorically that they would never guess because ‘…. that 

is cheating the exam’ (Student 10) and ‘it is wrong because it is not 

the honest answer if you guess … you do not know this answer, just 

you guess it’. Student 1 highlighted that ‘guessing… is not good; if I 

don’t know the answer I just not say anything’. Indeed, true to their 

narratives, no evidence of guessing was identified from their output 

from the stimulated reconstructions. The implications of these find-

ings are considered in the Discussion chapter.  

 

6.2.4 Partially developed knowledge 

Lexical choices that were categorised as being influenced by partially 

developed knowledge are those that upon scrutiny, bore evidence to 

suggest that the learner had some knowledge about the lexical item, 

albeit partial. In light of the Literature reviewed in Section 2.2.1, 

these would most likely be words that are receptively known. The ra-

tionale for such words did not however resonate with the other three 
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categories already discussed. Therefore, in order for a lexical item to 

be classified as belonging to this category, the learner had to get at 

least one answer correct and/or produce a correct sentence using the 

word. This was to ensure that responses generated through guessing 

were not included in this category. Therefore, if a learner chose a 

correct answer but interview data suggested that the choice was a 

random guess, then such a lexical item would be excluded from this 

category as it would be considered to be an instance of Guessing ra-

ther than Partially developed word knowledge.  

 

The requirement for students to produce a correct/meaningful sen-

tence or indeed any example of usage of the term was inspired by in-

sights provided by the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) reviewed 

in Section 2.3.1. Recall from this review that one of the criticisms 

that the current research proffered about the VKS is that the scale 

seems to work on the assumption that if an individual has never seen 

a word, then that suggests they do not know the word, yet in light of 

Richards’ (1976) framework of what it means to know a word, 

knowledge of what the word looks like is one out of many aspects of 

word knowledge. Thus, the requirement for the learners to provide an 

example of how a word might be used was a way of giving learners 

the opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge of words, no matter 

how imperfect. This was an important consideration in light of the 

Literature Reviewed in Section 2.4.2 which highlights vocabulary 

knowledge as incremental in nature. Therefore, the responses that 

fell into this category qualified on the basis that the interviewees 

were able to identify at least one correct answer and in addition, they 

were able to produce evidence (e.g example of usage in a sentence) 

to show that their answers were not randomly guessed. This category 

emerged as the most common out of the four, with the majority 
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(71%) of all the narratives produced by the interviewees relating to 

it. A case in point is the output produced by Interviewee Two for the 

key word ‘convenient’.  

Convenient 

easy fresh near suitable experience sound time vegetable 

 

 

The highlighted items are the lexical choices that Interviewee Two 

identified as the most relevant associations for the key word 

‘convenient’. As stipulated by the test guidelines, the student picked 

four lexical items which he felt were related to the key word. Out of 

the four words only two of them (suitable and time) were correct 

choices.  

The learner was therefore interviewed on the other two (sound and 

vegetable) to determine his logic for the choices made. The rationale 

provided was as follows: 

 

For me convenient, suitable, fit, those three words to me it’s 

the same. So convenient that’s suitable, that’s fit. So I think 

may be suitable to feed another thing. Why? Because 

convenient, suitable, fit, it mean the same so I say convenient, 

may be vegetable because for example, maybe I can say 

convenient for feed someone who is vegetarian, which mean 

like, suitable for them. 

The narrative was interpreted as an example of a lexical choice 

impacted by partially developed knowledge. This is because the 

learner was able to produce two correct answers where the lexical 

items ‘suitable’ and ‘time’ were identified as being related to the key 

word ‘convenient’, suggesting that the learner possesses partial 

    Correct lexical choice       Incorrect lexical choice 
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knowledge of the word. However, it was also evident that the learner 

over-extended the meaning sense of the word ‘convenient’. This is 

evident in the way in which the learner linked word associates for 

response items to the key words as shown in the Leaner Lexical 

Model (LLM) presented in Figure 6.1 

Figure 6.1 Expected vs. learner model of word associations 

 

 

The lines on Figure 6.1 show the links that the learner made 

between words. This means that in cases where the learner 

explained the meaning of a word by linking it directly with the key 

word, then the line joins the two words directly without any words 

in-between. However, if the learner links several words together 

based on their interpretations between or among particular lexical 

items, then the line joins all the words together following the 

learner’s explanation. Therefore, Figure 6.1 above shows that 

according to this learner’s logic, the word ‘convenient’ can mean 

‘suitable'. The learner then goes on to suggest that the word 

‘vegetable’ can go with the word ‘convenient’ as in a ‘suitable 

vegetable’. The learner also suggests that ‘sound’ can go with 

‘suitable’ as in a ‘suitable sound’. ‘Vegetable’ and ‘sound’ are 
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highlighted in red because they are incorrect lexical choices which the 

learner has linked to the key word ‘convenient’ through linking the 

meanings of these words with the word ‘suitable’. When probed 

further about the relationship between ‘convenient’ and ‘sound’, the 

learner comments: 

Sound....yes sound go all the time with convenient. Always I 
can say may be, just as example, may be this is not suitable 

sound from the radio. So that’s why I choose this word 

because always I hear this word. 

Therefore, even though the learner clearly has some knowledge of 

the lexical item in question, it is evident that further exposure to the 

term is still required in order to help the learner anchor this term 

more securely into his mental lexicon. This would enable him to use 

the word more appropriately and be able to develop depth of 

knowledge for the lexical item.  

Another example of the impact of partially developed word knowledge 

on the choices that learners made is provided by Interviewee Eight in 

response to Item 2 of the WAT. An extract from the learner’s output 

for the key word ‘bright’ is presented below: 

 

bright 

 

clever famous happy shining 

 
colour hand poem taste 

 

 

As can be seen from the above output from Interviewee Eight, the 

learner was able to identify three correct associates of the key word 

‘bright’. However, the third choice (poem) was unexpected so it was 

    Correct lexical choice      Incorrect lexical choice 
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one of the items that the learner was interviewed on. The rationale 

provided by the learner was as follows: 

Because…it is very interesting poem. Because like ‘bright day’ 

people are happy, so bright poem, may be its about wedding 

or birthday party. 

The learner exhibits collocational gaps in her vocabulary knowledge 

through the rationale given. However, her logic is not far-fetched. 

Even though she does not choose ‘happy’ which is one of the 

expected answers, the logic behind the learner’s choice is based 

around the concept of happiness which she has evidently managed to 

identify in the word ‘bright’, hence her reference to ‘bright day, 

people are happy’. However, it would appear that as with Interviewee 

One, the learner has assumed that paradigmatic relations of 

subordinate words are automatically related to key words in a 

syntagmatic manner. Thus, when probed further as to whether the 

word poem goes with ‘happy’ or ‘bright’, the learner’s comments 

suggests the aforementioned assumption that she has made: 

 

Well, what I can say, it’s the two words. Because it’s 

happy thing or bright day isn’t it?  

Clearly, the learner’s model is flawed in as far as the collocational 

relations between the key word and given words are concerned, but 

the fact that the learner is able to identify three other associates 

correctly is a clear indication that she possesses substantial 

knowledge of this word but there are still gaps of knowledge in her 

lexicon particularly in relation to collocational knowledge, hence the 

lexical confusion evident. Figure 6.2 below summarises the learner 

model compared to the expected model of word associations for the 

key word ‘bright’.  
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Figure 6.2 Expected vs. learner model of word associations 

 

Further evidence highlighting the impact of insufficient word 

knowledge is provided by Interviewee Five. This learner produced, 

among others, interesting output for the keyword ‘conscious’ as pre-

sented below:  

conscious 

awake healthy knowing laughing face decision effort student 

 

 

As can be seen from the learner output presented above, the student 

produced two correct and two incorrect matches for the key word 

‘conscious’. When asked about the logic behind her lexical choices, 

the learner had the following to say as part of her commentary: 

 

Sometime I think people say a student is 

conscious.....consciousness student....he like,…he like…, 

he likes college work and all..., Oh I don’t know, my 

pronunciation! I thought that’s the one in the question so 

I thought yes, consciousness student so I put student...I 

mean consciousness, is that a word?’ 

     Correct lexical choice      Incorrect lexical choice 



 

  

239 

 

In the example given above, the student seems to have modest 

knowledge of the key word ‘conscious’ hence she seems to confuse it 

with ‘conscientious’ as suggested by the excerpt above where the 

learner provides a reasonable explanation of a conscientious student 

despite having successfully provided two correct paradigmatic 

relations of the key word ‘conscious ‘i.e. ‘awake’ and ‘knowing’. This 

suggests that knowledge of this term is not yet sufficiently developed 

to enable the learner to differentiate successfully between the two 

words conscious and conscientious. Thus, the learner seems to have 

both concepts in her mind – being conscious and being conscientious 

but they both seem to be underdeveloped hence the evident lexical 

confusion and overlap in the learner’s conceptualisation of the two 

terms. This instance was therefore classified as another example of 

the impact of insufficiently developed knowledge affecting the 

learner’s lexical output.  
 

Figure 6.3 provides an overview of the proportion of responses relat-

ed to each of the four factors based on responses from interviewees. 

These were derived on the basis of the analysis of learners’ respons-

es as discussed above: 

Figure 6.3 Overview of rationale behind incorrect lexical choices made by the ESL students 
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As Figure 6.3 shows, the learners’ commentaries suggested that 

partially developed knowledge was the main contributing factor 

towards incorrect answers produced during the WAT. As such, close to 

three quarters of learners’ commentaries fell into this category. This 

was followed by the Cultural Associations category. In this category, 

learners’ commentaries suggested that factors to do with their 

cultural backgrounds may have shaped just over a fifth of their 

responses to particular lexical items. The two least ranking categories 

represented responses which were judged to be influenced by 

guessing and those influenced by learners’ previous educational 

backgrounds respectively.  

 

Partially developed vocabulary knowledge was a significant factor not 

only when looking at the group as a whole but also at an individual 

level. In every single learner‘s narrative, evidence was found to 

suggest that the majority of the incorrect lexical choices that the 

learners made were influenced by partially developed knowledge 

about target words.  

While the highest factor impacting on the lexical choices that the ESL 

students made was Partially Developed Knowledge, it is interesting to 

note the variability that was evident among the participants. 

Therefore, while Partially Developed Knowledge accounted for the 

majority of factors overall (Figure 6.3) at an individual level, the 

contribution varied amongst the participants. For example, for 

Interviewee Two, this factor was noted in 14 instances, yet for 

Interviewee Four, the same factor was noted only four times.  

 

For Cultural Associations, the highest occurrence was five times 

(Interviewee Two), yet for Interviewee Three, this figure was down to 
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just one occurrence. For Personal Individual Learning Experiences, 

the maximum occurrence recorded was from Interviewee One (three 

instances) yet this factor was not observed at all from a number of 

participants (Interviewees Two, Three, Six and Seven). Consequently, 

when all factors were aggregated, the contributions made by each 

student towards each factor showed variability. Therefore, although 

there were some points of commonality that allowed for the 

categorisation of the evidence obtained from stimulated 

reconstructions, there was also notable variability in terms of the 

extent to which each factor impacted on each of the learners’ lexical 

choices. These findings are given further consideration in the 

Discussion chapter.  

 

On the basis of the analysis of data from the sample from this study, 

it seems likely that a number of influences were at play when 

learners made their lexical choices. These included the use of 

guessing as a strategy for dealing with unknown vocabulary; the 

impact of cultural and educational backgrounds as well as the degree 

to which different lexical items are known. It is possible that a 

different sample might generate a different range of key factors but 

the study provides tentative results suggesting that it would be 

worthwhile future investigation to explore in depth, the impact of 

individual factors in shaping the type of knowledge that students may 

possess about different lexical items. 

 

6.3 Chapter summary 

Chapter 6 presented a nuanced analysis of learners’ lexical profiles 

juxtaposed with findings obtained from interview narratives. In terms 

of the rationale behind the choice of particular lexical items during 
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the WAT, evidence from stimulated reconstructions suggested that 

partially-developed vocabulary knowledge, cultural differences, 

educational backgrounds and the impact of guessing were the major 

influences identified by learners as explanatory factors / rationale to 

the lexical decisions they made. The chapter concluded by presenting 

a synthesis of findings from written language output and semi-

structured interviews as a way of synthesising findings in order to 

obtain more comprehensive insights about each learner’s L2 

trajectory.  
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Chapter Seven: 
Discussion  
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7.0 Chapter introduction  

Chapters 5 and 6 presented findings obtained from the investigation 

guided by the five research questions that form the core of this 

study. This chapter draws inferences and provides interpretations of 

these findings within theoretical and empirical frameworks relevant to 

L2 learning. To corroborate the interpretation of the findings, the 

chapter draws from both quantitative and qualitative evidence pre-

sented in Chapters 5 and 6. As reported Chapter 5, statistical anal-

yses revealed some significant correlations between learners’ size 

and depth of vocabulary knowledge as well as between vocabulary 

knowledge and written language skills. The tracing of individual tra-

jectories, triangulated with data from stimulated reconstruc-

tions/semi-structured interviews revealed further insights about the 

ESL students’ profiles including the variability that emerged from the 

analysis of individual ESL learners’ profiles. These findings suggest 

that second language processes such as the development of lexical 

knowledge are complex and therefore, the chapter adopts a DST per-

spective for the interpretation of the findings.  

7.1 The interplay between vocabulary size and depth among 

ESL learners investigated in the study 

Table 5.2 highlighted that at an individual category level, the correla-

tions obtained between individual VLT categories and WAT scores for 

the ESL students investigated in the current study did not reveal any 

significant relations. This provides empirical support for the concep-

tual distinction between size and depth of vocabulary knowledge (Ak-

barian, 2010). In other words, if size and depth represent the same 

type of vocabulary knowledge as argued by Vermeer (2001), then 

the expectation would be that of very strong correlations between all 

aspects of vocabulary size and all aspects of vocabulary depth which 
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was not the case when VLT across different frequency band. As was 

highlighted in Section 2.2.8, the size versus depth conceptualisation 

of vocabulary knowledge has had some critique and therefore, these 

results make a contribution towards this debate by providing support-

ing empirical evidence to suggest that vocabulary knowledge can be 

conceptualised through the size and depth dimensions.  

However, it is noteworthy that the findings from this study (i.e. the 

correlations found between vocabulary size and depth) contradict 

those of Vermeer (2001), As was highlighted in Section 2.2.8, on the 

basis of high correlations found between size and depth scores 

among kindergarten children, Vermeer (2001) concluded that there is 

no conceptual difference between breadth and depth of vocabulary 

knowledge.  This study argues that the different results may relate to 

the way in which Vermeer’s (2001) study conceptualised vocabulary 

size and depth.  Recall that two main issues were identified in Section 

2.2.8, which, it was considered, could have impacted on Vermeer’s 

findings. The first issue related to very similar conceptualisations of 

size and depth in Vermeer’s study and the second issue related to the 

fact that the study participants were kindergarten children who can 

be expected to possess different word knowledge for lexical items be-

cause of their cognitive stages of development. On the basis of these 

two main issues, the current study argues that it is possible that 

Vermeer’s study may have obtained different results if the size and 

depth dimensions were more distinct and the participants were 

adults. In the current study, the lack of strong correlations between 

vocabulary size and depth found in this study, and supported by em-

pirical studies such as Read and Nurweni’s (1999) study, suggest that 

the two are conceptually different but interconnected. If there was no 

conceptual difference, then the expectation would be that there 
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would be very strong correlations between the size and depth dimen-

sions across different vocabulary frequency bands.  

Another noteworthy finding from the analysis of correlations between 

vocabulary size and depth was that while individual VLT frequency 

bands were not found to be associated with depth of vocabulary 

knowledge, when total scores for VLT were computed against WAT 

scores, significant correlations (rho=.49) were obtained. However, 

although the correlation between TotalVLT score and the WAT scores 

reached significance level, the correlation obtained was of medium 

strength as it was below .05 (Cohen, 1988). To that effect, it can be 

argued that the results from the ESL students investigated in the cur-

rent study provide support to the view that size and depth are very 

likely to be closely related (Milton, 2009) but the distinction between 

the two concepts is worth investigation because these two do not 

completely overlap (Bogaards and Laufer, 2004; Haastrup and Hen-

riksen, 2000).  

While the findings must be treated cautiously because of the small 

sample size involved in the current study, the results corroborate 

findings from other studies, which also found modest or no correla-

tions between size and depth. A case in point is Nurweni and Read's 

(1999) study (see Section 2.2.8) which found that the relationship 

between size and depth varied according to proficiency levels among 

the university undergraduates that they investigated. The strength of 

the correlation slightly increased as proficiency increased so that the 

strongest correlations between the size and depth dimensions were 

recorded within the high-performance group while the lowest profi-

ciency group did not record any meaningful correlations. Since the 

participants in the study were university students, it seems reasona-

ble to argue that their English proficiency levels would have been 
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higher than the proficiency level of the ESL students investigated in 

the current study. The lack of strong correlations between the vocab-

ulary size and depth of ESL learners in the current study is therefore 

in line with Nurweni and Read’s (1999) findings.  

Nurweni and Read (1999) hypothesized that guessing may have af-

fected the performance of their low proficiency students, particularly 

since the WAT utilised in the study was the receptive version. Utilis-

ing the MMR approach adopted in the current study, the study was 

able to go beyond Nurweni and Read's (1999) hypothesis and quali-

tatively explore empirical evidence based on the rationale provided 

by the learners themselves about the lexical choices they made. As 

highlighted in Figure 6.3, in the current study, guessing accounted 

for only 2% of the lexical decisions made by each of the four learners 

who used this strategy during the WAT. Nonetheless, although this 

figure may be relatively small, it represents a strategy that was used 

by four out of the eight interviewees in the study. In other words, 

50% of the students used this strategy but only to a limited extent 

compared to the other three factors (Cultural association, previous 

Individual Learning Experiences and Partially developed knowledge). 

It was also noted in Section 6.2.3 that two other students reported 

not using guessing as a strategy because they felt it would be dis-

honest to do so. The conscious decision to use guessing as a strategy 

supports literature (see for example O'Malley and Chamot, 1994; 

Clarke and Nation, 1980) which suggests that guessing is a widely 

recognized L2 strategy which can sometimes threaten the validity of 

a test (see Section 2.3.2). However, the conscious decision by some 

learners to avoid the use of guessing as a strategy suggests variabil-

ity in the use of this strategy amongst the ESL students interviewed 

in the current study. This variability opens up further avenues for in-
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vestigation as it may be linked to personal and/or cultural value sys-

tems, as was the case with the two students in this study. This has 

practical pedagogic implications particularly in terms of teaching and 

learning approaches that may effectively support this learner’s vo-

cabulary development. 

These findings have important pedagogical and research implications. 

In pedagogical contexts, the distinction has implications on the 

teaching and learning of vocabulary. As highlighted in Section 2.2.8 

of the Literature Review chapter, this conceptualisation is still a con-

tested area. In the current study, Section 1.1.2 highlighted that lexi-

cal deficiencies have been identified by both learners and their teach-

ers as one of the most challenging yet important areas of L2 devel-

opment. The distinction between vocabulary size and depth adds an 

important dimension to this situation. This is because while learners 

may realize their lexical deficiencies in terms of the number of words 

that they need to ‘know’, findings from the current study raise the 

important question as to whether the learners’ concept of what it 

means to know a word is comprehensive enough to encourage them 

to move beyond the development of vocabulary size, to the develop-

ment of depth of knowledge. In the current study, this question is 

particularly justified in light of interview evidence which suggests 

students’ resistance against the idea of deepening vocabulary 

knowledge of words that they already know, in favour of developing a 

larger vocabulary size. Indeed, for the ESL learners in the current 

study, lexical knowledge came out as almost synonymous with vo-

cabulary size where the majority of the students considered known 

words to be those that they knew in terms of the form-meaning link. 

However, as will be further explored in Section 7.2, as the results 

presented in Table 5.4 show, 26% variance in learners’ writing was 
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explained by TotalVLT. Similarly, 25% and 34% variance in learners’ 

writing (within the Organisation and Task categories respectively) 

was explained by depth of vocabulary knowledge.  

The results corroborate current thinking suggesting that deep word 

knowledge is likely to promote the effectiveness of the process of ac-

tivating and accessing lexical resources for receptive and productive 

use (Stæhr, 2008). 

From a DST perspective, the significant but modest correlations 

found between vocabulary size and depth would suggest a complex 

interplay among multiple factors. As Svalberg (2016, p.10) notes, in 

the teaching and learning context, ‘the fact that agents are typically 

people, that is, volitional agents, adds to the complexity’ which is 

inherent in trying to understand the dynamic interaction between 

agents and/or their factors. In the context of the current study, this 

implies that while size and depth are important factors in 

understanding the interplay between vocabulary knowledge and 

written language skills for the ESL students, it can be expected that 

the relationship will be further mediated by other factors. As will be 

demonstrated in the following sections, interview results succeeded in 

shedding some light into some of the factors that may be at play.  

7.2 The interplay between vocabulary size and written 

language ability  

Section 2.2.1 differentiated between receptive and productive vocab-

ulary knowledge. Drawing on this distinction, it can be argued that 

writing requires well-developed productive knowledge, as the learn-

ers need to activate and retrieve lexical knowledge in order to com-

pose text. The VLT test used in this study was the receptive version 

where lexical items were presented and learners only needed to rec-
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ognise the lexical items and corresponding answers without having to 

actively retrieve items from their own lexicon. To this end, the fact 

that for the ESL learners in this study, significant correlations were 

found between size and writing (rho=.52 and rho =.51 for the Task 

and TotalVLT categories respectively) despite the slightly different 

dimensions of linguistic knowledge measured, lends further support 

to the key role that vocabulary knowledge plays in facilitating effec-

tive execution of other linguistic skills such as writing (Stæhr,2008).  

In addition, writing is a complex process mediated not only by the 

availability of lexical resources, but also other cognitive abilities such 

as the ability to organise text (see Section 2.7.2). This suggests that 

the mastery of writing skills can be expected to be contingent upon 

multiple factors. To that end, the .51 Spearman correlation coefficient 

(26% variance) obtained between writing and TotalVLT scores and 

the .52 Spearman correlation coefficient (27% variance) obtained be-

tween vocabulary size and the Task category of the writing assess-

ment scale are in fact noteworthy since they suggest the interaction 

of manifold factors that lead to the emergence of this complex skill. 

These findings are well aligned with Rosmawati’s (2013) model of the 

multiple factors that interact within dynamic systems (see Figure 

2.12). In the current study, the 26% and 27% variance explained by 

vocabulary size in the writing of ESL learners, as well as the 34% and 

25% variance from vocabulary depth variables highlight that writing 

is a non-linear process. In non-linear processes, 'the relevant varia-

bles are not related one to another according to strict proportionality' 

(Keller, 2008, p.6), hence the differential variability noted between 

writing and different aspects of vocabulary knowledge. Therefore, in 

line with Rosmawati’s (2013) conceptualization of a complex system 

(Section 2.8.2), findings from the current study suggest that the L2 
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learner is a complex system with multiple interconnected elements 

which interact during the L2 learning processes. 

 In the current study, the synthesis of interview findings and written 

assessment results relating to vocabulary size and depth (see Table 

6.2) identified that one of the features of some of the learners who 

obtained higher scores across the assessments administered in this 

study was their willingness to engage in independent learning outside 

class including engagement in free writing activities. This suggests 

that, independent learning might have given the learners exposure to 

language development opportunities, which is essential for language 

development in general and vocabulary learning in particular, to take 

place (Nation, 2001) , an important resource for the effective func-

tioning of the L2 development from a DST perspective (Larsen-

Freeman, 2006). As was noted in section 2.2.9, previous studies 

have found correlations between ESL students’ written language pro-

ficiency and measures of linguistic knowledge such as lexical diversi-

ty. The results from the current study thus corroborate such studies 

which suggest that lexical proficiency plays an important role in the 

process of producing good quality text (see for example, Crossley and 

McNamara, 2011; Jarvis et al, 2003; Engber, 1995).  

 

However, since in the current study, vocabulary was measured within 

the Language sub-scale, the expectation was that out of the three 

sub-scales (Task, Organisation and Language), the Language 

subscale would produce strong and significant correlations with VLT 

measures, particularly within the higher frequency bands. This was 

not the case. In fact, although significant correlations were found 

between TotalVLT and total Writing scores, no significant correlations 

were found between any of the vocabulary size categories and the 
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Language category of the writing assessment scale. The unexpected 

results suggest that for the ESL students investigated in the current 

study, higher order skills such as the ability to fulfil expectations of 

the task at hand (Task) may have played an important role towards 

the overall quality of writing (Silva, 2009; Kobayashi and Rinnert, 

2008). What is particularly interesting is that a similar trend was 

noted with regards to depth of vocabulary knowledge. This category 

(Task) produced significant correlations with WAT scores alongside 

the significant correlations that were obtained for the organisation 

category. Therefore, the next section extends discussion on the role 

of task fulfilment in writing as highlighted by findings from the 

current study.  

7.3 The interplay between depth of vocabulary knowledge and 

writing 

The current study found vocabulary depth to be associated with the 

ability to effectively execute the higher order skills of generating 

relevant content (rho=.58) and organizing the text well at sentence 

and paragraph level (r=.50), thus achieving greater cohesion and 

coherence for the written task overall (see Section 5.1.4). This 

suggests that effortful word production is likely to make it difficult for 

writers to attend to higher order aspects of the writing process such 

as the production and organisation of relevant content (Flower and 

Hayes, 2008). This forms the basis of the view that lexical proficiency 

is an important factor contributing to writing proficiency (Schoonen et 

al., 2011; Snellings et al., 2004), although as has already been 

argued, this should not be taken to suggest a linear relationship 

between the two variables. Indeed, from the results obtained from 

the tracing of individual trajectories in this particular study, (see Table 

5.9) it was determined that for the majority of the ESL learners 
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investigated in the current study, (12 out of 18) students revealed a 

developmental trajectory where mastery of VLTK2 words could be 

expected to be associated with higher depth of vocabulary knowledge 

scores, which were in turn associated with higher free writing score. 

However, this is not to say that the relationship was based on strict 

proportionality (Keller, 2008) amongst different variables. For 

example, S5 got full marks on the VLTK2 assessment but went on to 

get LLA scores on the WAT and Writing assessments at 40% and 45% 

respectively. In contrast, S17 only got a marginal HLA score on the 

VLTK2 assessment (12 out of 18) yet went on to get much higher 

marks at 65% and 49% on the WAT and free writing assessments 

respectively. This highlights that writing is a complex process as the 

unpredictability demonstrated in the findings illustrates.  

 
 

On the basis of the significant correlations found between vocabulary 

knowledge and writing, it can be argued that if the skills required for 

effective writing are not sufficiently developed, for example, lexical 

knowledge and/or content knowledge related to the topic that the 

writer is tasked to write about, then cognitive capacity is likely to be 

superseded leading to the production of poor quality text as 

explained by the inhibition theory (van Gelderen et al., 2010). This 

highlights the impact of underdeveloped lexico-grammatical skills on 

the effective production of text (see Section 2.7.2). As a result of the 

cognitive load presented by dysfluency at the lexico-grammatical 

levels, less proficient language users may fail to be oriented to text-

level skills in writing such as the generation of relevant and 

appropriate content and ensuring the production of coherent text. In 

the current study, it would appear that the ESL learners who had a 

more readily available lexical repertoire had more cognitive resources 
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available to use at different stages of the writing process as reflected 

by the higher correlations obtained between vocabulary depth and 

written language skills compared to vocabulary size and written 

language skills.  

 

The relationships found between the Task and Organisation scores on 

the one hand, and vocabulary size and depth on the other, suggest 

that ESL students who had larger and better developed lexical 

repertoires were also more capable of producing relevant and more 

coherent text compared to their peers. A related finding was obtained 

from the higher proficiency group (ICLE) where knowledge of 

vocabulary from the Offlist category was the only category which 

produced significant correlations with the Organisation, Language and 

Total Writing scores from VocabProfile (see Table 5.7). This suggests 

that the larger and more developed mental lexicons enhance the 

effective execution of other cognitive processes such as composing 

text. Lexical ability is likely to have freed cognitive resources that 

could then be used to better fulfil the task and organisation 

requirements of the free writing task (Crossley and McNamara, 

2011).  

7.4 The interplay between ESL and ICLE learners’ VocabPro-

files and the quality of their written compositions  

As was highlighted Table 5.6, ESL students’ compositions were 

positively impacted by knowledge of the first 2000 most common 

English words with at least 30% variance in writing (Task category) 

explained by knowledge of VocabProfK2 words. According to Laufer 

and Nation (1995), knowing the first 2000 words is likely to enhance 

reading, writing, speaking and listening skills for L2 students. The 

authors suggested that in fact, the first 1000 words are an essential 
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condition for the development of written expression (Laufer and 

Nation, 1995) since they include the majority of the function words 

as well as most of the basic lexis. Therefore, the correlations found 

between this category of words and ESL students’ writing is well-

aligned to the literature (Nation, 2001).  

The positive association found between ESL student’s writing and the 

most frequently occurring words in the English language lends 

support to earlier findings in this investigation where VLT scores for 

ESL students were found to be associated with the ability to fulfil Task 

requirements as well as overall writing skills, thus suggesting that 

these words have a positive impact on the development of writing 

skills. Since both tools (Vocabprofile and VLT) obtained somewhat 

similar results with regards to the association between words from 

this category and writing skills, put together, the associations 

identified, (association between VocabprofileK2 and Task for ESL; 

VLTK2 and Task as well as VLTK2 and overall written language ability) 

support the view that Vocabprofile has the ability to provide insights 

about learners’ written language skills.  

Since VLT is a standardised measure of vocabulary knowledge (Laufer 

and Nation, 1995), it is noteworthy that Vocabprofile produced results 

that are aligned with those produced by VLT. The ability to fulfil task 

requirements is an example of discourse level elements operating 

during the writing process (Uccelli et al., 2013). To that extent, these 

findings lend further support to written language ability as a highly 

complex process (Friginal, et al, 2014). For the ESL learners 

investigated in the current study, it was evident that beyond the 

mastery of lexis, proficient writing requires the interaction of 

discourse level elements such as the understanding of task 
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requirements, hence it was not just the overall writing score that was 

positively correlated to the TotalVLT score, but correlations were also 

observed within the Task and organisation categories. At an individual 

category level, Task was the only category that produced significant 

correlations with the TotalVLT score, thus highlighting the positive 

role of vocabulary knowledge in helping learners achieve higher order 

written language skills.  

 
A contrasting picture emerged in terms of the association between 

VocabProf2K words and ICLE students’ written language scores. For 

this group of learners, no significant correlations were obtained be-

tween VocabProfK2 words and any of the writing ability categories. 

Instead, for this higher proficiency group, it was the Offlist word cat-

egory (VocabProfOfflist) which significantly correlated with writing. 

Indeed, 10% variance in writing was explained by VocabProfOfflist 

scores (rho = .32) for the ICLE group (see Table 5.7). In addition, 

the Language score and the overall written language ability score ob-

tained significant correlations with VocabProfOfflist words (.53 and 

.47 as per Table 5.6). This suggests that rare/low frequency vocabu-

lary has an impact on the quality of written language productions.  

The importance of rare vocabulary noted from the statistical analysis 

was backed up by data from interviews where evidence from seven 

out of the eight interviewees suggested that the learners believed 

that rare vocabulary is key to the development of linguistic skills (see 

Table 6.2). It was therefore quite interesting to note that for the 

learners investigated in this study, use of words from the Offlist cate-

gory was a significant distinguishing feature between lower proficien-

cy and higher proficiency learners. As highlighted in Section 2.5.4, 

the Offlist category contains words that cannot be classified into any 
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of the specific word frequency categories, for example, beyond the 

25000-word frequency level offered by the VocabProfile tool. This 

would suggest very little utility of such words, yet in the current 

study, these were found to produce significant correlations with writ-

ten language ability. This finding is well aligned to insights obtained 

from semi-structured interviews as will be further explored in this 

chapter.  

7.5 Variability in the interplay between vocabulary size, depth 

and written language skills 

The interplay between vocabulary size and depth; vocabulary size 

and writing skills; and vocabulary depth and writing skills are at the 

centre of the current investigation. The main findings in this regard 

were the significant correlations that were found when written lan-

guage was computed against vocabulary size and depth respectively. 

From the tracing of individual trajectories, one of the noteworthy 

findings related to both the trends and the variability that character-

ised the development of key linguistic skills amongst ESL learners 

(see Section 5.2). The variability noted resonates with the notion of 

L2 learning as a complex adaptive process (see Section 2.8.2). As De 

Bot, et al. (2007, p.7) note, DST ‘recognizes the crucial role of inter-

action of a multitude of variables at different levels’; hence its rele-

vance to the interpretation of the findings from this study. The fol-

lowing section utilises DST as a means of understanding the variabil-

ity noted in the current study and highlights the relevance of specific 

DST features that resonate with findings from the study. 

7.5.1 Interconnectedness 

One of the features that characterize complex systems is the inter-

connectedness of their sub-systems (see Section 2.8.2). From the re-
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sults obtained from stimulated reconstructions / semi structured in-

terviews in the current study, it became apparent that the interplay 

between vocabulary knowledge and written language proficiency 

could not be comprehensively explored through a linear approach 

that relied solely on the end products (statistical outputs) from each 

of the variables. Instead, qualitative data obtained from the stimulat-

ed recalls / semi-structured interviews as well as the tracing of indi-

vidual trajectories provided a richer source for the exploration of pos-

sible multiple interrelationships.  

 

As was highlighted in the results chapters, the stimulated reconstruc-

tions revealed that learners’ lexical choices were affected by factors 

related to cultural and previous individual learning experiences; the 

learners’ willingness to use guessing as a strategy for dealing with 

unknown vocabulary; as well as the extent to which a particular lexi-

cal item was known (partially developed lexical knowledge); albeit to 

different degrees so that some factors were had higher rates of oc-

currence among some learners than others. Since ‘complex systems 

are sets of interacting variables’ (De Bot et al. 2005, p.116), the in-

teraction of the aforementioned factors in the current study suggests 

that each learner’s developing linguistic knowledge can be considered 

to be a dynamically complex system. This finding is aligned to De Bot 

et al. ’s (2007) when they state that: 

... a language learner is regarded as a dynamic subsys-

tem within a social system with a great number of in-
teracting internal dynamic sub-subsystems, which func-

tion within a multitude of other external dynamic sys-

tems. The learner has his/her own cognitive ecosystem 
consisting of intentionality, cognition, intelligence, mo-

tivation, aptitude, L1, L2 and so on. The cognitive eco-
system in turn is related to the degree of exposure to 

language, maturity, level of education, and so on, which 
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in turn is related to the social system, consisting of the 

environment with which the individual interacts (De Bot 

et al., 2007, p.14)  
 

Indeed, in the current study, stimulated reconstructions / semi-

structured interviews highlighted a number of factors that impact on 

the learner such as those related to cognitions, their motivations, 

their social context as well as their willingness to engage in inde-

pendent learning.  

Section 2.7.2 identified writing in the L2 as a complex process which 

involves the orchestration of multiple skills including effective utiliza-

tion of lexical resources. This suggests that lexical knowledge is a re-

source during the writing process. The findings from the current 

study therefore suggest that L2 development is a dynamic system 

akin to the one presented in Figure 2.12. In the current study, results 

obtained from both qualitative and quantitative data suggest multiple 

factors that may be at play, therefore making it difficult to predict 

outcomes as was identified in the case of learners’ trajectories which 

detracted from expected trends.     

7.5.2 Non-linearity  

Complex adaptive systems are non-linear because not only are they 

sensitive to initial conditions but they are also context-dependent 

(Section 2.8.2; Larsen-Freeman, 2012; van Geert and Steenbeek, 

2005). They may exhibit relative stability but this stability tends to be 

a preferred but unpredictable state (Burns and Knox, 2011). In the 

current study (see Section 5.2), a case in point is that of the five (out 

of the six) students who achieved HLA scores for writing (S1, S2, 

S13, S14 and S16).  
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Looking at their VLT and WAT scores, one could conclude that a high 

VLT score as well as a high WAT score are part of the requisite initial 

conditions for the development of writing skills. However, one 

student’s profile (S6) provided evidence that this is not always a 

predictable outcome because this student obtained an HLA for Writing 

and VLT despite failing to obtain an HLA for WAT. Both VLT and WAT 

scores for the other five students in this category were high, 

suggesting that for these particular learners, these were part of the 

initial conditions associated with well-developed written language 

skills.  

In addition, when results from written assessments and interviews 

were synthesised (Table 6.2), Student 6’s profile came out as being 

peculiar from another perspective. The student displayed good 

metacognitive knowledge about the importance of both size and 

depth of vocabulary knowledge in the development of linguistic skill; 

and this knowledge was supported by a commitment to expand 

vocabulary size and depth through engaging in independent learning 

activities such as doing language exercises and reading books. Since 

this profile was similar to that of the highest achieving student across 

the board (Student 16), Student 6 could be expected to perform 

highly for Writing. However, Student 6 obtained high marks for VLT 

and Writing but not WAT. Therefore, there was an irregularity 

between the learner’s beliefs and practices on one hand, and his 

linguistic profile on the other; and this irregularity could not be easily 

explained in the context of the current study. This variability and 

seemingly contradictory results can be taken to illustrate the 

complexity of the interplay between the learner’s vocabulary 

knowledge and written language skills. However, it also has to be 

acknowledged that students may provide socially desirable answers, 
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which may be hardly related to their actual language learning 

practices but rather, to their desire to give answers that they deemed 

the researcher expected (See Section 3.5.4). 

Nonetheless, on the basis of the literature on writing process theories 

reviewed in Section 2.7.2, the process of writing involves the 

simultaneous orchestration of multiple skills such as generating 

content and ensuring cohesion in text. The interaction of all of these 

factors can mediate the outcome, leading to unpredictable outcomes 

(Smith and Thelen, 1994). This highlights that it is not viable to treat 

second language processes as mechanical systems where different 

elements are simply processed to produce a particular outcome as 

suggested by the majority of the ESL learners’ commentaries which 

highlighted the belief that possessing a large vocabulary size would 

lead to high scores in writing assessments. Instead, what seems 

more tenable is a dynamic perspective which views second language 

learning as an ecological or dynamically complex system 

characterised by emergent patterns of behaviour which are a result of 

the interaction of constituent elements over time (Burns and Knox, 

2011; Kramsch, 2002). In the current study, both the learners’ 

written language skills and their lexical knowledge can be considered 

to be emergent behaviours and the unpredictable outcomes where 

predictability might otherwise have been expected (as in the case of 

Student 6) may have been related to the various affordances 

provided by each learner’s context.  

7.5.3 Context dependence  

As was highlighted in Table 5.9, Student 9 was the only one who 

managed to obtain an HLA for WAT after obtaining an LLA for VLT. 

This was in contrast to a majority (11 out of 13 students) who fol-
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lowed the trajectory of HLA for VLT followed by HLA for WAT. On the 

basis of informal notes taken during feedback sessions, it was noted 

that Student 9 has an English-speaking partner who does not speak 

any other languages. One of the key studies on variability highlighted 

in the Literature Review chapter is that of Churchill (2007). 

Churchill’s (2007) study presents a DST perspective to learning a 

word (see Section 2.8.2). The case of Student 9 resonates with find-

ings from that study. Churchill (2007) found that affordances from 

his context (which included written and oral Japanese vocabulary in-

put from the particular environment where he was situated (i.e. the 

various interactions that he had with medical staff while he was ad-

mitted in hospital) impacted positively on his learning of Japanese 

vocabulary. A similar argument seems applicable in the current 

study. Student 9 is a learner whose environment readily presented 

ample opportunities for incidental learning to take place in the form 

of authentic linguistic input from the learner’s partner. This would 

have contributed to the development of a seemingly atypical profile 

because context is an important part of development (Larsen-

Freeman, 1997). As the learner herself confessed, she started watch-

ing television before she could ‘even understand two English word at 

one time’ because ‘my partner is English, together we watch English 

TV only’. This suggests a conducive environment for Student 9’s vo-

cabulary learning.  

 

As can be expected, oral incidental exposure such as the one experi-

enced by Student 9 is unlikely to impact directly on the development 

of writing skills because the complexities involved in developing writ-

ing skills are unlikely to be addressed through incidental verbal input. 

In dynamic complex systems, resources are a key part of develop-
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ment so without resources, a system is likely to be less effective 

(Burns and Knox, 2011). In the case of Student 9, the unexpected 

lack of development related to writing skills could be related to the 

relative lack of resources to facilitate the development of writing 

compared to the resources available to this particular learner in rela-

tion to the development of her L2 verbal skills.  

It can therefore be concluded that the affordances offered by an Eng-

lish-speaking partner might explain the high WAT score which is not 

accompanied by similarly developed writing skills.  

S13 provides another example of variability that resonates with DST 

perspectives. As noted in Chapter 6, S13 is one of the students who 

obtained HLA scores in all written assessments (see Table 5.9). How-

ever, this level of attainment is very inconsistent with the learner’s 

language practices and cognitions as reflected by data from semi-

structured interviews (see Table 6.2). Evidently, the learner shows 

very little engagement and limited positive behaviours associated 

with L2 learning such as the willingness to engage in independent 

study. In contrast, Student 10 who exhibited positive language prac-

tices and cognitions (on the basis of semi-structured interviews 

summarised in Table 6.2) obtained LLA scores across the board, a re-

sult which was unexpected. None of the evidence collected during 

semi-structured interviews / stimulated recalls was found to be ex-

planatory of the unpredictable results obtained by the two learners 

(Student 13 and Student 10). However, as Burns and Knox 

(2011,p.7) observe, DST ‘embraces contradiction and unpredictabil-

ity’ as these are at the core of the theory. Therefore, the cases of 

Student 10 and Student 13 further attest to the relevance of DST 

perspectives to the current investigation as they highlight that it is 
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‘impossible to extract and measure single factors that contribute to 

SLA because they all interact’ (De Bot et al., 2005, p.76).  

7.6. Rationale behind learners’ lexical choices: learners’ per-

spectives 

A major finding in terms of the rationale provided by learners for the 

lexical choices that they made in the WAT is that differential 

conceptual models were evident amongst the learners interviewed. In 

other words, different learners had different ways of constructing 

meanings of given lexical items as was demonstrated by the different 

LLMs produced by the learners. Nonetheless, these could be 

categorised mainly into individual differences such as the quality of 

the learners’ lexical repertoires, learners’ backgrounds, including their 

educational and cultural backgrounds as well as the use of guessing 

as a strategy for dealing with unknown vocabulary. Out of these, the 

most common reason for learners’ incorrect lexical choices was found 

to be partially developed lexical knowledge of lexical items. This 

category represented words where the learner clearly had some kind 

of knowledge about a particular lexical item, no matter how 

superficial (see Section 6.2.4). This finding supports the view that 

vocabulary knowledge is a multidimensional construct which develops 

incrementally and is therefore not a yes or no phenomenon (Nation, 

2001; Read, 2000; Schmitt, 2010). Henriksen's (1999) word 

knowledge model, which ranges from partial to precise knowledge, 

seems to capture this. As Read (2000) points out, word knowledge is 

a process under constant development for native and non-native 

speakers alike.  

The second most cited reason for word choice related to cultural 

associations. It has been suggested that the influence of the L1 
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mental lexicon on the L2 is stronger at lower levels of proficiency 

(Söderman, 1993), a view that finds support in findings from the 

current study since the interviewees in the study were all low 

proficiency students. From the data obtained from stimulated 

reconstructions/ semi structured interviews (see Section 6.2), it is 

evident that the adult L2 learners in the study already possessed 

highly developed conceptual and experiential knowledge based on 

their L1 and experiences of the world around them. This provided a 

schema for the understanding and interpretation of vocabulary items. 

Unfortunately, as Wolter (2006, p.742) notes, although ‘the L1 

lexical/conceptual structure is useful for building L2 lexical 

networks,… it will also sometimes provide learners with 

misinformation about acceptable combinations of L2 words’. This was 

evident in the LLMs presented in Section 6.2.4 where learners’ 

experiences had a noticeable impact on the types of links made 

between/among given lexical items hence the incongruent conceptual 

models produced by learners. As was highlighted in the Literature 

Review chapter, one of the key principles of DST is that dynamic 

systems are sensitive to initial conditions. It would appear that the 

students’ various backgrounds contributed towards the initial 

conditions for ESL learning, thus ultimately impacting on the LLMs 

they produced for the lexical items investigated. An important insight 

to be gained from these perspectives provided by stimulated 

reconstructions is that developing vocabulary knowledge can be a 

highly-individualised experience which can be mediated by multiple 

factors, hence the importance of interrogating learner perspectives as 

these are likely to enhance understanding of the development of 

vocabulary knowledge from the learners’ perspectives thereby 

potentially enhancing developments in pedagogy. 
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7.7 Variability on the factors influencing lexical decisions 

made by learners during the WAT.  

From a  DST perspectives, internal and external resources are a key 

requisite for development to take place as it is the availability of re-

sources that ensures the continued functioning of the system (De Bot 

et al., 2007). In the current study, this phenomenon may be related 

to the profiles of Student 1, Student 8 and Student 13 as some of 

their rationale for lexical choices could be related to their educational 

backgrounds. Since Student 1 was the only participant in the current 

study who has an undergraduate degree / university level qualifica-

tion (although the medium of instruction for the qualification was 

French), the rationale that she provided for some of the lexical choic-

es that she made could be linked to this educational background.  

 

This background can be considered to be a resource within Student 

1’s dynamic system. Student 13 was able to demonstrate awareness 

of academic vocabulary and link it to an activity that the ESL class 

did with their tutor. The student demonstrated memory of academic 

vocabulary from an ESL session which was not cited by any of the 

other students in the study. To that extent, the student’s educational 

experiences seem to have had a positive impact on the development 

of the learner’s vocabulary knowledge. Student 8 cited independent 

reading within the ESL context as a source of knowledge for the aca-

demic words that the learner knew. Thus, it would seem that the stu-

dents’ vocabulary knowledge was positively affected by their educa-

tional backgrounds as external resources.  

 

This leads to the conclusion that previous individual learning experi-

ences such as educational backgrounds are likely to be contributing 
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factors to learners’ strategies and ultimately, successful development 

of vocabulary size and depth.   

 

However, what was also noted in Table 6.2 is variability in terms of 

what could be considered to be part of the three learners’ internal re-

sources (De Bot, 2007). Student 13 in particular is a learner with rel-

atively low motivation and therefore demonstrated low engagement 

levels within the ESL learning context compared to her peers. This 

distinguishes this student from the other two students who reported 

lexical decisions influenced by educational factors. This learner’s tra-

jectory may be explained by the proposition that dynamic systems 

are characterised not only by interconnectedness amongst subsys-

tems but also compensatory relations between or among different re-

sources or sub-systems (De Bot et al. 2007). In the case of Student 

13, the learner was able to utilise an internal resource in the form of 

an evidently effective memory, in order to compensate for what ap-

pears to be lack of motivation to invest time outside class to reinforce 

and extend learning (see Section 6.2).  

 

This may partially explain the learner’s ability to recall information 

which may be related to the HLA score that the learner obtained 

across all written assessments. From the aggregation of factors cited 

as impacting on lexical choices that the ESL learners made during the 

WAT, the impact of each factor showed variation within the group 

(see Figure 6.3). It can be argued that the students’ profiles show 

relative similarity in the sense that the overall picture is that of a 

group of ESL learners whose lexical choices were impacted the most 

by partial knowledge of lexical items; followed by cultural factors; 

impact of educational experiences; and finally, the use of guessing as 

a strategy impacting on learners’ choices.  
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However, the differential impact of these factors on individual learn-

ers’ choices illustrates that differences could easily be concealed 

when data is averaged (Larsen-Freeman, 2012; MacIntyre, 2012). 
 

7.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has highlighted theoretical interpretations related to the 

findings obtained from both the quantitative and qualitative findings 

from the current study. The relevance of DST perspectives is 

highlighted and the theory provided a framework for reconciling 

findings from the quantitative and qualitative findings in the study, 

thereby helping to bring to the fore, the importance of variability. 

Such variability could otherwise be hidden by the treatment of 

students only as groups who produce average rather than individual 

data. This is particularly important in the context of classroom based 

studies such as the current one because such an approach can 

produce insights that could assist teachers in understanding 

individual learner differences and therefore enhance the learning 

experience for the learners. The DST approach adopted also 

recognises the complexity of L2 processes by highlighting the 

interaction of multiple-factors in L2 developmental processes such as 

vocabulary knowledge and written language ability.  
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Chapter Eight: 
Conclusion  
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8.0 Chapter Introduction 

This chapter offers an overview of the study and captures key argu-

ments presented in this thesis. On this basis, the chapter allows for 

the evaluation of the extent to which the study achieved its objec-

tives as outlined in the introductory chapter. The chapter begins by 

presenting a summary statement of the issues at the centre of this 

investigation. This paves the way for a review of the key research 

findings, insights generated from them as well as the main contribu-

tions to knowledge. The chapter finishes by acknowledging limitations 

of the study, some of which lay foundation to recommendations for 

future research. 

8.1 Summary of research focus 

The introductory chapter highlighted the dissonance between some 

ESL learners’ lexicogrammatical profiles and their ultimate linguistic 

performances as one of the key motivations behind this study. It was 

noted that some learners’ overall language proficiency scores did not 

predict written language ability as might have been expected. This 

led to an interest in the investigation of the interplay between lexical 

knowledge and written language skills for ESL learners. Therefore, 

using an MMR approach grounded on a pragmatic epistemological 

stance, this study explored the interplay between vocabulary size, 

vocabulary depth and written language skills among L2 learners. 

While the small scale of the study does not allow for any grand claims 

to be made, the study has generated empirical evidence in support of 

the importance of vocabulary depth as a key aspect of lexical devel-

opment and consequently generated some empirical evidence in sup-

port of the conceptual distinction between size and depth. Findings 

from the study also highlight the importance of not only group aver-
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ages in L2 research but also, variability within groups and by so do-

ing, highlight the relevance of DST approaches in the investigation of 

L2 processes. The findings from the study not only make contribu-

tions at a theoretical and methodological level, but also have practical 

implications in the field of Applied Linguistics as will be highlighted in 

this chapter.  

8.2 The Study’s contribution to knowledge 

As Nation (2013, p.262) observes ‘of all the four skills ...writing is the 

one where we know the least about the relationship between the skill 

and vocabulary knowledge’. While there now exists a substantial 

body of literature related to the interplay between different linguistic 

features and written language skill, the study utilised an innovative 

approach where performance and introspective data were corroborat-

ed with the tracing of individual learner developmental trajectories 

framed within a DST approach. The study revealed that the interplay 

between vocabulary knowledge and written language skill cannot be 

neatly summed up using quantitative data only. Instead, the MMR 

approach adopted for data collection and revealed variation within 

and among the ESL learners investigated. Such variation could easily 

be hidden behind averages/correlation data so it was through the tri-

angulation of quantitative and qualitative data that the complexities 

of the interplay between vocabulary knowledge and written language 

ability were unveiled. To that extent, the study makes a contribution 

at the methodological level by drawing upon DST theory as a lens for 

viewing and interpreting findings from the study. The application of 

DST in the field of Applied Linguistics is fairly new (De Bot et al., 

2007). Consequently, the current study contributes towards filling a 

methodological gap by providing an empirically based account of the 

complex nature of the relationship between vocabulary knowledge 
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and written language ability. The findings suggest that L2 learners 

can be construed as complex dynamic systems in line with DST mod-

els such as the one provided by Rosmawati (2013).  

8.3 Pedagogical Implications 

As highlighted in Section 6.2.3, some ESL students in the current 

study highlighted their teacher’s efforts in trying to encourage them 

to learn more about words that they had come across before. In es-

sence, the teacher was encouraging the students to develop not only 

the number of words that they knew, but also, the depth of 

knowledge for those words. However, what is concerning for an Ap-

plied Linguist is that, in most cases, the ESL students in the current 

study reported that they did not agree with their teacher’s view re-

garding the importance of developing depth of vocabulary knowledge 

as they felt that this would be taking away from the time and effort 

that could be invested in developing vocabulary size. This view was 

supported by interview findings where students highlighted vocabu-

lary size as their ultimate, and admitted that they were unwilling to 

invest time and effort into activities designed to help with the devel-

opment of depth of vocabulary knowledge. This suggests that for the 

learners investigated in the current study, it is worth raising aware-

ness of the importance of both size and depth of vocabulary 

knowledge (see Section 5.1.2) so that students can embrace positive 

beliefs about the importance of depth of knowledge.  

 

In the current study, the WAT was used as an assessment tool for 

the evaluation of learners’ depth of vocabulary knowledge. However, 

in light of the current findings relating to the apathy of ESL learners 

towards enhancing depth of lexical knowledge, the teacher could 

identify key words that are not well recycled in the particular units 
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that they teach to their students. They could then use such words as 

key words for their learners to set up WATs that are specifically tai-

lored to their students’ needs.  

 

This could facilitate the development of depth of knowledge in a way 

that is relevant to specific learners’ needs. Indeed, one of the criti-

cisms of WATs is that sometimes such tests are derived from word-

lists that were created several years ago and may therefore not be 

able to fully meet the needs of 21st century L2 learners (see Section 

2.3.2). Therefore, devising WATs that are specifically designed for 

the needs of particular learners in a particular context could be one 

way of developing opportunities that facilitate the development of vo-

cabulary depth. Such activities are likely to be more motivating and 

engaging to learners.  

 

In addition, in the current study, illuminating findings about learners’ 

individual lexical trajectories were obtained through the use of stimu-

lated reconstructions as a follow up to the WAT. This further supports 

the view being advocated here that although WATs are most com-

monly used as tools for assessing depth of knowledge (Zareva and 

Wolter, 2012) they can also be used as a teaching and learning tools 

in tandem with the AfL approaches (see Section 2.7.4). The teacher 

can utilize WATs to obtain information about individual learners’ men-

tal lexicons as was the case in the current study. They could then set 

learning targets aligned to the needs of the learners. This would help 

teachers address any flawed lexical conceptions such as the ones that 

were reflected in the LLMs obtained from ESL students in the current 

study (see Section 6.2.3).  
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A challenge that may emanate from teachers’ endeavours to supple-

ment teaching materials as suggested in this discussion relates to 

time-constraints. However, what is being advocated here is for 

teachers to supplement teaching materials in the context of their own 

learners’ needs and not a complete abandonment of commercial re-

sources (Allen, 2015). Another way of mitigating against time pres-

sure can be the use of technology.  

The current study utilised Vocabprofile for the analysis of learners’ 

lexical knowledge and found evidence which supports the utility of 

the tool for assessing written texts for vocabulary use at different 

frequency bands. This suggests that automatized   tools such as this 

can be utilised for analysing not only ESL learners’ writing but also, 

written text such as reading passages from course books. This can 

provide tutors with information about lexical coverage of high fre-

quency words which could also provide useful insights about the suf-

ficiency or otherwise of the coverage of key vocabulary which would, 

in turn, help tutors with planning for supplementary work to develop 

both size and depth of learners’ vocabulary knowledge. Teachers 

need to evaluate teaching resources and keep up to date with any 

new research informed teaching methodologies to ensure that they 

are best suited to facilitate not just acquisition of new vocabulary but 

also, development of depth of knowledge.  

8.3.1 The need to prioritise learners’ specific needs to guide 

teaching and learning.  

Laufer et al., (2005) advise that it is important to pay attention to 

semantic differences at an inter-lingual level as lexical errors may 

stem from such differences. For example, L1 words with several al-

ternatives in English, English words with several unrelated transla-



 

  

275 

 

tions in the L1, or English words with no L1 equivalents can cause 

particular difficulty (Laufer et al., 2005). In the current study, this 

recommendation resonates with the findings from cultural associa-

tions that students made with some lexical items during the WAT, 

thus resulting in LLMs which differed from expected lexical models 

(See Section 6.2.1). It was noted that although the LLMs showed 

some themes that allowed the output to be categorised into four cat-

egories, there was variation both within each student’s output (so 

that not all LLMs per student were influenced by the same factor) and 

between students (so that different students’ output was affected by 

different factors). This implies that there is need for teachers to prior-

itise and optimise individualised learning opportunities. This would 

help fully address students’ lexical needs. This could involve innova-

tion through assessment so that assessment is, as far as possible, in-

tegrated with teaching and learning in line with AfL perspectives (see 

Section 2.7.4) In the context of the current study, marking and 

providing summative written feedback would not have revealed the 

kinds of insights that were obtained herein about learners’ individual 

lexical trajectories. However, it was through an individualised ap-

proach where I teased out students’ views/rationale behind their lexi-

cal choices that individual perspectives and LLMs emerged. Such an 

approach is likely to require careful integration into the ESL curricu-

lum as the individualised approach is likely to be time consuming. 

However, if teachers focus only on a limited number of words identi-

fied as important for particular students, then this is potentially a 

beneficial way of integrating teaching with assessment and helping 

learners expand their knowledge of particular words.  

As an example, it was highlighted in Section 2.7.4 that as part of 

their ESL programme, the ESL students investigated in the current 
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study sit mid-course tests which are basically summative tests as the 

grades contribute a percentage towards the final examination score. 

Looking at the insights obtained from the current study, it seems 

likely that these students would benefit more from dynamic assess-

ment rather than mid-term summative assessments considering the 

stress associated with such tests on one hand, and the fact that the 

only feedback that the students receive from this assessment is a 

grade. In addition, since some learners highlighted lack of prompt 

feedback as a demotivating factor with regards to engaging in inde-

pendent learning activities such as writing, a particularly relevant 

way of addressing learners’ individual needs would be the use of 

computerised assessment tools such as the VocabProfile tool as part 

of AfL. Students could be trained on how to input their own free writ-

ing onto the VocabProfile tool and generate output about their own 

lexical use. Since VocabProfile breaks down lexis in a text into differ-

ent frequency bands, students could meaningfully track their own 

lexical development and start targeting words from a particular fre-

quency band. They could even input text from a range of other writ-

ten sources such as their textbooks in order to check lexical use from 

different frequency bands. This could also help them identify target 

words to learn and practise independently.  

 

Other than the challenges that dynamic assessment might present to 

ESL teachers, it is also important to consider how dynamic assess-

ment is likely to be received by the learners themselves as attitudes 

can impact on individuals’ ultimate behaviours which can then affect 

outcomes. In the current study, individual feedback was well-

received and highly valued by participants. This supports the widely 

cited view that personalised approaches to learning are likely to pro-
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duce positive outcomes in a learning and teaching environment 

(Becker et al., 2007). This makes it reasonable to expect ESL learn-

ers to welcome such a development. At the institution where the ESL 

learners were based, students’ progress to HE courses and at this 

stage, they start receiving personalised language support through a 

range of techniques including online independent learning and as-

sessments. Since L2 learning is a complex process, it seems that it 

would be more beneficial for learners to start getting access to per-

sonalised learning opportunities and support while they are doing 

preparatory courses such as the ESL programme that the students 

were on. This is likely to allow teachers the opportunity to help stu-

dents build skills relevant to their own needs which would be a wel-

come development considering the variability noted in this study. It 

would also supplement the traditional formative and summative as-

sessment, thus increasing opportunities for the dynamic assessment 

for learning (AfL) rather than assessment of learning (AoL).  

8.3.2 The need to help students develop effective strategy use 

Section 2.3.2 highlighted that learning strategies such as guessing 

can facilitate autonomous learning (O'Malley and Chamot, 1994) and 

are therefore an essential tool for active learning as research sug-

gests that effective use of such strategies can enhance achievement 

in L2 learning. In the current study, it was noted that while some 

learners were comfortable and effective in using guessing as a strat-

egy for dealing with unknown vocabulary knowledge, some had fun-

damental philosophical objections to the approach. This implies that 

variability is an important part of the L2 learning process, and that 

cultural factors should constitute an important consideration in any 

classroom situation because understanding variability can help teach-

ers develop appropriate strategies for supporting learning and devel-



 

  

278 

 

oping appropriate learning opportunities which are differentiated ac-

cording to the needs of their learners. For example, since literature 

suggests that lexical inferencing can lead to lexical development; and 

results from the current study highlighted potential benefits of using 

lexical inferencing as a strategy for dealing with unknown vocabulary, 

this study recommends that there is need to sensitise learners from 

different backgrounds on the value of lexical inferencing as a legiti-

mate strategy. Following in the steps of Fraser (1999), students can 

be explicitly trained on what lexical inferencing is; why it is useful; 

and when, where, and how to use it Fraser (1999). The teacher could 

demonstrate how lexical inferencing might work in practice, for ex-

ample, through morphological activities such as identifying prefixes 

and suffixes in words.  

 

Such awareness may help learners go beyond their initial apprehen-

sions about lexical inferencing as a strategy. In addition, in the litera-

ture, guessing and lexical inferencing are used interchangeably to re-

fer to the same strategy of using contextual clues to deal with un-

known vocabulary.  

It is possible that the use of the term ‘guessing’ might bear negative 

associations for some learners so it might be helpful for course books 

and teachers to use the term ‘lexical inferencing’ instead to encour-

age learners to utilize this strategy as it seems to have potential 

learning benefits.  

8.3.3 Implications for ESL learners  

For the ESL students investigated in the current study, it would 

appear that it is important for learners to develop autonomy in their 

vocabulary learning. Considering the sheer amount of words that a 

second language learner needs in order to function effectively in the 
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L2, it is clear that learning L2 vocabulary presents a considerable 

challenge. In addition, since the course book is an integral part of 

many ESL programmes, it is essential that students are supported 

towards utilising the most appropriate books particularly when they 

engage in independent learning activities. These could provide 

opportunities for the development of both size and depth of 

vocabulary knowledge, particularly in light of the interview findings 

that students rely, to a very large extent, on course books for their 

independent learning.  The additional need to develop not just 

vocabulary size but depth as well suggests that the role of 

autonomous learning cannot be over emphasized.  

 

Research suggests that increased autonomy can lead to higher levels 

of intrinsic motivation, and this can ultimately lead to greater 

achievement (Tremblay and Gardner, 1995). In the current study, 

VocabProfile was identified as a tool that can be used to encourage 

learners to develop autonomy in their written language activities that 

can aid the development of vocabulary knowledge as learners can 

self-assess and get instant feedback on their vocabulary use in a 

particular piece of writing. This encourage and enhance the 

development of size and depth of vocabulary knowledge.   

8.4 Generalisability 

The triangulated approach adopted in this investigation enhanced the 

study’s ability to provide more in-depth insights and comprehensive 

answers to the research questions. This provided a basis for 

naturalistic rather than scientific generalisability (Melrose, 2009). It is 

from this perspective that the contributions made by this study and 

their practical implications are considered. The study utilised data 

obtained from 18 primary participants and 40 samples of data 
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obtained from the ICLE corpus. This is a relatively small subject 

group since one of the subgroups (the ESL group) comprises less 

than 30 participants (Lowie and Seton, 2013). Consequently, it was 

not the aim of the study to establish norms in the form of scientific 

generalisability. Instead, the study offers opportunities for readers to 

obtain contextualised insights which can facilitate naturalistic 

generalisations in the form of readers drawing their own links from 

insights in this study, should they find them to resonate with their 

own contexts (Melrose, 2009). The study also provides empirical 

bases for further investigation of the interplay between vocabulary 

knowledge and written language skills among ESL learners.  

8.5 Limitations of the study  
 

8.5.1 Self-reported data 

The stimulated reconstructions / semi-structured interviews provided 

qualitative data for the analysis of learners’ trajectories. While this is 

an important part of the study as it allowed for the tracing of 

variability, a criticism can be levied at the methodological level, given 

the fact that self -reported data may not be as accurate as 

objectively captured data. This is because the participants may report 

what they believe the researcher wants to know. As such, the 

findings in this study mat have been affected by the social desirability 

effect especially considering that the researcher was a teacher at the 

institution where the research was carried out. However, steps were 

taken towards mitigating against this self-reported data since the 

researcher ensured that all the students who took part in the study 

were in classes taught by the researcher’s colleagues rather than the 

researcher herself.  
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8.5.2 Sample Size 

Section 3.3.2. highlighted that the original plan was to collect data 

from a larger sample of students for the quantitative part of the 

study (72 students in total were targeted as the study sample). How-

ever, upon entering the field for data collection, permission to access 

some of the participants was withdrawn at the last minute, thus re-

ducing the sample size significantly. In the end, 18 ESL students 

whose written compositions were analysed alongside 40 ICLE corpus 

samples comprised the study sample, which gave a total of 58 writ-

ten essays. However, a triangulated approach was adopted both for 

data collection where each of the 18 participants completed three 

written assessments (VLT, WAT and free writing) and out of these, 

eight students also took part in stimulated reconstructions/semi-

structured interviews). This ensured that deeper insights could be ob-

tained from the relatively small sample. In addition, in recognition of 

the relatively small sample involved, the study sought naturalistic ra-

ther than scientific generalisability of its findings (Melrose, 2009). 

Therefore, it is hoped that readers will gain insight by reflecting on 

the details and descriptions presented in this study and then deter-

mining the relevance of findings from this study to their own con-

texts. This should open new and extended avenues for future re-

search in vocabulary studies. Furthermore, owing to the multiple data 

sets that the study utilised from the participants, the numbers were 

deemed adequate for addressing the research questions in the cur-

rent study. However, a larger sample and more precisely comparable 

data would allow for more conclusive results so this is an area for de-

velopment in future studies. In addition, for reasons beyond the re-

searcher’s control, not all participants who completed written as-

sessments were interviewed. Interviewing more students might have 
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provided more evidence for factors that were identified as rationale 

for lexical choices that students made during WAT activities. It is also 

possible that additional insights might have emanated from the anal-

ysis of a wider base of student narratives.  

8.6 Recommendations for future studies  

As Larsen-Freeman (2012) notes, DST is a fairly new approach to 

studies of L2 development. On the basis of findings from this study 

which suggested a complex interplay between lexis and writing, it is 

recommended that the field needs more studies investigating the 

interplay between vocabulary knowledge through the adoption of new 

methodologies such as those offered by DST. This would open 

avenues for extending insights about L2 developmental processes. 

This study also noted that students investigated in this study did not 

always appreciate the value of depth of knowledge in the 

development of vocabulary knowledge. This suggests that studies 

aimed at exploring learners’ metacognitive knowledge and 

understanding how metacognition can be best achieved with 

particular reference to the development of depth of vocabulary 

knowledge would be beneficial. However, such studies need to be 

built on the foundation of further studies to clarify the concepts of 

vocabulary size and depth. Owing to its small sample size, this study 

has only provided tentative evidence to suggest that size and depth 

may be useful conceptualisations. Nonetheless, further studies are 

required in order to make any grand claims about the understanding 

and development of size and depth of vocabulary knowledge.  

8.7 Final remarks 

Through an MMR approach, the study highlighted the complexities in-

volved in what might appear at first sight, to be a simple linear rela-
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tionship between linguistic variables. However, the study highlighted 

that while the relationship between vocabulary knowledge and writing 

skills may provide a window into the learners’ linguistic abilities, the 

relationship is by no means a straightforward one. This is because a 

number of factors can impact on it including the very nature of vo-

cabulary knowledge as a complex phenomenon as well as learners’ 

varied backgrounds and the affordances for vocabulary knowledge 

that they each identify and utilise in any learning context. Therefore, 

through quantitative and qualitative data obtained from L2 learners, 

the study identified the L2 learner as a complex dynamic system who 

is impacted upon by multiple factors, leading to the complexity of 

processes that the learner goes through during the language learning 

process. 

The study concludes that depth of vocabulary knowledge should be 

given as much attention as vocabulary size because of its potential 

role in the development of key linguistic skills such as the ability to 

compose written text. This can only be achieved through teachers 

and researchers working together to shape and inform pedagogy re-

sulting in principled teaching of vocabulary as opposed to a vocabu-

lary-takes-care-of-itself approach. However, from the findings of the 

current study, it is clear that even with the best teachers and the 

most highly motivated ESL learners, the interplay between written 

language skills and lexical knowledge is unlikely to take a linear 

route. This is because of the interaction of multiple factors involved 

during the composing process on the one hand, and lexical develop-

ment on the other hand. To that extent, the interplay between vo-

cabulary knowledge and written language skills remains at best, de-

scribed as a complex and dynamic one, hence the need for further 

DST studies in this domain. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 Marking Guide 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Task fulfilment 

 

 

 

Relevance to given context; balance of argument, length, ability to an-
swer the question; appropriacy of style; comprehensibility.  

20% 

 
 
Organisation 

of text and content 

 

 

Text organization; paragraph organization; cohesion, coherence; Con-
trol of cohesive devices. 

20% 

 
 
 

Language control 

 

 

 

Accuracy of spellings and grammar; sentence structure, depth of 
grammar; range and appropriacy of vocabulary used; spellings, punc-
tuation and script layout appropriate for writing context 

60% 



 

  

314 

 

Appendix 2 Semi Structured Interview and Stimulated Reconstruction Guide     
   

Interviewee……………………………………………..  

Interview guide 
Researcher’s 
Notes 

Section 1 

 Background information about interviews 

i. Why are you learning English/what do you hope to achieve? e.g. personal satisfaction, circumstances etc. 

ii. Have you ever been taught other subjects in English? 

iii. Did you complete any qualifications in your own country? Was this in your own language or in English? 

iv. Do you have family/friends in the UK? 

 

Section 2 

Metacognitive questions related to size and depth  

i. Which test did you find easiest/most difficult? Why? 

ii. The three tests completed were measures of how many words students know and how much knowledge stu-

dents have about the words. Do you think it’s important to measure both? Why or why not? 

iii. The three tests completed were measures of how many words you know and how much knowledge you have about 

the words (Explain the concept of vocabulary size and depth and check understanding before proceeding to ask the 

question) Which one do you think is more important for : 

 Writing skills 

 Reading skills 

 Speaking skills 

 Listening skills 

 

iv. What sort of things do you think you could do if you knew more words? 

v. What if you knew the words that you already know, better? How could that help you? 
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Section 3 

Activities that learners engage in  

i. How much independent language work do you do at home? – probe for speaking, listening, reading, writing  

ii. Probe for details of what they /write/listen to and/or how they practise the four skills, if at all. 

 

Section 4 

Questions directly related to WAT 

i. Pick out words incorrectly answered on the WAT test 

ii. Probe for rationale/influences/inspirations behind choice of associations. 

 

Any other comments?  
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Appendix 3 Word Association Tests (WAT)    

   

Word Associates Test - 40 items - choose four per set (both boxes)  

 
 
1. beautiful 

enjoyable expensive free 

loud  

education face music 

weather  

2. bright 

clever famous happy 

shining  
colour hand poem taste  

3. calm 

open quiet smooth tired  cloth day light person  

4. natural 

expected helpful real 

short  

foods neighbours parents 

songs  

5. fresh 

another cool easy raw  
cotton heat language wa-

ter  

6. general 

closed different usual 

whole  
country idea reader street  

7. bare 

empty heavy uncovered 

useful  
cupboard feet school tool  

8. acute 

hidden often rich sharp  
angle hearing illness 

stones  

9. common 
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complete light ordinary 

shared  

boundary circle name 

party  

10. complex 

angry difficult necessary 

sudden  

argument passengers patterns 

problem  

11. broad 

full moving quiet wide  
night river shoulders 

smile  

12. conscious 

awake healthy knowing 

laughing  

face decision effort stu-

dent  

13. convenient 

easy fresh near suitable  
experience sound time 

vegetable  

14. dense 

crowded hot noisy thick  
forest handle smoke 

weather  

15. curious 

helpful interested missing 

strange  

accident child computer 

steel  

16. distinct 

clear famous separate 

true  

advantage meanings news 

parents  

17. dull 

cloudy loud nice secret  colour knife place rock  

18. direct 

honest main straight wide  fence flight heat river  

19. favorable 
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helpful legal possible 

positive  

habit response teacher 

weather  

 
20. secure 

confident enjoyable fixed 

safe  
game job meal visitor  

21. tight 

close rough uncomfortable 

wet  
bend pants surface wood  

22. violent 

expected smelly strong 

unlucky  

anger death rubbish 

storm  

23. chronic 

continuing local serious 

unplanned  

accident examination illness 

shortage  

24. compact 

effective small solid use-

ful  

group kitchen medicine 

string  

25. crude 

clever fair rough valuable  
behaviour drawing oil 

trade  

26. domestic 

home national regular 

smooth  

animal movement policy 

speed  

27. profound 

bright deep exact great  
effect machine taste 

thought  

28. fertile 
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dark growing private spe-

cial  
business egg mind soil  

29. formal 

fast loud organised seri-

ous  

bomb education growth 

statement  

 
30. independent 

changed equal important 

separate  
child country ideas prices  

31. original 

careful closed first proud  condition mind plan sister  

32. sensitive 

feeling interesting sharp 

thick  

clothes instrument skin 

topic  

33. professional 

paid public regular reli-

gious  

advice manner musician 

transport  

34. critical 

clear dangerous important 

rough  
festival illness time water  

35. synthetic 

artificial electronic expensive 

simple  
drug meal radio sound  

36. liberal 

free moderate plenty val-

uable  

crops furniture parents 

transport  

37. dramatic 

exciting official surprising 

worried  

adventure change patient 

salary  
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38. conservative 

cautious hopeful traditional 

warm  

clothes estimate meeting 

signal  

39. coherent 
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Appendix 4 Vocabulary Levels Test  
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Appendix 5 Free Writing Activity 
 

Instructions 

1. Please read through the topics below and choose the one that you feel 

most comfortable writing about. 

2. Now write about 250words about your chosen topic. 

3. Please remember to write your name and the number of the topic that you 

have chosen in the box provided at the bottom of the page. 

 

1. “Money is the cause of all evil”. Do you agree? 

 

2. The prison system is old fashioned. No society should punish its criminals by 

sending them to prison. It should help them become good citizens. What are 

your views about this statement? 

3. The car is man’s worst friend. Do you agree?  

4. Some people prefer to live in a small town. Others prefer to live in a big city. 

Which place would you prefer to live in? Use specific reasons and examples to 

support your answer. 

5.  “When people succeed, it is because of hard work. Luck has nothing to do with 

success.” Do you agree or disagree? Use specific reasons and examples to 

explain your position. 

6. A woman’s place is in the home. Do you agree? 

 

7. Some people say Christmas is the best time of the year. What are your views?  

 

8. Television commercials should be banned. Do you agree with this statement? 

  

9. Children under the age of five years should not be allowed to watch television. 

Do you agree? 

 

YOUR 

NAME:…………………………………………………………………………… 

TOPIC NUMBER:………………….. 

 

This is the end of the activity, thank you very much for taking part! 
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Appendix 6 Information For Participants 
 

 

Information for participants 

You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether to 

take part or not, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done 

and what it will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and 

discuss it with others if you wish.  

What is the purpose of research?  

The research is part of a PhD project on vocabulary learning so the information gained 

from you will help the researcher to understand English Language teaching and learning 

better.  

Do I have to take part? 

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part but there is no obligation for you to 

do so. However, your participation will be very much valued as it will contribute to the 

success of this research project. 

What information will I get before the study? 

The researcher will describe the study to you. They will go through this information 

sheet and answer any questions you may have. If you decide to take part you will be 

asked to sign a consent form to show you have agreed to take part. However, you are 

free to change your mind at any time and you do not have to give a reason. If you de-

cide to withdraw from the study you can also decide whether or not you want your data 

to be used. 

What will happen to me if I take part?  

If you are interested in taking part your teacher will tell you the day, time and venue 

for the tests. You will complete the tests which will take about 1hour 30 minutes. You 

will be given the scores for the tests and you will get the opportunity for one-to-one 

feedback about your writing if you wish. If you agree, part of these sessions will be rec-

orded so that the researcher can have an accurate record of what you said. The record-

ings may be transcribed but any personal information such as your name, your date of 

birth, your address etc. will be removed. Any quotations used will not contain infor-

mation that will allow you to be identified.  

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

 You may find the one-to-one feedback sessions useful for further developing your lan-

guage skills but the scores on the test will not affect your course at all. All the activities 

will be done purely for purposes of the research. 

I have more questions, who can I ask?  

Please contact Sihle Ndlovu on telephone 07940421712 or email sn173@le.ac.uk . 

Your English Language tutor is also happy for you to contact him with questions on how 

the research activities will be scheduled or any other relevant questions. 

 

mailto:sn173@le.ac.uk
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM  

Statement of Consent 

1. I have received a briefing about the purpose of this research. 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw unconditionally at 

any time from taking part in this study.  

3. I have been informed that data obtained from me, either through written exercises, one-

to-one or group discussions, may be used as part of this research. However, all the infor-

mation will be treated as highly confidential and my name or the names of other partici-

pants will not be mentioned on the research.  

4. The overall findings may be submitted for publication in an academic source such as a 

journal, or presented at conferences. 

5. All written work will be marked and returned to the students. 

6. In addition, one-to-one feedback will be provided to those who would like to discuss their 

scores and get advice on how they can improve their writing. 

If you would like a one-to-one feedback session, please tick ALL the times when you can be 

available to receive this feedback.  

Day Time 

Monday 9:00-10:00am  1:00pm-2:00pm  5:00-6:00pm 

Tuesday 11:00-12:00 1:00pm-2:00pm 5:00-6:00pm 

Wednesday  1:00pm-2:00pm 5:00-6:00pm 

Thursday 9:00-10:00am  1:00pm-2:00pm 5:00-6:00pm 

Please tick this box if you DO NOT 
 require one-to-one feedback 

  

  

7. I agree to take part in this research. 

 

Student Name: _______________ Signature: ___________ Date: _________ 

Researcher: Sihle Ndlovu  
PhD Student 

School of Education 

University of Leicester 

Telephone 07940421712 

Email sn173@le.ac.uk  
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Appendix 7 Lumley’s Scale 

 


