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ABSTRACT 

 

It has long be recognized that vocabulary knowledge plays an important role in 

L2 learners’ reading comprehension. In regard to vocabulary knowledge, there is 

an increasing consensus that it consists of vocabulary breadth and vocabulary 

depth, while it includes receptive and productive dimensions. In spite of the 

agreement, most studies have focused on receptive vocabulary knowledge as 

opposed to productive vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary depth. 

The present study investigated the relationships among the three dimensions 

of vocabulary knowledge – receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive 

vocabulary knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge – according to the 

students’ vocabulary proficiency. This study also attempted to explore the roles of 

vocabulary knowledge in reading comprehension according to their reading 

proficiency.  

The participants of this study were 143 Korean high school students in the 10th 

grade. To evaluate their vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension, a 

Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), a Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (PVLT), a 

Word Associates Test (WAT), and a Reading Comprehension Test (RCT) were 

administered. Correlation and regression analyses were conducted in order to 

answer the research questions of this study.  

The findings revealed that the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge had 

strong relationships with one another. When the students were divided into two 

groups based on their VLT scores, the correlation of the PVLT with the WAT was 
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the highest within the high-level group, while that of the PVLT with the WAT was 

the lowest within the low-level group. This indicates that productive vocabulary 

and vocabulary depth increase as receptive vocabulary improves, and that they 

develop when a student has basic knowledge of receptive vocabulary at a certain 

level. It was also found that both vocabulary breadth and depth provided 

significant contribution to predicting reading comprehension. When the students 

were classified into two groups based on their RCT scores, the depth dimension 

showed the lowest predictability on reading comprehension for both the high- and 

low-level groups, implying that students’ vocabulary depth is quite low 

irrespective of their reading proficiency. In addition, productive vocabulary 

knowledge had lower predictive power on reading comprehension for the high- 

rather than the low-level group, suggesting that even a student who has high 

reading skills is not familiar with using his word knowledge productively. 

These findings offer specific information on understanding L2 vocabulary 

knowledge and its essential roles in reading comprehension. Vocabulary 

instruction and assessment needs to pay attention to the depth dimension as well as 

the breadth dimension. Knowing various aspects of word knowledge could lead to 

successful reading comprehension. 

 

Key Words: L2 vocabulary knowledge, receptive vocabulary knowledge, 

productive vocabulary knowledge, depth of vocabulary 

knowledge, L2 reading comprehension 

Student Number: 2008-21561 



 

 - iii - 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ABSTRACT ...................................................................................................... i 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ................................................................................ iii 

LIST OF TABLES .......................................................................................... vi 

LIST OF FIGURES ...................................................................................... viii 

 

 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION ....................................................................1 

1.1. Purpose of the Study ........................................................................1 

1.2. Research Questions..........................................................................4 

1.3. Organization of the Thesis ...............................................................5 

 

 

CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW .........................................................7 

2.1. Vocabulary Knowledge ....................................................................7 

2.2. Dimensions of Vocabulary Knowledge and Assessment Instruments

 ..................................................................................................... 10 

2.2.1. Receptive Vocabulary Knowledge ........................................ 11 

2.2.2. Productive Vocabulary Knowledge ....................................... 15 

2.2.3. Depth of Vocabulary Knowledge .......................................... 18 

2.3. Relationship between Different Dimensions of Vocabulary 

Knowledge ................................................................................. 26 



 

 - iv - 

2.4. Roles of Vocabulary Knowledge in Reading Comprehension ......... 28 

 

 

CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY ................................................................. 33 

3.1. Participants .................................................................................... 33 

3.2. Pre-test .......................................................................................... 34 

3.3. Instruments .................................................................................... 35 

3.3.1. Vocabulary Levels Test ......................................................... 35 

3.3.2. Productive Vocabulary Levels Test ....................................... 37 

3.3.3. Word Associates Test ............................................................ 39 

3.3.4. Reading Comprehension Test ............................................... 40 

3.4. Procedures ..................................................................................... 41 

3.5. Data Analysis ................................................................................ 42 

 

 

CHAPTER 4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION............................................... 44 

4.1. Descriptive Statistics ..................................................................... 44 

4.2. Relationship between Different Dimensions of Vocabulary 

Knowledge ................................................................................. 46 

4.2.1. Correlation Analyses ............................................................ 47 

4.2.2. Regression Analyses ............................................................. 48 

4.2.3. Analyses According to Vocabulary Proficiency Levels.......... 50 

4.3. Roles of Vocabulary Knowledge in Reading Comprehension ......... 56 



 

 - v - 

4.3.1. Correlation Analyses ............................................................ 56 

4.3.2. Regression Analyses ............................................................. 57 

4.3.3. Analyses According to Reading Proficiency Levels .............. 59 

 

 

CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION ....................................................................... 63 

5.1. Summary of the Findings ............................................................... 63 

5.2. Pedagogical Implications ............................................................... 66 

5.3. Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research ......................... 68 

 

 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................... 70 

APPENDICES ................................................................................................ 77 

ABSTRACT IN KOREAN ............................................................................. 90 

 

 



 

 - vi - 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

Table 2.1 What is Involved in Knowing a Word ...............................................9 

Table 2.2 Components of Depth of Vocabulary Knowledge ........................... 20 

Table 2.3 The Relationship between the Stimulus Word and Associates ....... 24 

Table 3.1 Vocabulary Size in High School Courses ........................................ 36 

Table 3.2 Data Collection Procedures ............................................................. 41 

Table 4.1 Descriptive Analysis of Four Tests .................................................. 45 

Table 4.2 Internal Consistency Reliability of the VLT, PVLT, WAT and RCT

 ...................................................................................................... 46 

Table 4.3 Correlations among the VLT, PVLT and WAT ............................. 47 

Table 4.4 Simple Regression Analyses among the VLT, PVLT and WAT..... 49 

Table 4.5 Independent Samples t-test of the VLT .......................................... 50 

Table 4.6 Descriptive Analysis According to Vocabulary Proficiency Levels 51   

Table 4.7 Correlations among the VLT, PVLT and WAT for the High-level 

Group............................................................................................ 52 

Table 4.8 Simple Regression Analyses among the VLT, PVLT and WAT for 

the High-level Group .................................................................... 53 

Table 4.9 Correlations among the VLT, PVLT and WAT for the Low-level 

Group ........................................................................................... 54 

Table 4.10 Simple Regression Analyses among the VLT, PVLT and WAT for 

the Low-level Group ..................................................................... 55 

Table 4.11 Correlations among the RCT, VLT, PVLT and WAT ................. 56 



 

 - vii - 

Table 4.12 R-Square of the Correlation Coefficient between Each Predictor 

Variable and the RCT ................................................................ 58 

Table 4.13 Independent Samples t-test of the RCT ........................................ 60 

Table 4.14 Descriptive Analysis According to Reading Proficiency Levels .... 61 

Table 4.15 R-Squre of the Correlation Coefficient between Each Predictor 

Variable and the RCT for Reading Proficiency Groups ............ 61 

 



 

 - viii - 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure 2.1 The Vocabulary Levels Test .......................................................... 14 

Figure 2.2 The Productive Vocabulary Levels Test ........................................ 17 

Figure 2.3 The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale ................................................. 22 

Figure 2.4 The Word Associates Test.............................................................. 25 

Figure 3.1 Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) ...................................................... 37 

Figure 3.2 Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (PVLT) ................................. 38 

Figure 3.3 Word Associates Test (WAT) ........................................................ 40 

 
 

 



 

 - 1 - 

CHAPTER 1.

INTRODUCTION 
 

Vocabulary knowledge has been regarded as consisting of various aspects in 

second language research (Read, 1988, 1989; Wesche & Paribakht, 1996), and 

reading comprehension is affected by multiple dimensions of lexical knowledge 

(Laufer, 1996; Qian, 2002). The present study attempts to explore the relationships 

among the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge – receptive vocabulary 

knowledge, productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge, 

and to investigate the roles of vocabulary knowledge in the prediction of English 

reading comprehension depending on Korean high school students’ proficiency. 

Section 1.1 describes the purpose of the study and Section 1.2 addresses the 

research questions. Finally, Section 1.3 provides the organization of this study. 

 

 

1.1. Purpose of the Study 

 

An essential component in language competence is vocabulary knowledge 

(Grabe, 1991). Vocabulary knowledge is commonly presumed to predict language 

proficiency to a great extent in a second or foreign language, and it has long been 

accepted, in the field of vocabulary and reading research, that vocabulary 

knowledge is instrumental in reading comprehension (e.g., Alderson, 2000; Laufer, 
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1996; Nation, 1990, 2001). Anderson and Freebody (1981) and Mezynski (1983) 

even claimed that comprehending texts is impossible without lexical knowledge.  

In recent decades, second language vocabulary researchers have suggested 

various frameworks in order to explain what it means to know a word. In these 

frameworks, there is a growing agreement that vocabulary knowledge should be 

considered as a multidimensional construct rather than a single dimension (Qian & 

Schedl, 2004). In one way to see vocabulary knowledge, Qian (1999), Read (1989), 

and Wesche and Paribakht (1996) argue that vocabulary knowledge should at least 

consist of two aspects, which are vocabulary breadth or size, and depth or quality 

of vocabulary knowledge. Breadth of vocabulary knowledge refers to the total 

number of words for which a learner knows some aspects of meaning, whereas 

depth of vocabulary knowledge refers to how well the learner knows about each 

word.  

In another way to divide vocabulary knowledge, Nation (2001) suggests that 

word knowledge should be regarded as including two dimensions: receptive or 

passive knowledge, and productive or active knowledge. Receptive vocabulary 

knowledge relates to whether the learner recognizes a word’s meaning while 

listening or reading. In contrast, productive vocabulary knowledge relates to 

whether the learner can produce the correct forms of words in given contexts while 

speaking or writing. 

In regard to the relationships between vocabulary knowledge and reading 

comprehension, it has been widely recognized that receptive vocabulary 

knowledge especially plays a vital role in L2 learners’ reading comprehension in a 
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number of studies (Laufer, 1992, 1996; Liu & Nation, 1985; Stæhr, 2008). 

Compared to receptive vocabulary knowledge, there is still a lack of studies 

investigating the degree to which productive vocabulary knowledge contributes to 

reading abilities and exploring the role of depth dimension in the reading 

performance. This may be derived from a lack of recognition about the productive 

dimension and depth dimension in lexical knowledge, along with the difficulty of 

evaluating productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge 

(Schmitt & McCarthy, 1997). However, this unbalanced tendency does not 

provide insightful information into the learners’ vocabulary knowledge since a 

great deal of vocabulary size does not necessarily lead to deeper knowledge, nor 

productive knowledge. Moreover, learners may have some difficulties in reading 

comprehension when they do not have sufficient knowledge of diverse aspects of 

words (McKeown & Beck, 2004). 

Several studies dealing with both the breadth and depth dimensions show that 

vocabulary depth is as important as vocabulary breadth in predicting reading 

performance (Qian, 2002; Schmitt, 2010). In addition, in a few studies which dealt 

with receptive and productive word knowledge, the size of productive vocabulary 

knowledge could be an indicator of high language proficiency (Waring, 1997). 

These findings stress the necessity of studies involving productive vocabulary 

knowledge and vocabulary depth as well as receptive vocabulary knowledge in the 

vocabulary and reading research.  

The present study thus attempts to examine the relationships among the three 

dimensions of vocabulary knowledge, namely, receptive vocabulary knowledge, 
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productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge, and to 

investigate the roles of the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge in 

predicting reading comprehension performance among EFL Korean high school 

students. It also aims to identify how different the relationships and roles of 

vocabulary knowledge are depending on the students’ vocabulary and reading 

proficiency levels. 

If this study proves that the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge are 

closely related with one another, it will emphasize the importance of recognizing 

the multiple dimensions of vocabulary knowledge in vocabulary instruction and 

assessment. Furthermore, if vocabulary depth turns out to be associated with 

reading comprehension as much as vocabulary breadth, this study will also provide 

information of a well-balanced approach in vocabulary learning, which includes 

not only maximizing vocabulary size, but also enhancing in-depth knowledge 

about words. This harmonious approach between various aspects of vocabulary 

knowledge will ensure successful and efficient reading comprehension. 

 

 

1.2. Research Questions 

 

This study will deal with the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge: 

receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of 
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vocabulary knowledge. The aim of the present study is to explore the relationships 

among the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge according to the students’ 

vocabulary proficiency, and to assess the roles of vocabulary knowledge in reading 

comprehension according to their reading proficiency. For this purpose, the 

following research questions were proposed: 

 

1. What are the relationships among the three dimensions of vocabulary 

knowledge (receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive vocabulary 

knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge) depending on the 

students’ vocabulary proficiency? 

 

2.  To what extent do the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge 

contribute to predicting reading comprehension depending on the 

students’ reading proficiency? 

 

 

1.3. Organization of the Thesis  

 

The present study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the 

purpose of the study and addresses the research questions. Chapter 2 reviews 

previous literature on vocabulary knowledge and its role in reading comprehension. 

Chapter 3 describes the methodology and data analyses employed in the current 
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study. In Chapter 4, the results from the analyses are provided, and the findings in 

regard to the research questions are discussed. Finally, Chapter 5 concludes the 

study with a summary of the major findings and pedagogical implications, and 

offers the limitations of the study and suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter reviews the theoretical background relevant to the present study. 

Section 2.1 gives an overview of the definitions of vocabulary knowledge. Section 

2.2 deals with the three main concepts for the current research, receptive and 

productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge. Previous 

studies on the relationship between different dimensions of vocabulary knowledge 

are examined in Section 2.3. Finally, Section 2.4 addresses previous studies on the 

roles of vocabulary knowledge in reading comprehension.  

 

 

2.1. Vocabulary Knowledge 

 

Over the years, attempts to defining vocabulary knowledge have yielded a 

variety of terms, which shows the difficulties of explaining lexical competence 

(Cronbach, 1942; Nation, 1990, 2001; Richard, 1976; Vermeer, 2001). As an 

example of an early definition of word knowledge, Cronbach (1942) divided it into 

two categories: knowledge of word meaning (generalization, breadth of meaning 

and precision of meaning) and levels of accessibility to this knowledge 

(availability and application). This classification, however, lacks consideration of 

other aspects of vocabulary knowledge, such as spelling, pronunciation and 
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collocation. 

Later, Richards (1976) provided a more comprehensive definition of 

vocabulary knowledge by suggesting the following aspects of lexical competence: 

frequency, register, syntax, derivation, association, semantic features, and 

polysemy. Since his categorization highlighted the multidimensional nature of 

vocabulary knowledge, it has been regarded as a general assumption for explaining 

word knowledge and served as the classic reference for the succeeding research. 

In recent years, Vermeer (2001) defined words in terms of interrelated nodes in 

a network: thematically, phonologically, morphologically, conceptually, or 

sociolinguistically. He reported that the denser the network surrounding a word 

becomes, the larger the knowledge of that specific word becomes.  

By combining various components, Nation (2001) suggested that vocabulary 

knowledge consists of three parts, each containing receptive and productive 

aspects: form, meaning and use. He explained the aspects of what is involved in 

knowing a word using a process model, which emphasizes the relationships 

between the parts. According to him, if a particular word is part of a learner’s 

receptive vocabulary, it includes many aspects of knowledge and use. He also 

proposed that receptive learning and use is easier than productive learning and use 

for the reason that productive learning and use requires an extra amount of 

knowledge and practice. In addition, learners are not motivated, for the reason of 

socio-cultural background, to use knowledge productively. Table 2.1 shows what 

knowing a word means according to Nation (2001).  
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TABLE 2.1  

What is Involved in Knowing a Word (Nation, 2001, p. 27) 

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? 

word parts 
R  What parts are recognizable in this word? 

P  What word parts are needed to express meaning? 

Meaning 

form and 

meaning 

R  What meaning does this word form 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 

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 knowledge, P = productive knowledge.  
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In spite of the disagreement in defining vocabulary knowledge, it is commonly 

agreed that vocabulary knowledge is composed of multiple dimensions rather than 

being a single construct. Among different definitions, it is generally accepted that 

vocabulary knowledge comprises at least two primary dimensions: vocabulary 

breadth and vocabulary depth (Lars, 2003; Qian, 1998; Read, 1988; Wesche & 

Paribakht, 1996). Another way to divide vocabulary knowledge is receptive and 

productive vocabulary knowledge (Nation, 1990).  

 

 

2.2. Dimensions of Vocabulary Knowledge and 

Assessment Instruments 

 

This section deals with two major classifications of vocabulary knowledge: 

one is breadth versus depth of vocabulary knowledge, and the other is receptive 

versus productive vocabulary knowledge.  

Breadth of vocabulary, or vocabulary size, is defined as “the number of words 

for which the person knows at least some of the significant aspects of meaning” 

(Anderson & Freebody, 1981), while depth of vocabulary, or vocabulary quality, 

is defined as “how much one knows about each word and also how this 

knowledge of words is structured in one’s mind” (Meara, 1996). With regard to 

this distinction between breadth and depth, they are not separate, but closely 

interconnected (Schmitt & Meara, 1997). 
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In terms of receptive and productive vocabulary, Nation (2001) described 

receptive, or passive vocabulary, as the lexicon that one is able to comprehend 

when listening and reading, whereas productive, or active vocabulary, is 

vocabulary used when writing and speaking. Since receptive and productive 

vocabulary knowledge is commonly considered as the domain of vocabulary 

breadth, this study will deal with the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge, 

namely, receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive vocabulary knowledge and 

depth of vocabulary knowledge.  

The following sections introduce related studies on what receptive vocabulary 

knowledge, productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge 

mean and how to assess them. 

 

2.2.1. Receptive Vocabulary Knowledge 

 

Nation (2001, pp. 24-25) explained that receptive vocabulary use “involves 

perceiving the form of a word while listening or reading and retrieving its 

meaning”. In other words, receptive vocabulary knowledge refers to whether 

learners recognize at least one aspect of a word’s meaning, and therefore receptive 

vocabulary recognition is most commonly used when evaluating learners’ word 

knowledge. Receptive vocabulary knowledge is also called as passive or 

recognitional vocabulary knowledge. 

The essential role of the number of words known by a learner has been 
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acknowledged by many researchers, including Meara (1996), who suggested that 

learners with a great vocabulary have more mastery of using the language than 

ones with a smaller vocabulary. 

A number of studies have been conducted in order to estimate vocabulary size 

needed for various environments in both L1 and L2 contexts. English is known to 

have more than 54,000 word families and educated adult native speakers know 

about 20,000 words (Kim, 2008). Nation (1990, 2001) suggested that L2 learners 

are expected to know about 2000 high-frequency words to understand 90% of 

spoken discourse, and 3000 high-frequency words to understand university 

reading tasks. According to Laufer (1992), learners with a vocabulary size of 5000 

words can comprehend unassisted reading materials, as that much knowledge of 

words covers 95% of words in a text. Nation and Waring (1997) argued that 3000-

5000 word families make comprehension possible and 2000-3000 word families 

provide a basis for productive use in speaking and writing. These findings from 

research on vocabulary size reveal that a certain number of words is crucial for 

successful language use, and provide useful information about how many words 

should be known by learners for a variety of purposes.  

Since much attention has been paid to vocabulary size, assessing learners’ 
receptive vocabulary size has also received strong interest. The two most widely 

used tests are the Eurocentres Vocabulary Size Test (Meara & Buxton, 1987; 

Meara & Jones, 1990) and the Vocabulary Levels Test (Nation, 1983, 1990). 

The Eurocentres Vocabulary Size Test (EVST) devised by Meara and his 

colleagues (Meara & Buxton, 1987; Meara & Jones, 1990) has a checklist format 
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in order to estimate a leaner’s vocabulary size, and is mostly administered by 

computer. It asks test-takers to indicate whether they know the meaning of the 

presented words on the computer screen by pressing a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ button. 

Some of the words include nonsense words to adjust the scores if the test-takers 

are unfaithfully claiming to know these nonsense words. This test has been used as 

a valid placement test since it is easy to construct and administer (Read, 2000). 

Nation (1990), however, insisted that leaners’ knowledge of the tested words is 

not overtly demonstrated in the Yes/No tests. 

The Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) developed by Nation (1983, 1990) has 

been used most extensively as a diagnostic testing tool for either general or 

academic purposes for those from non-English backgrounds. This test assesses 

whether test-takers have initial and receptive knowledge of the most frequent 

meanings of the target words. It consists of five parts representing five levels of 

word frequency (2000, 3000, 5000, 10,000 word levels and the Academic word 

level). The 2000- and 3000-word levels, which are required for basic daily 

communication, include high-frequency words, while the 10,000-word level 

contains low-frequency words. The 5000-word level is the boundary between 

high- and low-frequency words and the Academic word level consists of academic 

words frequently used in university textbooks. At each word level, there are six 

test items each composed of six words and three definitions in order to prevent the 

test-taker from guessing in a decontextualized situation. The test-taker should 

choose a word for each definition and write the number of the word beside its 

definition, as illustrated in Figure 2.1. 
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1  apply 

2  elect                     choose by voting 

3  jump                     become like water 

4  manufacture               make 

5  melt 

6  threaten 

FIGURE 2.1  

The Vocabulary Levels Test (Read, 2000) 

 

Nation (1983) said that the test-taker has not mastered a specific level if he 

scores 12 points or less out of 18. Later on, the revised version (Schmitt, Schmitt, 

& Clapham, 2001) contains 30 items per level instead of 18 on the original, and a 

score of more than 26 points out of 30 shows that the particular level has been 

mastered.  

The VLT is the most widely used and the most reliable standard test to assess 

L2 learners’ receptive vocabulary size (Laufer, 1992), and it attained a reliability 

of .92 (Qian, 1999). Since a learner’s vocabulary size can provide a representative 

explanation of his overall vocabulary state (Read, 2000), the VLT serves as an 

appropriate measurement for various placement and admission in language 

programs. 
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2.2.2. Productive Vocabulary Knowledge 

 

Nation (2001, p. 25) defined that productive vocabulary use involves “wanting 

to express a meaning through speaking or writing and retrieving and producing the 

appropriate spoken or written word form”. In other words, productive vocabulary 

knowledge represents whether learners have the ability to produce the correct 

forms of words in given contexts. Productive vocabulary is also called active 

vocabulary or possible use. 

Productive vocabulary ability is not a yes/no phenomenon, but involves 

degrees of knowledge (Laufer & Nation, 1999). For instance, a learner may be 

able to make a sentence with an infrequent word when asked to do so, but avoid 

using it when left to his own devices and select to employ a more frequent word of 

a similar meaning. Such avoidance often reflects uncertainty of the word’s usage 

and imperfect knowledge. The ability to use a word at one’s free will is referred to 

as free productive vocabulary, while the ability to use a word when required to do 

so by a teacher as controlled productive vocabulary (Laufer & Paribakht, 1998). 

The main interest of the present study is in controlled productive vocabulary, and 

the term ‘productive vocabulary knowledge’ will be used to refer to controlled 

productive vocabulary in this study.  

Generally, EFL learners’ receptive vocabulary is known to be larger than his 

or her productive vocabulary (Laufer, 1998; Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; Waring, 

1997). EFL learners are less exposed to productive vocabulary than to receptive 
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vocabulary, and they have little chance to produce the target language in their 

daily lives. Therefore, some researchers mentioned that learners need more time 

and effort to master productive vocabulary (Laufer & Nation, 1999; Nation, 2001). 

Moreover, it is much more complicated to evaluate productive vocabulary 

knowledge than it is to evaluate receptive vocabulary knowledge. One reason for 

this is that the word produced by a learner tends to be so context-specific that it is 

difficult to estimate the true size of the learner’s productive vocabulary from any 

small sample (Meara & Fitzpatrick, 2000). Compared to tests for productive 

vocabulary, receptive vocabulary tests are known to be easier to design, conduct 

and score (Lee & Muncie, 2006; Meara & Fitzpatrick, 2000). 

Nevertheless, there have been continual efforts to evaluate productive 

vocabulary knowledge. Productive vocabulary knowledge can be measured by 

various tests, such as the Lexical Frequency Profile (Laufer & Nation, 1995) and 

the Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (Laufer & Nation, 1999).  

Laufer and Nation (1995) proposed the Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP) to 

assess free productive vocabulary. The LFP presents the relative proportion of 

words from different vocabulary frequency lists in the composition. For instance, 

in a composition composed of 200 different words, if 150 words belong to the first 

1000 most frequent words, 20 to second, 20 to the Academic Word List, and 10 

are not in any list, these figures are converted into percentages out of the total of 

200 word types. Therefore, the LFP of the composition in this case is 75% - 10% - 

10% - 5%. A computer program does all the calculations, and the LFP has proved 

to be a valid and reliable means of vocabulary knowledge in writing and to 
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differentiate between learners at various proficiency levels.  

The Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (PVLT) developed by Laufer and 

Nation (1999) is a measure of controlled productive vocabulary. It is modeled on 

the Vocabulary Levels Test and consists of five levels: 2000, 3000, 5000, 10,000 

word levels and the Academic word level. The test-taker should fill in a word in a 

clear sentence context, where the first letters are usually given to prevent the test-

taker from writing a different word that is beyond the given level. The test format 

resembles the C-test to some degree, although the PVLT is not used in a paragraph 

but a sentence, as shown in Figure 2.2.  

 

1. I’m glad we had this opp        to talk. 

2. There are a doz        eggs in the basket. 

3. Every working person must pay income t       . 

FIGURE 2.2 

The Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (Laufer & Nation, 1999) 

 

In the PVLT, there is little or no chance to guess accurately. If a test-taker does 

not know the target word, the only opportunity of guessing correctly is by making 

a word based on the spelling of the first letters of the word, which is nearly 

impossible (Webb, 2008). The PVLT is criticized, however, for going beyond 

single words to assess learners’ vocabulary knowledge, since some items require 

them to demonstrate collocational knowledge (Shin, Chon & Lee, 2011). In spite 

of its weakness, this test has been widely used to explore the relationship between 
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receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge, because it is easy to implement, 

score and analyze (Waring, 1997). 

 

2.2.3. Depth of Vocabulary Knowledge 

 

Tests of vocabulary breadth are not satisfactorily assessing how well certain 

words are known, particularly in the case of high frequency words that can be used 

in various meanings and uses (Read, 1993). Measures of vocabulary size disregard 

the fact that words can be known to a lesser or greater degree. Therefore, Wesche 

and Paribakht (1996) suggested that it is important to discover how well and how 

much a learner knows particular words, pointing out that vocabulary breadth tests 

only give rough comparative estimates of total vocabulary size. Consequently, the 

interest of vocabulary depth, or the quality of vocabulary knowledge, has been 

growing. 

Various researchers integrated the depth dimension with lexical competence. 

For example, Henriksen (1999) claimed that lexical competence consists of three 

discrete, but connected, vocabulary dimensions: (a) a “partial-to-precise 

knowledge” dimension, (b) a “depth of knowledge” dimension, and (c) a 

“receptive-productive” dimension. The partial-to-precise knowledge dimension 

concerns different levels of word knowledge on a continuum, in which vocabulary 

size is situated toward the partial-knowledge end and knowledge of the specific 

meaning of words is located toward the precise-knowledge end. The depth of 
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knowledge dimension entails not only knowledge of a word’s referential meaning 

(i.e., the extensional relations between concept and referent), but also its different 

intensional or sense relations to other words in the vocabulary, such as 

paradigmatic (antonymy, synonymy, hyponymy, gradation) and syntagmatic 

relations (collocational restrictions). Finally, the receptive-productive dimension is 

viewed as the ability to use the words in comprehension and production, and this 

knowledge is a continuum between having some knowledge of a word and having 

knowledge of how to use it in speaking or writing 

Qian (2002) suggested four dimensions of vocabulary knowledge: vocabulary 

size, depth of vocabulary knowledge, lexical organization and automaticity of 

receptive-productive knowledge. In his framework, depth of vocabulary 

knowledge involves all lexical characteristics, such as phonemic, graphemic, 

morphemic, syntactic, semantic, collocational, and phraseological properties, as 

well as frequency and register. He mentioned that these four dimensions are not 

only intrinsically related, but also interact closely with one another in the basic 

procedures of vocabulary use and growth.  

Taking into consideration that word knowledge includes more than a minimum 

knowledge of knowing its meaning, Qian (1999) proposed that six components 

comprise the depth of vocabulary knowledge as presented in Table 2.2. 
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TABLE 2.2  

Components of Depth of Vocabulary Knowledge (Qian, 1999, p. 284) 

(1) Pronunciation  

and spelling 

 

How different forms of the word are pronounced and spelled 

 

(2) Morphological  

properties 

 

The word’s stem, its capability of inflection, derivation and other 

word formation devices and its possible parts of speech 

 

(3) Syntactic  

properties 

 

The word’s possible positions and its syntagmatic relations, 

including collocational relations, with other words in a sentence 

 

(4) Meaning 

 

Not only identification of the denotative meaning of a word in 

context, but also, where applicable, knowledge of connotations, as 

well as polysemy, antonymy, synonymy and other paradigmatic 

relations the word may have 

 

(5) Register or  

discourse 

features 

 

Including possible adherence to a stylistic, social, or regional 

variety and the field, mode and manner of discourse concerning the 

application of the word 

 

(6) Frequency of  

the word 

Whether this word is a commonly used word or one that appears 

only in some specialized texts 
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According to Qian (1999), depth of vocabulary knowledge contains various 

dimensions: from word meaning, register, frequency and syntactic properties to 

pronunciation, spelling and morphological properties. Similarly, Haastrup and 

Henriksen (2000) described vocabulary depth as “the knowledge of a word’s 

different sense to relations to other words in the lexicon, e.g., paradigmatic 

(antonymy, synonymy, hyponymy, gradation) and syntagmatic (collocational 

restrictions)”. 

In a more recent study, Read (2004) defined depth of vocabulary knowledge as 

precision of meaning, comprehensive word knowledge and network knowledge. 

Based on his suggestion, precision of meaning implies the difference between 

having a limited, vague idea of what a word means and having a much more 

elaborated and specific knowledge of its meaning. Comprehensive word 

knowledge includes not only its semantic features but also its orthographic, 

phonological, syntactic, collocational and pragmatic characteristics, and network 

knowledge means the incorporation of the word into a lexical network in the 

mental lexicon, together with the ability to link it to – and distinguish it from – 

related words. 

In consideration of all these definitions of vocabulary depth, the depth 

dimension fundamentally concerns knowledge of how relationships of a word to 

other words are represented in the learners’ lexicon. Therefore, among the diverse 

constituents of depth of vocabulary knowledge, the present study will examine 

knowledge of associations between a word and other words. Particularly, learners’ 
knowledge of paradigmatic, syntagmatic and analytic relations will be estimated in 
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measuring their depth of vocabulary knowledge. 

There are several tools to measure the depth of vocabulary knowledge. The 

ideal test format to assess the depth dimension is an individual interview asking 

each learner how well he or she knows the target words (Read, 2001). However, 

that is a time-consuming method and will be influenced by the familiarity of the 

interviewer with the interviewee. Moreover, adult learners may hesitate in 

admitting that they do not know the target vocabulary (Read, 2000).  

Another vocabulary depth measure, Wesche and Paribakht’s (1996) 

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) has been used as a reliable tool in a large 

number of studies. This test involves a self-report format which asks learners to 

check their level of knowledge on a scale of 1 to 5 as shown in Figure 2.3. 

 

Self-report categories 

I    I don’t remember having seen this word before. 

II   I have seen this word before, but I don’t know what it means. 

III  I have seen this word before, and I think it means          .  

(synonym or translation) 

IV  I know this word. It means          . (synonym or translation) 

V   I can use this word in a sentence.                 . (Write a sentence) 

(If you do this section, please also do section IV.) 

FIGURE 2.3 

The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (Wesche & Paribakht, 1996) 

 



 

 - 23 - 

In the VKS, test-takers are required to choose the category that best describes 

their knowledge of the word on the list. Category I is chosen if the test-takers do 

not recognize the word at all, and Category II is selected if the word is recognized, 

but its meaning is unknown. Choosing Category III and IV requires the test-takers 

to demonstrate their knowledge of the word by offering a synonym or translation. 

Category V involves productive knowledge, which is distinct from other 

categories, and it requires the test-takers to write a sentence including the target 

word.  

The VKS is easy and practical to conduct and score, and obtained fair 

reliability and validity through empirical studies (Read, 2000). However, some 

constraints have been presented. First, it does not assess other aspects of 

vocabulary knowledge, such as collocations and the various meanings of 

polysemous words. It is also questionable whether multiple dimensions of word 

knowledge can be described through a single linear scale (Read, 2000). In addition, 

Category V, which is a sentence-production task, measures overall language 

competence rather than vocabulary knowledge.  

Another test widely used to assess depth of vocabulary knowledge is Read’s 

(1993) Word Associates Test (WAT). This test was developed to measure how 

well learners know of various associations of the stimulus word with other words. 

Read (1993) suggested three types of relationship between a stimulus word and 

associate words, as shown in Table 2.3. 
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TABLE 2.3  

The Relationship between the Stimulus Word and Associates  

(Read, 1993) 

Paradigmatic relation 

 

The associate is synonymous with or similar in meaning 

to the stimulus word. 

(Example: edit - revise) 

 

Syntagmatic relation 
The associate is a collocate of the stimulus word. 

(Example: edit - film) 

Analytic relation 

 

The associate represents one feature of the stimulus word 

and is likely to be found in its dictionary definition. 

(Example: edit - publishing) 

 

The original version asks test-takers to choose three related words which are 

associated with the stimulus word in one of three different ways: paradigmatic, 

syntagmatic, and analytic relations. In a new version developed by Read (1998), 

test-takers are required to select four out of eight words, either expressing similar 

meaning to the target word or being used with it, as shown in Figure 2.4. 
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sudden 

beautiful  quick  surprising  thirsty change  doctor  noise  school 
 

FIGURE 2.4  

The Word Associates Test (Read, 1998) 

 

In this new version of the WAT, all of the stimulus words are high-frequency 

adjectives which have multiple meanings. The left box includes associates which 

are synonyms of the stimulus word, or represent one aspect of its meaning, 

whereas the right box contains associates which can collocate with the stimulus 

word. That is, the answers have a paradigmatic, syntagmatic and analytic 

relationship with the stimulus word. To reduce the possibility of guessing, three 

patterns are possible in choosing four associates: (a) one on the left and three on 

the right box, (b) two on the left and two on the right box, and (c) three on the left 

and one on the right box. Although the possibility of guessing was still present, 

this test turned out to be a practical means of measuring depth of vocabulary 

knowledge (Read, 2001) and has a high degree of internal consistency (Qian, 

1999). 
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2.3. Relationship between Different Dimensions of 

Vocabulary Knowledge 

 

As the attention to the multidimensional aspects of vocabulary knowledge has 

been growing, researchers have tried to explain how a learner’s vocabulary breadth 

and depth are related in the mental lexicon (Akbarian, 2010; Schmitt & Meara, 

1997). In a study on Japanese young adults, Schmitt and Meara (1997) 

investigated how two types of word knowledge – word associations and 

grammatical suffix knowledge – change over time both receptively and 

productively, and reported that learners’ association and suffix knowledge are 

connected with their overall vocabulary size. As association knowledge is 

considered as one of the depth dimension, it could be interpreted as vocabulary 

size and depth are interrelated with each other.  

In a recent study, Akbarian (2010) examined the relationship between 

vocabulary size and depth for 112 Iranian learners of English for specific and 

academic purposes. He employed the Vocabulary Levels Test (Schmitt, Schmitt & 

Clapham, 2001) for a vocabulary size test and the Word Associates Test (Read, 

1993) for a vocabulary depth test. The findings from simple regression analyses 

show that there is a great deal of common shared variance for the participants (R2 

= .746). However, when they were separated into two proficiency groups, the 

shared variance for the high proficiency group (R2 = .804) was higher than that for 

the low proficiency group (R2 = .464), suggesting that vocabulary size and depth 
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might overlap one another to a large extent, especially as the learners’ proficiency 

increases.  

With regard to the relationship between receptive and productive vocabulary 

size, the size of receptive vocabulary is generally known to be greater than that of 

productive vocabulary (Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; Waring, 1997; Webb, 2008). In 

Webb’s (2008) experiment, receptive vocabulary size turned out to be larger than 

productive vocabulary size in each of the word frequency bands, with the gap 

between receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge growing as the frequency 

of the words decreased. The findings also implied that receptive vocabulary size 

might give suggestions of productive vocabulary size, that is, learners with a 

greater receptive vocabulary tend to know more of those words productively than 

learners with a smaller receptive vocabulary. Similarly, in a study of female 

Japanese learners, Waring (1997) mentioned that as learners’ proficiency 

developed, the difference between receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge 

was narrowed to some degree, but still remained high. 

Laufer and Paribakht (1998) explored the relationships among the three 

dimensions of vocabulary knowledge, that is, passive knowledge, controlled 

productive knowledge (i.e., words learners can use if asked) and free productive 

knowledge (i.e., words learners voluntarily choose), dividing productive 

knowledge into two dimensions. They found that the three types of vocabulary 

knowledge expanded at different rates, showing that the productive, especially free 

productive, vocabulary increased more slowly and less predictably than did 

passive vocabulary.  
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While contemplating the reason why the size of productive vocabulary seems 

smaller than that of receptive vocabulary, some researchers mentioned that 

productive vocabulary requires more time and effort for mastery (Laufer & 

Paribakht, 1998; Nation, 2001). In addition, productive vocabulary can be revealed 

only when learners are pushed to use it (Laufer, 1998). 

To summarize, many studies suggest that various dimensions of vocabulary 

knowledge are interrelated and develop interdependently to some extent. However, 

the dimensions of depth and productive knowledge have received less interest 

compared to the dimension of receptive knowledge. According to Qian (1999), 

learners’ vocabulary depth can increase when they have certain level of 

vocabulary size. Therefore, it is of great importance to assess all receptive 

knowledge, productive knowledge and depth knowledge, and to explore the 

relationships among the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge.  

 

 

2.4. Roles of Vocabulary Knowledge in Reading 

Comprehension 

 

It has long been acknowledged that vocabulary knowledge plays significant 

roles in reading comprehension, indicating that a great amount of vocabulary 

knowledge is essential for successful reading comprehension (Alderson, 2000; 

Meara, 1996; Mezynski, 1983; Read, 2000). The importance of both breadth and 
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depth of vocabulary knowledge in reading comprehension has generally been 

recognized by L1 reading researchers (Anderson & Freebody, 1981; Nation & 

Snowling, 2004; Ouellette, 2006; Zhang & Anual, 2008).  

Within several studies which investigated the effects of vocabulary knowledge 

on reading comprehension for monolingual and bilingual children, Zhang and 

Anual (2008) explored the role of vocabulary size in reading comprehension 

among 37 fourth-grade secondary students. The Vocabulary Levels Test was used 

to evaluate students’ vocabulary size, and it was found that vocabulary knowledge 

at the 2000- and 3000-word levels was correlated to reading comprehension. 

Nation and Snowling (2004) examined the development of reading skills for 72 

children at two time periods in a longitudinal study. The results revealed that the 

breadth of vocabulary knowledge was more predictive of the variance (25.2%) in 

reading comprehension than depth (15.1%) when participants were 8.5 years old. 

When they were 13 years old, however, breadth and depth of vocabulary were 

equally important in predicting reading comprehension. Similarly, in a study of 60 

fourth-grade students, Ouellette (2006) suggested that vocabulary depth as well as 

vocabulary size significantly contributes to predicting reading outcomes.  

With regard to studies including learners from L2 backgrounds, most studies 

have been concerned with L2 vocabulary breadth, and few studies have reported 

on the relationship between L2 vocabulary depth and L2 reading comprehension. 

That is, most attention has been paid to the role of L2 vocabulary size in L2 

reading comprehension performance (Koda, 1989; Laufer, 1992, 1996; Liu & 

Nation, 1985). For instance, Koda (1989) worked with 24 college students enrolled 
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in a Japanese program, and reported that L2 vocabulary size was most highly 

correlated with L2 reading comprehension among the variables. 

In a similar way, Laufer (1992) reported relatively high correlations between 

L2 vocabulary size and L2 reading comprehension in a study of 92 university 

students whose L1 was either Arabic or Hebrew. He used two vocabulary tests; 

The Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) and the Eurocentres Vocabulary Size Test 

(EVST). The correlation between the VLT and the reading comprehension test 

was .50, and between the EVST and the reading comprehension test was .75. 

In Stæhr’s (2008) research on 88 Danish learners of English from lower 

secondary education, learners’ L2 receptive vocabulary size was shown to be 

closely related to their L2 reading ability, with a correlation of .83. Using four 

levels of the Vocabulary Levels Test as a receptive vocabulary size test (the 2000-, 

3000-, 5000- and the 10,000-word levels), it also suggested that the 2000-word 

level is an important learning goal for the low-level EFL learners.  

On the other hand, there have been fewer studies examining the relationship 

between L2 vocabulary depth and L2 reading comprehension. This is probably 

because depth of vocabulary knowledge is more complex to assess than is 

vocabulary size, and therefore vocabulary size measures are relatively more 

developed compared to vocabulary depth measures (Schmitt & McCarthy, 1997). 

However, it was also agreed that vocabulary depth, as well as vocabulary breadth, 

makes an important contribution to successful reading comprehension (Choi, 

2012; Jeon, 2011; Qian, 2002).  

For example, Qian (2002) investigated the roles of breadth and depth of 
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vocabulary knowledge in reading comprehension among 217 adult ESL learners in 

Canada. The Vocabulary Levels Test for a size test, the Depth of Vocabulary 

Knowledge Test adapted from the Word Associates Test for three elements of a 

depth test (synonymy, polysemy and collocation) and a TOEFL reading 

comprehension subtest were used to evaluate the variables. It was found that 

vocabulary size, depth and reading comprehension are highly correlated, and that 

depth of vocabulary knowledge is as important as vocabulary size in predicting 

academic reading performance, explaining 59% of the variance of reading 

comprehension. 

In Korea, Choi (2012) worked with 98 EFL high school students in the 11th 

grade using the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), the Word Associates Test (WAT) 

and an additional test designed by the researcher, the Vocabulary Knowledge in a 

Yes/No Format (VKS), with the aim to reduce possible guessing effects on the 

WAT. The results revealed that both the VLT and the WAT were significantly 

associated with reading comprehension, producing a correlation of .765 and .712, 

and that the VLT and the WAT considerably predicted 58.5% and 50.6% of the 

variance in reading comprehension respectively. The relationship between 

vocabulary depth and reading comprehension became stronger with a correlation 

of .790 when an exploratory test of the VKS as a depth measure was adopted. 

Another study in Korea is Jeon’s (2011) research, which dealt with 129 EFL 

high school students in the 11th grade. The results show that breadth and depth of 

vocabulary knowledge explained 21% and 28% of the reading comprehension 

variance respectively. Moreover, both breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge 
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became more important with higher reading proficiency. 

To summarize, the essential role of vocabulary knowledge in reading 

comprehension has been well accepted in both first language and second language 

situations. Unfortunately, most research has been devoted to the dimension of 

breadth, with less attention paid to the dimension of depth. Furthermore, most 

previous studies have measured one aspect of vocabulary breadth, which is, 

receptive vocabulary knowledge, neglecting to consider an equally important 

aspect, productive vocabulary knowledge.  

The present research suggests that vocabulary depth and productive vocabulary 

knowledge as well as receptive vocabulary knowledge need to be taken into 

account in vocabulary assessment. In addition, differences resulting from students’ 
proficiency levels will be explored in this study. Therefore, the present study aims 

to identify a) the relationships among receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive 

vocabulary knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge depending on the 

students’ vocabulary proficiency, and b) the contribution made by the three 

dimensions of vocabulary knowledge in predicting reading comprehension 

depending on the students’ reading proficiency, among Korean high school 

students in an EFL setting.  
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CHAPTER 3.  

METHODOLOGY 

 

The principal goal of this study was to investigate how various dimensions of 

vocabulary knowledge are related to one another and how vocabulary knowledge 

has an effect on English reading comprehension among Korean high school 

students. For this purpose, the current study employed several test measures to 

assess the participants’ L2 vocabulary knowledge and L2 reading comprehension. 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach and research design for the 

present study. Section 3.1 provides details on the participants, and Section 3.2 

reports the pre-test conducted before the main study. Section 3.3 presents the 

instruments employed in the main study, and Section 3.4 explains the data 

collection procedures used for this study. Finally, Section 3.5 describes how the 

data were analyzed. 

 

 

3.1. Participants 

 

The participants of this study were 143 Korean students in the 10th grade from 

three high schools in Gyeonggi Province in South Korea. It first involved 150 

students but seven students who did not complete all the required tests were 

excluded from the analyses. 
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According to the background questionnaire, the average age of students was 

approximately 17 years. Thirty-four students out of 143 had experiences of living 

in foreign countries where English was used as a first or second language, for 

periods ranging from 3 months to 10 years. The participants consisted of 92 female 

(64%) and 51 male (36%) students. They seemed to be quite motivated in their 

scholastic achievements and have advanced or upper-intermediate proficiency 

level in English, based on their scores on several school examinations.  

 

 

3.2. Pre-test 

 

The test instruments employed in this study turned out to be quite valid and 

reliable in previous studies. However, a pre-test was carried out on native speakers 

of English in order to make sure that all the test items were appropriate before 

being conducted on the subjects in the main study.  

Three native English speakers pre-tested four tests: the Vocabulary Levels Test 

(10 items from the 2000-word level), the Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (18 

items from the 2000-word level), the Word Associates Test (40 items), and the 

Reading Comprehension Test (15 items extracted from 2011 Nationwide Unified 

Academic Ability Evaluation). Among the four tests, they failed to choose the 

intended associates in some of the items on the WAT. After the pre-test, the native 

speakers were interviewed and their comments on the test items were reflected in 
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the revision of the tests. They also checked whether the time limit for completing 

the tests and the difficulty of the tests were appropriate for high school students. 

The tests were reviewed until the native speakers agreed that all the test items were 

clear and adequate.  

 

 

3.3. Instruments 

 

Four sets of instruments were employed: (a) a Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), 

for measuring receptive vocabulary knowledge, (b) a Productive Vocabulary 

Levels Test (PVLT), for measuring productive vocabulary knowledge, (c) a Word 

Associates Test (WAT), for measuring depth of vocabulary knowledge, and (d) a 

Reading Comprehension Test (RCT), for measuring reading comprehension.  

 

3.3.1. Vocabulary Levels Test 

 

The Vocabulary Levels Test Version 2 (Schmitt, Schmitt & Clapham, 2001) 

was used to evaluate receptive vocabulary knowledge, since it has been recognized 

as one of the most appropriate measures to estimate L2 learners’ receptive 

vocabulary size (Laufer, 1992, 1996; Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; Qian, 1999, 2002).  

This format tests the non-specific vocabulary which is not given in a text, and 



 

 - 36 - 

allows more precise measurement of text-independent vocabulary knowledge. In 

fact, according to Watanabe (1997), if vocabulary would be tested in a context, 

higher scores could be achieved than testing words in isolation, because the test-

takers can guess the meanings from the context.  

The VLT consists of five parts, according to word frequency level: the 2000, 

3000, 5000, 10,000 word levels and the Academic word level. For the current 

study, however, only the 2000-word level was used based on the participants’ 
vocabulary levels. According to the Korean English Vocabulary Guide of the 7th 

National Curriculum as shown in Table 3.1, high school students are required to 

master a vocabulary size of 1700 by the time they reach 10th grade. Thus, testing 

the 2000-word level was appropriate to assess the 10th grade high school students’ 
receptive vocabulary knowledge. 

 

TABLE 3.1  

Vocabulary Size in High School Courses (Kim, 2008) 

Course The Size of Entire Vocabulary 

High School English 

English I 

English II  

English Reading 

English Conversation 

English Composition 

1700 

2300 

3000 

2000 

1200 

1200 
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In the VLT, there were 10 items involving six words with three definitions 

each. The participants were required to choose a word for each definition and write 

the relevant number. One point was awarded for each correct item, with a 

maximum possible score of 30 points for this test. A sample item is presented in 

Figure 3.1. 

 

1  copy 

2  event                end or highest point 

3  motor               this moves a car 

4  pity                 thing made to be like another 

5  profit 

6  tip 

FIGURE 3.1  

Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) 

 

3.3.2. Productive Vocabulary Levels Test 

 

 The Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (Laufer & Nation, 1999) is a measure 

of controlled productive ability. The test format is modeled on the Vocabulary 

Levels Test, in the way that it employs the same word frequency bands and the 

same items. Thus, the PVLT also consists of five parts: the 2000, 3000, 5000, 

10,000 word levels and the Academic word level. In the present study, however, 
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only the 2000-word level was used in consideration of the participants’ 
vocabulary levels.  

For each item, a meaningful sentence context is given and the first letters of the 

target word are presented. The test-takers should write the missing word in each 

sentence, as shown in Figure 3.2. 

 

The pirates buried the treas        on a desert island. 

FIGURE 3.2 

Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (PVLT) 

 

The first letters prevent the test-takers from writing another word, which would 

be semantically suitable in the sentence, but which is beyond the given level. The 

number of letters presented for each word was determined by eliminating possible 

alternatives to the target word. For instance, in the given context, if two possible 

words could start with two letters, an extra letter was attached to avoid this 

possibility. The length of the underlined space at the end of the imperfect word 

does not indicate the number of letters required to complete it. 

The scoring is in terms of correct (1 point) or incorrect/blank (0 point). 

Spelling mistakes were marked as incorrect, because knowing a word involves 

knowing its spelling (Nation, 2001). An item was considered correct when it is 

used in the wrong grammatical form, for example, stem instead of the past tense 

(e.g., “introduce” instead of “introduced”). There were 18 items in the PVLT, 
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therefore the maximum possible score for this test was 18 points. 

 

3.3.3. Word Associates Test 

 

The Word Associates Test (WAT) developed by Read (1993, 1998) was used 

to assess the depth of vocabulary knowledge. The reliability of the test reached .92 

(Read, 1993) and the split-half reliability of the test was .89 (Qian, 2002). The 

WAT is quite an appropriate testing tool since there is a minimal amount of 

reading and the first languages of the test-takers have little influence on their 

performance (Greidanu et al., 2004). In addition, it is reasonably easy to conduct 

and score the WAT.  

The WAT evaluates three vocabulary aspects: synonymy, polysemy, and 

collocation. Each item in the WAT comprises one stimulus word, and two boxes, 

each including four words. Most of the stimulus words are general academic 

adjectives. Among the four words in the left box, test-takers are required to choose 

one to three words which are synonymous to the stimulus words. Among four 

words in the right box, on the other hand, they are supposed to select one to three 

words which can collocate with the stimulus word. There are always four correct 

answers in each item and this arrangement of answers effectively lowers the 

possibilities of guessing. The WAT is originally composed of 40 items. For this 

study, however, 30 items were carefully chosen out of the original 40 stimulus 

words based on the results from the pre-test, that is, disagreement on certain items 
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by the native speakers, and time constraints for class hours.  

In scoring, one point was awarded for each word correctly chosen. The 

maximum possible score, therefore, was 120 points for the 30 items. An example 

item is presented in Figure 3.3. 

 

beautiful 

enjoyable  expensive  free  loud education  face  music  weather 
 

FIGURE 3.3  

Word Associates Test (WAT) 

 

3.3.4. Reading Comprehension Test 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore the roles of vocabulary knowledge in 

predicting reading comprehension. The Reading Comprehension Test (RCT) was 

used to assess the participants’ performance on reading comprehension. In this 

study, 15 reading items, extracted from 2011 Nationwide Unified Academic 

Ability Evaluation, were adopted. There are several reasons in employing the 

Nationwide Unified Academic Ability Evaluation. First of all, this test was 

devised in collaboration with 15 Municipal and Provincial Offices of Education. 

Therefore, this is well-established and had gone through a close validation process. 

Second, the participants were familiar with this test, since it had a similar test 
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format to the College Scholastic Ability Test.  

The participants were required to answer the correct responses to questions 

after reading passages (See appendix 4 for a full version of the RCT). For scoring, 

one point for each right answer was awarded, and the maximum possible score for 

the RCT was 15 points.  

 

 

3.4. Procedures 

 

In order to collect the data, the instruments were administered in two different 

sessions. The interval between sessions was three or four days. Before the first test 

session, the participants were informed of the purpose of the study. In addition, a 

detailed explanation of the test formats and an example item were provided before 

taking each test. Table 3.2 summarizes the test procedures for the data collection. 

 

TABLE 3.2  

Data Collection Procedures 

Session Tests Number of Items Time (min) 

1 VLT 10 10 

WAT 30 30 

2 PVLT 18 10 

RCT 15 25 
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The three vocabulary tests and one reading comprehension test were conducted 

across two testing sessions: the VLT and the WAT, followed by the PVLT and the 

RCT. All tests were timed and administered to six classes of 25 to 35 students by 

three teachers well-informed of the instructions. The time limit for each test was 

carefully decided based on the constraints of the class hours, so that students could 

complete each test with minimal pressure. 

 

 

3.5. Data Analysis 

 

The main purposes of the present study were to find out: (a) the correlations 

between receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive vocabulary knowledge and 

depth of vocabulary knowledge depending on the students’ vocabulary 

proficiency, and (b) the extent to which the three dimensions of vocabulary 

knowledge can contribute to the prediction of reading comprehension depending 

on the students’ reading proficiency.  

Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, obtained score ranges, and 

percentages of correct answers) were calculated for all measures. In addition, a 

reliability coefficient was computed to identify how reliable the items in each of 

the materials were. For the first research question, Pearson product-moment 

correlation analyses and simple regression analyses were conducted to examine the 
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relationship among the variables. For the second research question, correlation 

analyses and multiple regression analyses were carried out to investigate the roles 

of vocabulary knowledge in predicting reading comprehension. SPSS (a Statistical 

Package for Social Studies) was used as the main statistical program for the 

analyses. 
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CHAPTER 4. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

This chapter presents the results of the study and discusses the research 

questions based on the findings. Section 4.1 provides descriptive statistics of all 

the tests employed. Section 4.2 deals with the findings on the relationship between 

receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of 

vocabulary knowledge. Roles of the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge in 

explaining reading comprehension are presented in Section 4.3. 

 

 

4.1. Descriptive Statistics 

 

Table 4.1 shows the means, standard deviations, MPS (Maximum Possible 

Score), score ranges, and percentages converted from the raw scores (percentage 

of correct answers) of the VLT, the PVLT, the WAT and the RCT.  
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TABLE 4.1 

Descriptive Analysis of Four Tests 

  M SD MPS Score 
Range 

Correct  
 Answers (%) 

VLT 26.23 4.855 30 (6, 30) 87.4% 

PVLT 12.05 3.857 18 (3, 18) 66.9% 

WAT 84.36 15.078 120 (33, 107) 70.3% 

RCT 12.64 2.852 15 (4, 15) 84.3% 

MPS: Maximum possible score, N=143 

 

As can be seen in Table 4.1, the percentage of correct answers on the VLT was 

the highest among the four tests, followed by the RCT and the WAT. The 

percentage of correct answers on the PVLT was the lowest, almost 20% points less 

than on the VLT. The possible reason for the high percentages of correct answers 

on the VLT and the RCT may be the students’ familiarity with the test formats. In 

other words, students are accustomed to choose a word for each definition, which 

the VLT required them to do. The RCT had a format similar to the mock test for 

the College Scholastic Ability Test, which students had been exposed to in many 

circumstances. In contrast, the lowest percentage of correct answers on the PVLT 

may imply that there exists a big difference between the students’ receptive and 

productive vocabulary knowledge.  

The percentage of correct answers for the WAT was also quite low, which 

indicates that the depth test of vocabulary knowledge was difficult for the students. 
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This may be because students were not familiar with this type of test format. 

Moreover, the WAT required students to select four associates of the stimulus 

word rather than to simply supply a definition. Even though they know the primary 

meaning of the target words, there might be a chance that they do not possess a 

deeper knowledge of the words. 

In addition, reliability analyses were carried out to check the internal 

consistency of each test. Table 4.2 presents that the estimates of internal 

consistency reliability for all the tests were appropriate. 

 

TABLE 4.2 

Internal Consistency Reliability of the VLT, PVLT, WAT and RCT 

Test Cronbach’s Alpha Reliability Coefficient 

VLT .887 

PVLT .819 

WAT .922 

RCT .828 

 

   

4.2. Relationship between Different Dimensions of 

Vocabulary Knowledge 

 

In order to evaluate the relationship between receptive vocabulary knowledge, 
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productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge, correlation 

analyses were conducted between the VLT, the PVLT and the WAT. In addition, 

simple regression analyses were carried out to investigate how much one 

dimension of vocabulary knowledge could predict other kinds of vocabulary 

knowledge. Finally, in order to see the differences according to the students’ 

vocabulary proficiency levels, another correlation and simple regression analyses 

were performed after dividing them into two groups. 

 

4.2.1. Correlation Analyses 

 

The result of the correlation analyses among the VLT, the PVLT and the WAT 

is presented in Table 4.3.  

 

TABLE 4.3 

Correlations among the VLT, PVLT and WAT 

Correlation VLT PVLT WAT 

VLT - 0.653* 0.736* 

PVLT  - 0.679* 

WAT   - 

N=143, *p<.05 

 

As shown in Table 4.3, the interrelations among the variables were fairly 
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strong. It was revealed that there is the highest correlation between the VLT and 

the WAT, producing a correlation of .736. In addition, there existed a strong 

relationship between the PVLT and the WAT ( .679). Relatively high correlations 

of the VLT with the WAT and the PVLT with the WAT indicate that vocabulary 

size, both receptive and productive knowledge, and vocabulary depth are related to 

each other to a significant extent. A strong association between the VLT and the 

PVLT was also found, with a correlation coefficient of .653, suggesting that 

receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge are considerably interrelated with 

each other.  

Overall, the three tests had strong relationships with one another, supporting 

the claims made in previous studies (e.g., Akbarian, 2010; Schmitt & Meara, 

1997). This means that as one of the three vocabulary knowledge increases, the 

other vocabulary knowledge also develops. In other words, one who possesses 

large receptive vocabulary knowledge has more productive and deeper vocabulary 

knowledge than one who does not. 

 

4.2.2. Regression Analyses 

 

Simple regression analyses were conducted to investigate the predictive values 

among the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge. The analyses show how 

well one dimension of vocabulary knowledge can explain other kinds of 

vocabulary knowledge. Table 4.4 summarizes the results from simple regression 

analyses with the three variables.  
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TABLE 4.4 

Simple Regression Analyses among the VLT, PVLT and WAT 

Model R2 

VLT & PVLT 0.426 

PVLT & WAT 0.461 

WAT & VLT 0.541 

 

First, in a model for the VLT and the PVLT, the VLT considerably predicted 

42.6% of the variance in the PVLT and vice versa. This means that students’ 
receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge actually overlap one another to a 

large extent. Second, in a model for the PVLT and the WAT, the PVLT accounted 

for 46.1% of the WAT variance and vice versa. This predictability indicates that 

there is a great deal of overlap between productive vocabulary knowledge and 

depth of vocabulary knowledge. Finally, in a model for the WAT and the VAT, 

the WAT explained 54.1% of the VLT variance and vice versa. The predictive 

power between the WAT and the VLT is the highest among the three simple 

regression analysis models, which reveals that the explanatory power between 

vocabulary depth and receptive vocabulary knowledge is the highest among the 

three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge. In a similar study by Akbarian (2010), 

the shared variance between the VLT and the WAT was very high with about 75%, 

suggesting that vocabulary size and depth might be accounted for by the same 

factors, to a great extent, in the process of vocabulary development. 
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4.2.3. Analyses According to Vocabulary Proficiency Levels 

 

In order to investigate whether the relationship between the three dimensions 

of vocabulary knowledge varies according to the learners’ vocabulary proficiency, 

the participants were divided into two groups based on their VLT scores, because 

receptive vocabulary knowledge is generally considered as the basic aspect of 

vocabulary knowledge. The VLT contains 30 items per level and a score of more 

than 26 points out of 30 shows that the particular level has been mastered. 

Therefore, in this study, 103 students who scored above 26 points were 

categorized as a high-level group, while the 40 students who scored below 26 

points were classified as a low-level group. 

An independent samples t-test was carried out to check if the difference 

between the high- and low-level groups was statistically significant. The result 

presented in Table 4.5 proves that the two groups were statistically different.  

 

TABLE 4.5 

Independent Samples t-test of the VLT 

 t df Sig. 

High- and Low-level Groups 9.561 40.865 .000 

 

Table 4.6 shows the descriptive statistics for the four tests of high- and low-

level groups respectively. The mean scores of the VLT for high- and low-level 
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groups are 28.56 and 20.23 out of 30, respectively. When the mean scores are 

converted to percentages, the high-level group received 95.2% and the low-level 

group got 67.4%. 

 

TABLE 4.6 

Descriptive Analysis According to Vocabulary Proficiency Levels 

  VLT PVLT WAT RCT 

High-level 
Group 

(N=103) 

Mean 28.56 13.54 90.13 13.86 

SD 1.348 3.130 9.450 1.541 

Correct 
Answers (%) 95.2% 75.2% 75.1% 92.4% 

Low-level 
Group 
(N=40) 

Mean 20.23 8.20 69.53 9.50 

SD 5.451 2.729 16.681 3.055 

Correct 
Answers (%) 67.4% 45.6% 57.9% 63.3% 

 

Correlation analyses were carried out in order to determine the degree of 

correlations among the VLT, the PVLT and the WAT across the vocabulary 

proficiency groups. The results of the correlation analyses for the high-level group 

are presented in Table 4.7. 
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TABLE 4.7 

Correlations among the VLT, PVLT and WAT  

for the High-level Group 

Correlation VLT PVLT WAT 

VLT - 0.498* 0.439* 

PVLT  - 0.591* 

WAT   - 

N=103, *p<.05 

 

Overall, significant correlations existed among all the variables for the high-

level group, although the degree of correlations varied a little. The relationship 

between the PVLT and the WAT was the highest, producing a correlation of .591. 

The correlation between the VLT and the PVLT ( .498) was slightly higher than 

that of the VLT and the WAT ( .439). The results reveal that receptive vocabulary 

size, productive vocabulary size and vocabulary depth are related to a significant 

extent in the group of high-level students.  

In comparison to the correlations for the whole participants, it is worth noting 

that the correlation of the VLT with the WAT for the whole participants was the 

highest among the variables, while that of the VLT with the WAT for the high-

level group was the lowest. This implies that even a student who has a large 

vocabulary size may not possess a deeper knowledge of vocabulary. In addition, 

the fact that the correlation of the PVLT and the WAT was the highest for the 
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high-level group may indicate that both productive vocabulary knowledge and 

vocabulary depth increase as receptive vocabulary knowledge develops, 

considering that the high-level group students gained relatively high VLT scores.  

In order to determine the predictive power among the variables for the high-

level group, simple regression analyses were conducted. Table 4.8 summarizes the 

results from the simple regression analyses for the high-level group.  

 

TABLE 4.8 

Simple Regression Analyses among the VLT, PVLT and WAT  

for the High-level Group 

Model R2 

VLT & PVLT 0.248 

PVLT & WAT 0.349 

WAT & VLT 0.193 

 

For the high-level group, the VLT predicted 24.8% of the variance in the 

PVLT and vice versa. The PVLT accounted for 34.9% of the WAT variance, 

while the WAT explained 19.3% of the VLT variance and vice versa. The 

predictive power between the PVLT and the WAT is the highest among the three 

simple regression analysis models, suggesting that the explanatory power between 

productive vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary depth is the highest among the 

three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge for the high-level group students. 
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With regard to the low-level group, the results of the correlation analyses 

among the VLT, the PVLT and the WAT are presented in Table 4.9. According to 

the results, all the variables turned out to have positive correlations for the low-

level group. The correlation of the VLT with the WAT was the highest ( .600), 

which is the same as the result for the whole group. The relationship between the 

VLT and the PVLT ( .411) was the second highest, followed by that of the PVLT 

and the WAT ( .364).  

 

TABLE 4.9 

Correlations among the VLT, PVLT and WAT  

for the Low-level Group 

Correlation VLT PVLT WAT 

VLT - 0.411* 0.600* 

PVLT  - 0.364* 

WAT   - 

N=40, *p<.05 

 

One thing to be considered here is that the degree of correlations for the low-

level group has the reverse order to that of the high-level group. The low-level 

group students showed relatively weak correlations of the PVLT with the WAT 

and the VLT with the PVLT compared to the high-level group students. 

Considering that the low-level group students gained relatively low VLT scores, it 
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may imply that productive vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary depth can be 

expanded when a student has receptive vocabulary knowledge to a certain degree.  

Simple regression analyses were conducted to determine the predictive power 

among the three tests for the low-level group. The results of the simple regression 

analyses for the low-level group are presented in Table 4.10. 

 

TABLE 4.10 

Simple Regression Analyses among the VLT, PVLT and WAT  

for the Low-level Group 

Model R2 

VLT & PVLT 0.169 

PVLT & WAT 0.133 

WAT & VLT 0.359 

 

The results from the low-level group show that the VLT accounted for 16.9% 

of the PVLT variance, while the PVLT predicted 13.3% of the WAT variance and 

vice versa. The WAT explained 35.9% of the VLT variance and vice versa, which 

is the highest among the variables in the low-level group. This indicates that there 

is a considerable overlap between receptive vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary 

depth for the low-level group students.  
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4.3. Roles of Vocabulary Knowledge in Reading 

Comprehension 

 

In order to determine the relationship between the three vocabulary knowledge 

and reading comprehension, correlation analyses were conducted between the 

RCT, the VLT, the PVLT and the WAT. In addition, in order to investigate the 

roles of vocabulary knowledge in predicting reading comprehension, multiple 

regression analyses were performed among the variables. Finally, further 

regression analyses were performed after dividing students into two groups in 

order to see the differences according to their reading proficiency levels. 

 

4.3.1. Correlation Analyses 

 

The result of correlation analyses between the RCT, the VLT, the PVLT and 

the WAT is presented in Table 4.11. 

 

TABLE 4.11 

Correlations among the RCT, VLT, PVLT and WAT 

Correlation VLT PVLT WAT 

RCT 0.792* 0.716* 0.722* 

N=143, *p<.05 
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The correlation coefficients between the RCT and the variables turned out to 

be all significant. The association between the RCT and the VLT was the strongest, 

producing a correlation of .792. The correlation between the RCT and the WAT 

was the second highest, with a correlation coefficient of .722. A close relationship 

was also found between the RCT and the PVLT ( .716). These results imply that 

productive vocabulary size and vocabulary depth, as well as receptive vocabulary 

size, are strongly related to reading comprehension.  

 

4.3.2. Regression Analyses 

 

Multiple regression analyses were carried out to determine whether, and to 

what extent, the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge could predict reading 

comprehension. The VLT, the PVLT and the WAT represented the independent 

variables and the RCT represented the dependent variable. Table 4.12 summarizes 

the results from multiple regression analyses with a) each measure, and b) 

combinations of the three measures. 
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TABLE 4.12 

R-Square of the Correlation Coefficient  

between Each Predictor Variable and the RCT 

Model R2
 

VLT 0.627 

PVLT 0.513 

WAT 0.521 

VLT & PVLT 0.696 

PVLT & WAT 0.616 

WAT & VLT 0.669 

VLT, PVLT & WAT 0.709 

 

On the whole, each independent variable, whether employed individually or in 

combination, turned out to be a fairly strong predictor for reading comprehension. 

The VLT accounted for 62.7% of the variance in the RCT, which is the strongest 

among the individual variables. The WAT and the PVLT predicted 52.1% and 

51.3% of the RCT variance, respectively. These results indicate that vocabulary 

depth as well as vocabulary size considerably contributes to the prediction of 

reading comprehension.  

In addition, combinations of each measure (VLT & PVLT, PVLT & WAT, 

WAT & VLT and VLT, PVLT & WAT) showed high predictability. The 

combination of the VLT and the PVLT predicted 69.6% of the variance in the 

RCT and the combination of the WAT and the VLT accounted for 66.9% of the 
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RCT variance. The combination of the PVLT and the WAT displayed the lowest 

predictability of 61.6% among the combinations of two measures, but this still 

provides a strong contribution to the prediction of the RCT. The combination of 

the VLT, the PVLT and the WAT showed the highest predictability of 70.9%. In 

other words, combining variables offered greater predictive power than individual 

variables alone. This suggests that combinations of different aspects of vocabulary 

knowledge contribute more to explaining reading comprehension than one aspect 

alone. In other words, learners’ multiple dimensions of vocabulary knowledge, 

rather than one dimension alone, provide a greater contribution to predicting their 

reading comprehension performances. 

To summarize, both L2 vocabulary breadth and depth play an important role in 

predicting L2 reading comprehension. In addition, productive vocabulary 

knowledge as well as receptive vocabulary knowledge significantly contributes to 

reading comprehension. The findings from this study suggest that encompassing 

various dimensions of L2 vocabulary knowledge is essential for L2 vocabulary 

and reading instruction. 

 

4.3.3. Analyses According to Reading Proficiency Levels 

 

In order to determine whether the roles of vocabulary knowledge in reading 

comprehension vary according to the learners’ reading proficiency, the 

participants were divided into two groups based on their RCT scores. The criteria 

for classification is whether the percentage of correct answers is above or below 
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80%. The RCT employed in this study contains 15 items. Therefore, those who 

scored above 80% (12 points) were placed in a high-level group and those who 

scored below 80% were categorized in a low-level group. As a result, 108 students 

were classified as the high-level group and 35 students as the low-level group.  

An independent samples t-test was employed to check if the difference 

between the high- and low-level groups was statistically significant. The result 

presented in Table 4.13 proves that the two groups were statistically different.  

 

TABLE 4.13 

Independent Samples t-test of the RCT 

 t df Sig. 

High- and Low-level Groups 15.904 39.707 .000 

 

Table 4.14 shows the descriptive statistics for the RCT, the VLT, the PVLT 

and the WAT of high- and low-level groups, respectively. The mean scores of the 

RCT are 14.06 out of 15 for the high-level group and 8.26 for the low-level group. 

The percentages of correct answers on the RCT are 93.7% for the high-level group 

and 55.1% for the low-level group. 
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TABLE 4.14 

Descriptive Analysis According to Reading Proficiency Levels 

  RCT VLT PVLT WAT 

High-level 
Group 

(N=108) 

Mean 14.06 28.02 13.34 90.12 

SD 1.044 2.238 3.230 8.676 

Correct 
Answers (%) 93.7%  93.4%  74.1%  75.1% 

Low-level 
Group 
(N=35) 

Mean 8.26 20.71 8.06 66.60 

SD 2.077 6.420  2.754 16.811 

Correct 
Answers (%) 55.1%  69.0%  44.8% 55.5% 

 

Regression analyses were conducted to investigate whether the contributions of 

the variables to the RCT prediction could vary across the reading proficiency 

groups. Table 4.15 summarizes the results from regression analyses for the two 

proficiency groups. 

 

TABLE 4.15 

R-Square of the Correlation Coefficient  

between Each Predictor Variable and the RCT for Reading Proficiency Groups 

Model R2 of the High-level Group R2 of the Low-level Group 

VLT 0.379 0.386 

PVLT 0.245 0.436 

WAT 0.160 0.120 
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In general, each variable offered some contribution to the prediction of the 

RCT within the two groups. The VLT predicted 37.9% and 38.6% of the RCT 

variance for the high- and low-level groups, respectively. For the high-level group, 

the VLT was the strongest predictor for the RCT. For the low-level group, the 

PVLT accounted for 43.6% of the variance in the RCT, which is the strongest 

among the variables. The WAT showed the lowest predictability within both 

groups with 16.0% for the high-level group and 12.0% for the low-level group.  

On the whole, the results show that the participants’ vocabulary size and depth 

served as a predictor for reading comprehension to some extent for both the high- 

and low-level groups. There are two things to be considered here. First, the low 

predictability of the WAT to the RCT for both groups indicates that students’ 
knowledge of vocabulary depth is quite low irrespective of their reading 

proficiency. One of the possible reasons for this may be that the test format of the 

WAT was quite unfamiliar to the students as mentioned before. Moreover, 

although students do not have in-depth understanding about words, they can guess 

the meanings from the context and comprehend the reading passages. 

Second, the lower predictability of the PVLT to the RCT for the high-level 

group than the low-level group may imply that students are not familiar with using 

their vocabulary knowledge productively, although their reading performance is 

fairly good. In an EFL setting, students are more likely to be exposed to listening 

and reading than to speaking and writing. Therefore, even a student with high 

listening and reading abilities may not possess correspondingly high speaking and 

writing abilities which require him to use his vocabulary knowledge productively.  
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CHAPTER 5. 

CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter concludes the present study. Section 5.1 summarizes the major 

findings of this study and Section 5.2 discusses pedagogical implications drawn 

from the findings for teachers and researchers in the instruction and assessment 

of L2 vocabulary. Finally, Section 5.3 provides some limitations of the current 

study and suggestions for further research. 

 

 

5.1. Summary of the Findings 

 

This study focused on the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge, namely, 

receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of 

vocabulary knowledge. The purpose of this study was to investigate (a) the 

relationships among the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge according to 

the students’ vocabulary proficiency among Korean EFL high school students, 

and (b) the extent to which the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge 

contribute to their reading comprehension according to their reading proficiency. 

143 Korean high school students in the 10th grade participated in this study. To 

assess the participants’ vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension 

performance, the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), the Productive Vocabulary 
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Levels Test (PVLT), the Word Associates Test (WAT), and the Reading 

Comprehension Test (RCT) were employed.  

In order to resolve the research questions, correlation and regression analyses 

were carried out. With regard to the first research question, the three dimensions of 

vocabulary knowledge had strong relationships with one another for the 

participants as a whole. Among the three vocabulary tests, the correlation and 

predictability between the VLT and the WAT were the highest, suggesting that 

vocabulary breadth and depth might be accounted for by the same factors to a 

large extent. When the students were divided into two groups based on their VLT 

scores, the degree of correlations showed several differences depending on the 

vocabulary proficiency. For the high-level group students, the correlation of the 

PVLT with the WAT was the highest among the variables, indicating that both 

productive vocabulary knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge develop as 

receptive vocabulary knowledge increases. For the low-level group students, 

however, the correlation of the PVLT with the WAT was the lowest among the 

variables. Furthermore, the correlation of the VLT with the PVLT for the low-

level group was weak in comparison to the high-level group, which implies that 

productive vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary depth can improve when a 

student has basic knowledge of receptive vocabulary at a certain level.  

In regard to the second research question, the results showed that the three 

dimensions of vocabulary knowledge were significantly related to reading 

comprehension and that vocabulary depth as well as vocabulary size provided 

strong contribution to the prediction of the whole students’ reading 
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comprehension performance. In addition, when combining each measure (VLT & 

PVLT, PVLT & WAT, WAT & VLT, and VLT, PVLT & WAT), the 

predictability increased, compared with the individual measure alone. This 

suggests that combinations of different dimensions of vocabulary knowledge, 

rather than one dimension alone, offer an additional explanation for reading 

comprehension. When the students were divided into two groups based on their 

RCT scores, the extent of contributions differed according to their reading 

proficiency. The PVLT showed a lower predictive power on reading performance 

for the high-level group than the low-level group. This may imply that even a 

student with high reading comprehension skills is not familiar with using his 

vocabulary knowledge productively. In addition, the WAT turned out to have the 

lowest predictability on reading performance for both the high- and low-level 

groups, indicating that students’ knowledge of vocabulary depth is quite low 

irrespective of their reading proficiency. 

To sum up, the present study reveals that different dimensions of vocabulary 

knowledge, which are receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive vocabulary 

knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge, have strong correlations with one 

another, and that both vocabulary breadth and depth play a very important role in 

predicting reading comprehension. Therefore, it is suggested that attention needs 

to be paid to various aspects of vocabulary knowledge in the field of vocabulary 

learning. As a result of this effort, students’ reading comprehension will be further 

developed as well.  
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5.2. Pedagogical Implications 

 

The findings of the study suggest that there exist high and positive correlations 

among the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge, and that vocabulary depth 

as well as vocabulary size significantly contributes to the prediction of reading 

comprehension performance. In other words, L2 learners with both a great amount 

of vocabulary and a deep knowledge of words have more advantages of L2 

reading. Several implications can be drawn from these suggestions for teachers 

and researchers in the field of ESL/EFL vocabulary and reading.  

First, L2 vocabulary instruction needs to recognize the complex nature of 

vocabulary knowledge and to devote more attention to its multiple dimensions. 

Language educators and curriculum designers have generally focused much more 

on increasing learners’ vocabulary size, based on the concept that the larger the 

number of words known, the deeper the knowledge of the words (Vermeer, 2001). 

Consequently, learners mainly pay attention to expanding their vocabulary 

knowledge by memorizing the simple meaning of words. However, a large 

vocabulary size does not necessarily result in the deep knowledge of vocabulary. 

Moreover, if too many words are given to learners at one time, they cannot recall 

their meanings later (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002). The fact that students 

with wider and deeper lexical knowledge show better performance on reading 

comprehension throws an important topic to the vocabulary instruction. Since 

providing only the basic meaning of a word may prohibit learners from 
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understanding various aspects of words, vocabulary instruction needs to deal with 

multiple meanings, as well as semantic, phonological, morphological, syntactical 

and collocational aspects. In other words, vocabulary knowledge should be 

considered as comprising various dimensions rather than being a single construct 

in vocabulary instruction. 

Second, vocabulary assessments need to combine both vocabulary size and 

depth tests. Vocabulary tests have commonly focused on measuring receptive 

vocabulary size rather than productive vocabulary size and the depth of vocabulary 

knowledge, due to the difficulty of developing and implementing valid and reliable 

measurement instruments for the production and depth dimensions. The present 

study, however, showed the significantly combined effects of receptive vocabulary 

knowledge, productive vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary depth on reading 

comprehension. The Productive Vocabulary Levels Test and the Word Associates 

Test were implemented in this study to measure productive vocabulary knowledge 

and vocabulary depth respectively. The PVLT asks the test-taker to fill in a word 

where the first letters are given, while the WAT requires the paradigmatic and 

syntagmatic relationships of a word. These measurements can provide more 

meaningful information about the learners’ lexical knowledge than a measurement 

of receptive vocabulary size alone. Therefore, productive vocabulary knowledge 

and vocabulary depth, as well as receptive vocabulary knowledge, should be 

contained in vocabulary tests in order to understand the multidimensional 

vocabulary knowledge. Furthermore, it is suggested that a combined test which 

assesses various aspects of a word at one time should be devised. 
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5.3. Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research 

 

There are several limitations to the present research. First, this study evaluated 

vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension of only 143 high school 

students. The small sample size might make it difficult to apply the findings of this 

study to Korean EFL high school students in general. Further research is 

recommended to work with a sufficient number of participants, including students 

of different ages in different regions, so that the results of the study can be 

generalized to all high school students in Korea. Moreover, in order to see the 

differences according to the proficiency levels, students were divided according to 

only two proficiency levels in this study. If participants are classified into more 

diverse proficiency groups, different results could be revealed in the relationship 

between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension. 

Second, the Vocabulary Levels Test and the Productive Vocabulary Levels 

Test as measures of vocabulary size were limited to only 2000-word level in this 

study, taking into consideration the vocabulary size expected for the students to 

reach according to the National Curriculum. For a more comprehensive study of 

receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge, however, employing other low-

frequency word levels or all levels would provide more meaningful information 

about students’ vocabulary size.  

Third, the number of items on the Reading Comprehension Test was also 

limited. Since the students were fairly familiar with the test format, more test items 



 

 - 69 - 

could have been implemented in the same limited time. Therefore, future studies 

need to contain a large number of items with different types of questions and texts 

on the reading comprehension test. In addition, other variables such as L1 reading 

skills, background knowledge of the subject matter, grammatical knowledge and 

syntactic skills were excluded in assessing reading comprehension other than 

lexical knowledge. These variables, as well as vocabulary knowledge, may have 

an effect on reading performance.  

Finally, future studies in the instructional effects of vocabulary knowledge can 

better investigate how various dimensions of vocabulary knowledge will develop 

over time and to what extent the instruction will have an effect on vocabulary 

knowledge. Particularly, longitudinal studies involving productive vocabulary 

knowledge and depth of vocabulary knowledge should be conducted in order to 

confirm the findings of this study. 

In spite of these limitations, the findings from the present study offer valuable 

information about the relationship between various dimensions of vocabulary 

knowledge and their roles in reading comprehension. 
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국 문 초 록 

 

어휘 지식이 읽기 이해에 있어 중요한 역할을 한다는 것은 오랫동안 인식

되어왔다. 어휘 지식은 양적 지식과 깊이 지식으로 구성되고, 수용적 측면과 

산출적 측면을 포함하고 있다고 인정하고 있다. 그러나 대부분의 연구는 산

출적 어휘 지식과 깊이 지식보다는 수용적 어휘 지식에만 편중되었다. 

본 연구는 학생들의 어휘 능숙도에 따른 수용적 어휘 지식, 산출적 어휘 

지식, 그리고 어휘 지식의 깊이 사이의 관계를 살펴보고자 한다. 또한 영어 

읽기 이해에 있어서 학생들의 읽기 능숙도에 따른 세 가지 어휘 지식의 역할

에 대해 알아보고자 한다. 

본 연구에서 경기도 소재의 고등학교에 재학중인 143명의 10학년생을 대

상으로 네 가지 주요 평가 – Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), Productive Vocabulary 

Levels Test (PVLT), Word Associates Test (WAT), 그리고 Reading Comprehension 

Test (RCT)를 실시하였다. 각 평가의 채점 결과는 상관관계 분석과 회귀 분석

을 통해 이루어졌다. 

그 결과 세 가지 어휘 지식은 서로 높은 상관관계를 보였다. 수용적 어휘 

지식을 어휘 지식의 가장 기본적인 지식이라는 가정 하에 VLT 점수를 바탕

으로 학생들을 두 집단으로 나누었을 때, PVLT와 WAT의 상관관계가 상위 집

단에서는 가장 높은 반면, 하위 집단에서는 가장 낮게 나타났다. 이는 산출적 

어휘 지식과 깊이 지식은 수용적 어휘 지식이 어느 정도 발달했을 때 함께 

발달할 수 있음을 보여준다.  

또한 세 가지 어휘 지식 모두 읽기 이해의 상당 부분을 설명할 수 있는 

것으로 밝혀졌다. RCT 점수를 바탕으로 학생들을 두 집단으로 나누었을 때, 
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상위 집단과 하위 집단 모두 어휘 깊이 측면이 읽기 이해를 예측할 수 있는 

설명력이 가장 낮았는데, 이는 어휘 깊이 지식이 학생들의 읽기 능숙도에 상

관없이 상당히 낮다는 것을 보여준다. 이와 더불어 산출적 어휘 지식이 하위 

집단보다 상위 집단에서 읽기 이해에 대한 예측력이 낮았는데, 이는 높은 읽

기 수행을 가진 학생이라도 산출적 어휘 지식은 미흡하다는 것을 보여준다. 

본 연구는 제 2언어 어휘 지식과 읽기 이해에서의 그 역할에 대해 보다 

구체적인 정보를 제공할 것으로 기대된다. 또한, 어휘 지식의 다양한 측면을 

아는 것이 성공적인 읽기 이해에 공헌할 수 있으므로, 어휘 교수 및 평가 시 

어휘의 양적 지식뿐만 아니라 어휘의 깊이 지식도 관심을 가질 것을 제안한

다.   

 

주요어: 영어 어휘 지식, 수용적 어휘 지식, 산출적 어휘 지식, 어휘의 깊이 

지식, 영어 읽기 이해 
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