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Preface

The organizing committee are pleased to present the e-proceedings of the 4th International
Language and Language Teaching Conference (LLTC) 2017. The conference was organized
on 3-4 November 2017 by the Undergraduate Program of English Language Education in
collaboration with the Graduate Programs of English Language Education and English
Language Studies, Sanata Dharma University. In this e-proceedings, there are around 50
papers on various topics related to English language teaching, literature and linguistics.
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VOCABULARY SIZE AND LEXICAL FREQUENCY PROFILE USED
BY EFL UNIVERSITY STUDENTS IN ESSAY WRITING

Khairul Shalih and Aridah
Mulawarman University Language Center
shalih.khairul@gmail.com and aridah27@yahoo.com

Abstract

By having knowledge about vocabulary size of the students, teachers may provide
materials based on students’ vocabulary size and may help them increase their
vocabulary size when they are exposed to vocabulary items in slightly higher level
than what they have possessed (Laufer and Nation, 1999). This study intends to
determine the vocabulary size and lexical frequency profile (LPF) used by EFL
university students. Forty-three students participated in this study and the results
showed that the average vocabulary size of the students was 7402 word families
and their LFP showed that 89.21% of the 1% 1000 word list were still used by the
students while the ideal percentage was 75%. The finding also showed that there
was no significant positive correlation between VST score and the LFP
percentage. This infers that students preferred using common words to using
advanced words even though they have enough knowledge of advanced words.

Keywords: vocabulary size, lexical frequency profile

Introduction

Having a bigger size of vocabulary may be an advantage when it comes to
perceiving and producing foreign language. Although vocabulary alone might not
be enough to determine a person’s ability in mastering a language, it is undeniable
that vocabulary is one of the important aspects in mastering a language (Nation,
2014). In order to produce something that makes sense, a person needs to
understand how to perceive and how to use the language. A person will not be
able to produce something beyond his understanding. Thus, the vocabularies used
in the writing of a person display the understanding of that person in language
mastery. In addition, vocabulary size is related to language skills in general. It is
believed that vocabulary size specifically affects the writing skill of a language
user (Laufer & Nation, 1995). This is due to the fact that having larger vocabulary
size improves the variety of vocabularies used in the writing product.

Furthermore, as language users, both L2 and foreign language users are
often considered having less proficiency than native speakers. However, it is
possible for those non-native language learners to get closer to the level of native
speakers if the learners keep improving the ability in English mastery (Hirsh &
Nation, 1992). Since writing is one of the products in language which can be
measured and kept as a record, it can be made as an effective instrument to
measure the growth of language learners. When a language learner has an
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intention to improve the ability in language mastery, that user may use writing as
a method to practice the language. Even if it is done little by little, the learner can
review the writing some other time.

The writing can also become a record which shows the development of the
learner over time. The learner can see the gap between the oldest and the latest
writing that a person has ever kept in record. In this way the learner can see how
much s/he develops his/her ability in learning the language. For these reasons, it is
clear that using writing as a method in language learning is beneficial for non-
native language learners in order to increase their vocabulary size and proficiency
in writing.

Vocabulary Size and Lexical Frequency Profile

Vocabulary refers to all the words that a person knows or uses. Vocabulary
is defined as the stock of words used by or known to a particular people or group
of people (Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, 2000). In other words,
vocabulary is an element of language which is used to express or to understand
the intention of people.

Vocabulary is not usually being studied for the purpose of simply knowing
the vocabulary itself, but rather in order to be used by the language user in the
forms of communicating or understanding the content of language. An important
aim of learning vocabulary is to bring the vocabulary knowledge of students into
communicative use, where students are in a situation where there are demands
upon them to make use of what they know (Laufer & Nation, 1995).

The number of words mastered by is different for every person. However,
there is a standard of how many words a person needs in order to communicate or
at least understand when the language is applied in daily context. The number of
words known by each person is the vocabulary size that he/she possesses.

In order to measure the vocabulary size of a person in number, using word
frequency is commonly used by language user. Word frequency is how often a
word is used on a page of written English. For example, the word “the” is a word
which frequently used in a written article. According to data in Nation (1990), the
word “the” is one of the words frequently used in written English, which makes it
very common in the view of word frequency. Related to this, in order to measure
the vocabulary accurately, this study also used the word family system.

Word family is a group of words which include the root word along with its
variations. The word “demolish” for example, includes the word “demolition”,
“demolishment”, and “demolisher”. All these words are included in one word
family. Although there was no exact standard of how many word family should be
known by an English native speaker, there were other studies conducted by Dupuy
(1974) and Nation and Goulden (1990) which stated that there were a total of
around 54.000 word families existed in the 3" edition of Webster’s Dictionary.

Nowadays, the method of using word families as the measurement unit of
vocabulary size has become common and widely used. Nation and Beglar (2007)
published the standard of word families needed in order to understand certain
kinds of text, which was featured by many other studies at the present.
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Table 1: Vocabulary size needed to get 98% coverage (including proper
nouns) of various kinds of text

Texts 98% Coverage Proper Nouns
Novels 9,000 word families 1-2%
Newspapers 8,000 word families 5-6%
Children’s movies 6,000 word families 1.5%
Spoken English 7,000 word families 1.3%

Source: Nation & Beglar (2006) in JALT (2007)

By looking at Table 1, it could be concluded that in order to understand
necessary language directed for children or teenagers, a language user would need
to know around 6.000 word families, while in order to understand newspaper or
novel requires the user to recognize around 8.000 to 9.000 word families. By this
data, it is also concluded that the standard of vocabulary size an English language
user should have in order to use the language in daily conversation is around
7.000 word families or more.

Moreover, the standard for non-native language learners in undergraduate
student level would be 5000-6000 word families (Nation & Beglar, 2007). In this
standard, it could be interpreted that a vocabulary size level of at least 5.000 word
families is required for language learners in order to cope with the lesson in the
education of non-native university environment.

Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP) is the amount of word family produced in a
set of composition, usually in form of percentages. Laufer and Nation (1995)
stated that LFP shows the percentage of vocabularies used by language users at
different vocabulary frequency levels in writing. These frequency levels are
divided based on the category used in a corpus. The categories used by Laufer and
Nation (1995) were divided into four categories, which were 1% 1.000, 2" 1.000,
University Word List (UWL), and Not in List. Words included in the 1% 1.000 are
the most common used words used by language users, while 2" 1.000 includes
less frequent words which are not included in the 1% category. UWL, now known
as Academic Word List (AWL), includes the least frequent words used by
language users. Not in list category includes words which are not included in the
previous categories, proper nouns, for example.

To interpret LFP for an intermediate language learner, Laufer and Nation
(1995) conducted a study and set the standard of LFP taken from essays. From an
essay of 200 word families, 150 were in the 1% 1000, 20 were in 2" 1000, 20 were
in AWL, and 10 were in N category. After being converted to percentage, the
composition had 75% - 10% - 10% - 5% accordingly. In this standard
composition, 1% 1000 had the highest value because it had the most words in its
list compared to other categories, while N category had the lowest percentage
simply because it only consisted of unstandardized words, such as proper noun or
foreign words.

Since LFP describes the variety of vocabularies used by language users in
writing essays, it is believed to have a close relation to the vocabulary size of
language users. Based on this belief, the main objectives of this study were to
determine the vocabulary size and LFP of EFL university students, and to
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determine the correlation between the vocabulary size and LFP of EFL university
students.

Method

This study applied correlation design. This correlational study was
conducted in English department of Teaching and Education Faculty of
Mulawarman University. There were 43 students taken as the sample of study,
which were taken from two classes of the fourth semester students. All
participants had taken writing class in their respective classes; therefore they
already had the basic knowledge of how to write a proper essay.

Before writing the essay required for this study, all participants were given a
Vocabulary Size Test (VST) based on the guideline of vocabulary size test by
Nation (2012). The test was 14.000 word family VST, which was given in order
to determine the vocabulary size of the samples. The results of the vocabulary
level test were scored by matching with the answer key. There were 140 items in
the test and they were graded according to the method suggested by The
Vocabulary Size Test Guideline (Nation, 2012). According to the guide, the total
score of each test was multiplied by 100, thus the maximum score were 14.000
word families. Based on the result of VST, the vocabulary size of the students
would be determined and analyzed.

After the test had been administered, each participant had to write an essay
of maximum 500 words. The topic of the essay was similar to the topic they were
used to in writing essay in their writing class in university. By using a similar
topic, they already have enough background knowledge to write the essay, thus
this study was able to focus on the vocabulary aspect alone in analyzing the essay
(Laufer and Nation, 1995). To calculate the LFP of each essay, an automatic word
counter application from www.lextutor.ca was used. The application
automatically revealed the LFP percentage of every essay inputted to the
application.

After the data of both vocabulary size and LFP had been obtained, the data
were sorted and analyzed by using Pearson Product Moment in order to determine
the correlation between these two variables. If the result of the analysis shows that
there was a significant positive correlation between the two variables, then the
alternative hypothesis (Ha) would be accepted. On the contrary, if the result of the
analysis shows that there was no significant positive correlation between the two
variables, then alternative hypothesis (Ha) would be rejected and null hypothesis
(Ho) would be accepted.

Findings and Discussion

As mentioned above, the objectives of this study were to determine the
vocabulary size level and LFP of EFL students, and to determine their correlation.
Table 2 below shows the result of vocabulary size level from the sample.

Table 2: Result summary of vocabulary size test from the samples

Total Sample | Lowest Score | Highest Score Agf;?g ¢
43 5200 10000 7402
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Source: Test result, 2016

Nation and Beglar (in JALT, 2007) concluded that the goal for English users
was 8000 word family. However, as elaborated in chapter 2, initial studies
concluded that non-native undergraduate students should have at least around
5000-6000 word families, while competent non-native doctoral students should
have at least 9000 word families. The table above displayed that the average
vocabulary size of the fourth semester students of English department in
Mulawarman University were 7402 word families, which were still short on the
ideal target of 8000 word families, but could be considered as adequate according
to the standard.

To add more details to the result, the total participants who received scores
according to the standard set by Nation and Beglar (2007) was listed in the
following table:

Table 3: Amount of samples according to the VST score standard

Score Range

Total
Participants

Lowest Score

Highest Score

% (of total
participants)

> 8000 14 8100 10000 33
6000 — 8000 22 6100 7900 51
5000 — 6000 7 5200 5900 16

Source: Test result, 2016

As we could see from table 3, among all of the students, there were only 7
who were classified in the minimum range for undergraduate students. There were
22 students who achieved score adequately according to the standard, while there
were 14 students who achieved ideal result for English learners. From the result
described above, it could be concluded that 16% of the samples achieved the
minimum result, while there were 51% of the samples who achieved adequate
result. In addition, there were 33% of the students who surpassed the ideal target

of score for English learners.
To analyze the LFP of the sample, the essays written by them were inputted
to a word counter application. Table 4 below shows the summary of LFP result.

Table 4: Summary of LFP result

Value LFP (Word Family) LFP (Percentage)

st 2™ [AwWL | N 1t | 2 [AWL ]| N
Minimum | 68 3 1 0+? [ 81.20] 1.16 | 0.29 | 1.00
Maximum | 142 | 20 22 | 0+? [97.38] 8.80 | 6.25 | 10.20
Average 104 | 10 9 0+? [89.21] 436 | 3.01 | 3.41

Source: Result of Data Analysis, 2016

The ideal composition for non-native learners should be close to the

standard set by Laufer and Nation (1995) mentioned in the previous chapter. The
ideal average percentage was to have the 1% 1000 category close to 75% and the
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AWL category close to 10%. However the average result from the samples
revealed that the average of LFP in 1% 1000 category was 89.21 while the other
categories were less than 5%. From this result, it could be concluded that the
students were using the most common words available in order to complete their
essay and they occasionally used more complex words.

Table 5: The Result of Pearson Product Moment

VST LFP (y)

(x) 1% 1000 241000 AWL N
r Product ] 0.27 -0.47 0.11 -0.02
Moment

Source: Analysis Result, 2016

The result of Pearson product moment showed that the r value for each
category was 0.27, -0.47, 0.11, and -0.02 respectively. According to Santoso
(2001) the result of this study could be interpreted that the score of VST and the
value of LFP of the 1% 1000 category has a slight positive correlation, meaning
that there was a low positive correlation between these two variables. Another
variable which also got positive result was the AWL category, whose r value was
interpreted as having a low positive correlation. On the other hand, the score of
VST and the value of LFP of the 2™ 1000 category could be interpreted as a
moderate negative correlation, and the N category could be interpreted as a low
negative correlation.

From the result shown above, it was initially expected that the higher the
score of vocabulary size test, the higher the percentage for more advanced word
family category would be. However, the result had shown that the better the score
of VST, the more words originated from the 1% 1000 category were used in the
writing product. Taking account that the vocabulary range from this category is
immensely larger than other categories since the 1% 1000 category holds the
highest number of items and also the most common vocabulary items existed in
dictionary, this result could still be considered as normal. On the contrary, the 2™
1000 received negative correlation since more percentage of word family were
used in its counterpart category. However, as for the most advanced word family
category, the academic word list (AWL) had a positive correlation but the
correlation was categorized as a low positive correlation. Even though the
correlation was positive, but it was significant.

It can be concluded that achieving high score in vocabulary size test, which
describes the vocabulary size level of a language user, might not always guarantee
that the writing product contains vocabularies of advanced word family, as
described in the lexical frequency profile. This conclusion was taken due to the
usage of the 1% 1000 word family in the writing product correlated more to the
VST score since this category had higher positive correlation, while the usage of
AWL category also had positive correlation to VST score but was weaker than
that of the 1% 1000 category. Moreover, the value of r table for the 43 students
was 0.294. Therefore, the r value of the 1% 1000 and AWL categories, which both
had positive value of 0.27 and 0.11, were both less than the value of r table and
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they were not significant. Thus, the alternative hypothesis (H,) was rejected
whereas the null hypothesis (Hp) was accepted.

To identify the cause of this insignificant correlation, the result of this study
was compared to the findings of a similar study conducted by Laufer and Nation
(1995) with three groups of language users with different proficiency levels in
English. One of the three groups had similar result to finding of this research. One
of the three groups, the low intermediate level group was a class of students who
studied in New Zealand but originated from countries which used English as
foreign language. Furthermore, the group was still in the early period of their
education in university, which made the group in similar situation to the samples
of this research. The low-intermediate level group achieved 86.5% - 7.1% - 3.2% -
3.3% in their average LFP result.

Comparing the result of group from the previous study and the score of the
students in this research, the average LFP (percentage) was 89.21% - 4.36% -
3.01% - 3.41%, which had higher value in the 1% 1000 and lower value in 2™
1000, while the value in AWL and N category were relatively similar. Thus, it
was speculated that the possible reasons which cause the rise of the 1% 1000
category and the decrease of other categories from the ideal result was the
learning environment of the samples in the university. The participants studied in
a country where English is used as a foreign language, so that complex English
vocabularies were likely uncommon to be used in daily life. While in the
classroom they might use English as the main language, they might not use
English outside of the classroom as much as inside the classroom. The students
might know words from categories other than the 1% 1000, but chose to use the
simplest vocabulary items the most since it was assumed to be enough to convey
the message in their essay.

Davies and Pearse (2000) in Hastuti (2015) explained that writing not only
involves low-level skills of handwriting, spelling, constructing grammatical
sentences, and punctuations; but also high-level cognitive skills of processing,
selecting, organizing the ideas and information into rational sequence in the form
of paragraphs, editing the draft, and writing the final product. Since there is a
complex process which should be considered when making a writing product, it
might be understandable for the writer to use the most comfortable vocabulary
items for them. Because writing itself can be considered as a difficult process
which involves lots of requirements, the students might not have the intention to
use words which were not familiar to them, even if they knew the definition of the
words.

In addition to the complex process in writing itself, other factor which could
affect the result of this study was the lack of chance for the students to use more
advanced words in real-time practice. Waring and Nation (2016) concluded that
English learners should work on the strategies for low frequency words. If the
learner intends to use English for academic purpose, then it is advised to learn
general academic words, which mostly can be found in AWL category. Since
there are more vocabulary items which are included in the 1% 1000 category, it is
understandable for English learners to use words of this category more than the
others. However, given the right environment and enough time, it is possible for
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the learners to increase the use of vocabularies from other categories. The results
from the sample groups of the research by Laufer and Nation (1995) could be a
fine example that language practice had an immense effect on language learners.

While the result of LFP percentage of this research was similar to Group 1
in the previous research, Group 1 in the previous research was a freshmen group
who came from countries which used English as foreign language. However, the
environment of the sample group at that time was a university in a country where
English was the main language, thus the use of English inside and outside of
classroom environment was obligatory. The development of the vocabulary used
in writing product could be seen from Group 3 in the previous research, where the
samples from that group were students of the same university but in higher
semester of their study.

The situational example above explained that learning environment could
bring large contribution to the result of vocabularies used in the writing product.
When language learners could take their time to use the language in daily basis,
the quality of vocabulary they used would also improve.

Because the sample of this research was in the learning environment which
did not require them to use English all the time, it could decrease their chance to
use more advanced words in their language usage, whether spoken or written.
Should the situation be a little bit different, or there was a special treatment to
force them to interact more in English, there was a possibility that the result might
be closer to the initial expectation.

Conclusion

This study showed evidence that even though the students have a big
vocabulary size; it does not mean that they will use them all when they are
writing. Most of the students still prefer to use common vocabulary items listed in
the first 1000 words, rather than in the other vocabulary list such as the second
1000 words or AWL category. This implies that the high score of vocabulary size
level test does not always determine the high lexical frequency profile of the
writing product.
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