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Abstract 
This study examines three-folds: (1) the more 
advanced learners have more vocabulary 
knowledge than less advanced ones, (2) 
whether vocabularies can become more difficult 
for the learners at the same proficiency level 
even if those come from the same frequency 
level, but are different parts of speech, (3) 
whether vocabularies can become more difficult 
for the learners at the same proficiency level 
even if those come from the same frequency 
level and parts of speech, but contain different 
lexical structures. 
     We created a vocabulary test1 based on 
the word frequency level according to JACET 
8000, a frequency-based word list. Japanese 
university students participated in the 
experiment. The participants were asked to 
answer each item. The results were analyzed 
based on Latent Rank Theory. The test scores 
from this experiment were also compared to 
those from other English proficiency test. 
     The results indicate that more advance 

learners tend to have bigger vocabularies than less 

advanced ones. this, (2) the learners show some 

differences in knowledge on the same frequency-level 

vocabularies according to the kinds of part of speech 

and lexical structures. 
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Introduction 
Vocabulary is very important for L2 language 

learning. Among researchers, it is widely accepted 

                                                   
1 This project was supported by Grant-in-Aid 
for Scientific Research (C) (20520516) 
 

that, as L2 learners are getting higher L2 

proficiency in L2, they are expected to acquire 

larger vocabulary. (Palmer 1972). Many types of 

vocabulary tests for second language learners have 

been developed. In the first section, we will review 

what characteristics are hypothesized as vocabulary 

knowledge. In the second section, we reconsider 

what should be included in vocabulary tests to 

examine the depth of vocabulary knowledge. In the 

last section, we will report the validity of our newly 

developed vocabulary test. . 

 

1 Vocabulary knowledge 

Many researchers discuss the 

characteristics of vocabulary knowledge in different 

ways. Nation (2001) describes vocabulary 

knowledge by two types from the viewpoint of 

competence of using vocabulary; receptive, or 

active, and productive, or passive, vocabulary. 

Nation defines receptive vocabulary as lexical 

knowledge for ‘perceiving the form of a word while 

listening and retrieving its meaning’; and 

productive vocabulary, lexical knowledge for 

‘expressing a meaning through speaking or writing 

and retrieving and producing the appropriate 

spoken or written word form’ (2001, pp. 24-25).  

Anserson & Freebody (1981), and Read (1993) 

explain vocabulary knowledge by distinguishing it 

with two notions: breadth of word knowledge and 

depth of word knowledge. Breadth of word 

knowledge refers to lexical knowledge ‘by which 

we mean the number of words for which the person 

knows at least some of the significant aspects of 

meaning’ (Anserson & Freebody, 1981, p.93), (or 

to say more simply, the size of a learner’s 

vocabulary) and whereas depth of word knowledge 

means ‘quality of understanding’ words (1981, 

p.93). Henriksen (1999) depicted vocabulary 

knowledge with three dimensions: partical-precice 

knowledge dimension, a depth of knowledge 
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dimension, and a receptive-productive dimension. 

Meara (1996a) explains vocabulary knowledge 

from the practical viewpoint; ‘size’ and 

‘organization’. ‘Organization’ means associations 

between words.Richards (1976) describes 

vocabulary knowledge by eight characteristics. 

Some of them include knowledge of word 

association, syntactic information, connotation and 

co-occurrence with other words.  The descriptions 

proposed by Richards and Nation cover broad range 

of knowledge concerning vocabulary, and 

commonly include knowledge on syntactic and 

semantic usage, derivational forms, associations, 

and word frequencies of the words, though there are 

some different aspects in lexicon dealt with. 

 

2 Vocabulary Tests 

Many vocabulary tests have been developed for 
evaluating learner’s vocabulary knowledge.  
Different researchers developed different 
vocabulary tests to measure vocabulary 
knowledge according to their interests in a 
particular dimension of vocabulary knowledge. 
(Laufer & Goldstein, 2004).  Generally, these 
tests can be categorized into two types: One 
type is for testing the width of vocabulary 
knowledge like Nation’s Vocabulary Levels Test 
(Nation, 1990) and the other, for examining the 
depth of vocabulary knowledge such as Lex 30 
(Meara & Fitzpatrick, 2000). 

Tests for breadth of vocabulary 
knowledge evaluate how much words L2 
learners know. They are developed based on 
word frequencies. This kind of tests 
hypothesizes that advanced learners know 
more words at lower word frequency level, 
compared with novice learners. 

Tests for depth of vocabulary knowledge 

intend to evaluate paradigmatic (synonyms), 

syntagmatic (collocations) and analytic knowledge 

(associations which represent one aspect or 

components of the meaning of the stimulus word and 

is likely to form part of its dictionary.) of vocabulary. 

(Read, 1993).  However, most vocabulary tests for 

depth of vocabulary knowledge evaluate L2 learners 

depth of vocabulary by how much word associations 

the learners know. Moreover, knowledge of word 

association is still affected by word frequency levels. 

 

3 Newly developed vocabulary tests 

This study examines three-folds: (1) the more 
advanced learners have more vocabulary 
knowledge than less advanced ones, (2) 
whether vocabularies can become more difficult 
for the learners at the same proficiency level 
even if those come from the same frequency 
level, but are different parts of speech, (3) 

whether vocabularies can become more difficult 
for the learners at the same proficiency level 
even if those come from the same frequency 
level and parts of speech, but contain different 
lexical structures.We created a vocabulary test 
based on the word frequency level according to 
JACET 8000, a frequency-based word list. We 
also referred to Edinburgh Word Association 
Thesaurus and Word Familiarity for Japanese 
Learners of English to create distractors. We 
created items to examine L2 learner’s lexical 
knowledge on synonym, antonym, derivation, 
usage, and collocation. The data were collected 
from university students from various majors 
at various universities. The results were 
analyzed based on Item Response Theory and 
Latent Rank Theory. The results indicate that 
more advance learners tend to have bigger 

vocabularies than less advanced ones. this, (2) the 

learners show some differences in knowledge on the 

same frequency-level vocabularies according to the 

kinds of part of speech and lexical structures. 
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