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ABSTRACT

Receptive vocabulary knowledge plays an important role in providing a broader ability for
language learners to comprehend reading texts and contributes to the comprehension of utterances.
Knowledge of the learners' vocabulary level is essential, not only as an indicator of the learners'
linguistic ability but also for planning and setting goals in language learning. This study aims to
investigate the English language receptive vocabulary knowledge of POLIMAS engineering
students in terms of word levels. The Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) was administered to 111
engineering students to measure their receptive vocabulary knowledge at five different word levels
in VLT. The results reveal that more than half of the students possess a low level of receptive
vocabulary as they failed to receive a minimum score of 26 for all word levels in the test. The
findings highlight the need to raise instructors' awareness of learners' vocabulary and suggestions
for effective guidance in enhancing students' vocabulary knowledge.
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INTRODUCTION

Vocabulary is a crucial component of language proficiency and plays a critical role in shaping a
language learner's communication ability. A rich vocabulary is necessary for expressing ideas and
understanding the language being used by others (Coxhead, 2021). This is particularly true in
academic settings, where students are expected to have a good command of the language in order
to comprehend course materials, participate in class discussions, present ideas, and demonstrate
their understanding through writing assignments (Karakoca & Giil DurmuGoglu, 2017). As such,
language learners need to develop a solid vocabulary knowledge foundation to succeed in their
language learning endeavour. Research has shown that vocabulary size is directly related to overall
language proficiency and that learners with larger vocabulary sizes tend to perform better in
various language tasks (Firda et al., 2021). Thus, it is important to give adequate attention and
resources to vocabulary development in language learning.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Vocabulary Knowledge

Many studies have emphasized the importance of developing both receptive (passive) and
productive (active) vocabulary knowledge for effective language proficiency (Abmanan et al.,
2017; Daskalovska, 2020; Kili¢, 2019). Passive vocabulary knowledge refers to the ability to
recognize words and word meanings in reading and listening (Wero et al., 2021), while active
vocabulary knowledge involves the ability to use words productively in speaking and writing
(Zhong, 2018). Some studies have shown that students' active vocabulary knowledge is often
limited compared to their passive vocabulary knowledge (Algallaf & Ahmed, 2021; Nontasee &
Sukying, 2021), which can result in difficulty with speaking and writing tasks. Other studies have
investigated the relationship between vocabulary size and language proficiency and have found a
positive correlation between vocabulary size and language proficiency, particularly in reading
comprehension and written expression (Aizawa & Rose, 2020; Miralpeix & Mufioz, 2018).

Measuring Vocabulary Knowledge

Breadth and depth are two major dimensions of interest in assessing learners' vocabulary
knowledge (Dabbagh & Janebi Enayat, 2019; Levitzky-Aviad & Laufer, 2013). The first one is
assessing the vocabulary size of learners, which is referred to as measuring the breadth of
knowledge. It deals with the number of words a learner knows, or at least some superficial
knowledge. The second is assessing the quality of vocabulary knowledge, which measures the
depth of knowledge (Algallaf & Ahmed, 2021) by focusing on learners' knowledge of the word or
how well they know it. However, this study focuses on the breadth of knowledge dimension
commonly used to assess the receptive knowledge of second language learners. Receptive
vocabulary knowledge assesses the number of words learners know (Failasofah, 2018). Receptive
vocabulary size tests usually measure words at different frequency levels such as 2000, 3000, 5000,
and 10,000-word family levels (Miralpeix & Mufioz, 2018). Measuring students' vocabulary
knowledge in terms of the size or the total number of words that they know at a particular frequency
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level is beneficial as it is one of the best ways of estimating the extent of progress in related
language skills (Elgort, 2018). A vocabulary test can also be an effective diagnostic tool,
particularly when assessing learners who struggle with reading (Kyle et al., 2021; Stoeckel et al.,
2021). Thus, studies that look at students' vocabulary levels can assist language instructors in
developing students' vocabulary knowledge (Mohd Nasir et al., 2017) and preparing them for
academic tasks (Aziz et al., 2021).

Receptive Vocabulary Test

Many receptive vocabulary tests were developed to test second language learners' breadth of
vocabulary knowledge. The two most common tests are Vocabulary Level Test (VLT) and
Vocabulary Size Test (VST) developed by Nation (1983), Nation and Beglar (2007) and Nation
(2011), respectively. The VLT comprises simple tasks to assess learners' receptive vocabulary
knowledge by measuring their performance in word-definition matching tasks. Additionally, it
determines whether learners have mastery of certain word bands (Stoeckel et al., 2021). In
comparison, the VST was developed to estimate overall receptive vocabulary size (Nation &
Beglar, 2007). The vocabulary size and second language proficiency in receptive and productive
skills have been widely studied using the VLT, as reported by Algallaf and Ahmed (2021), Firda
et al. (2021), Kili¢ (2019), and Janebi Enayat and Derakhshan (2021).

Vocabulary Threshold for Tertiary Level Students

Reaching the recommended vocabulary threshold for receptive knowledge is very important for
pre-university students to be ready to pursue tertiary-level education. Laufer and Ravenhorst-
Kalovski (2010) have proposed the lexical threshold of 5000 words as an adequate level for reading
comprehension and as an optimal threshold that requires 8000 to 9000 word knowledge.
Accordingly, Douglas (2020) describes the vocabulary threshold into three levels which are
described in Table 1.

Table 1
Vocabulary Thresholds for Reading Comprehension
Levels Categories Vocabulary Description
Threshold
Level  Struggling Below 3000 86% of written text comprehension where learners
1 Level words would encounter one unfamiliar word (unknown

word) in every seven words in the text
Level Instructional Below 5000 able to read 95% of the text where learners would

2 Level words encounter one unfamiliar word in every 20 words in
the text

Level Independent 9000 words 98% coverage where the learners encounter one

3 Level unknown word in every 50 words in the text and their

vocabulary knowledge is 9000 words

Nevertheless, this observation relates to the studies conducted by previous research on vocabulary
threshold, which suggest 9000-word level is an appropriate cutting point for the English language
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learner to read and write effectively in the academic context (Adolphs & Schmitt, 2003; Laufer &
Nation, 1995; 1999; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010; Schmitt et al., 2011; 2015; Schmitt &
Schmitt, 2012). Furthermore, Benedict and Shabdin (2021) in their study on vocabulary coverage
of Malaysian University English Test (MUET) reading texts for three sessions between 2015 to
2016, discovered that mastery of a minimum 8000-word level is needed for the students to
understand 98% of the MUET reading texts. The general conclusion from these studies is that the
minimum mastery of 9000-word level is needed to prepare students for academic tasks.

Vocabulary Level of Malaysian University Students

A few studies of undergraduate students from public and private Malaysian universities revealed
that Malaysian undergraduates have poor passive vocabulary knowledge (Lateh et al., 2018;
Mokhtar et al., 2010; 2016; Shamsudin et al., 2016; Wong & Lee, 2020). Most of these studies
probed into students' receptive knowledge using VLT. A study conducted by Mokhtar et al. (2010)
revealed that 90% of the students who took the VLT failed to master the 2000-word level; however,
recent studies showed that the percentage of failure to master 2000 words has reduced to the range
of 45% to 70% (Lateh et al., 2018; Wong & Lee, 2020). Empirical evidence also indicates that
Malaysian undergraduates are still unprepared linguistically to endure academic settings due to
their lack of mastery of mid-frequency vocabulary knowledge (3000 words - 5000 words). Lateh
et al. (2019) reported a failure rate for VLT, indicating vocabulary knowledge between 3000- and
5000-word levels. Furthermore, studies also indicate the influence of vocabulary knowledge on
writing quality. Aziz et al. (2021) suggest that students possess limited vocabulary knowledge for
academic reading and writing due to the lack of Academic Wordlist (AWL) level vocabulary and
tend to depend on high-frequency words. While there is an increased interest in measuring
university undergraduates' vocabulary knowledge, research on the receptive vocabulary level of
Polytechnic students is still scarce, where very little information regarding polytechnic students'
vocabulary profile is available in the literature. Therefore, this study was conducted to determine
the level of receptive vocabulary.

METHODOLOGY

Instrument

This study utilized the Vocabulary Level Test (VLT) Version 2 to evaluate the participants'
receptive vocabulary knowledge. The test measures vocabulary proficiency at different levels,
including 2000, 3000, 5000, 10,000, and academic English word levels. The test format involves
matching vocabulary words to their definitions, with a total of 60 lexical items and 30 definitions
at each level. The test-takers are given 60 minutes to complete the test and are scored based on
their ability to match the correct vocabulary with its definition. A score of 26 or higher out of 30,
or 87% accuracy, indicates mastery of a specific vocabulary level. During the study, the
participants were given the test at all five levels, starting with the 2000-word level and progressing
to the academic English word level. An example of a test item from the VLT is presented in Table
2 below.
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Table 2

Sample of VLT items

Words Meaning

1. ancient ( ) not easy

2. curious ( ) veryold

3. difficult ( ) related to god

4. entire

5. holy

6. social

Participants

Politeknik Malaysia (POLIMAS) is one of the polytechnics in Malaysia which uses English as a
medium of instruction. All courses except Islamic Studies must be conducted in English. Since the
students who enrol in numerous diploma programmes in POLIMAS possess varying levels of
English language proficiency, it is challenging to design an English course that effectively prepares
students to use English in academic and workplace settings. Presently, all diploma students in
Polytechnics are expected to complete three Communicative English courses, regardless of their
level of proficiency: Communicative English 1, Communicative English 2, and Communicative
English 3 during their first, third, and fourth semester respectively.

The participants of the study were undergraduate students enrolled in the Communicative
English 1 course during session 2 of the 2021/2022 academic year. The sample consisted of
students from eight classes, all of whom were pursuing a diploma in Engineering from the
Politeknik Malaysia (POLIMAS). Before enrolling in the POLIMAS diploma programme, they
had all had eleven years of official English language learning in schools. The age range of the
participants was between 18 and 21 years old, and they had previously completed the Sijil
Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) English examination with varying proficiency levels. The participants
represented three departments within the engineering field, including Civil Engineering, Electrical
Engineering, and Mechanical Engineering.

RESULTS

Tables 3 and 4 illustrate the demographic profile of the students participating in this study. 64%
of the students are male while other 36% are female. These students belong to three main
departments in POLIMAS. 42% or 47 students were from the Civil Engineering Department while
50 students or 45% of the students were from Electrical Engineering Department. Mechanical
Engineering students contributed 13% or 14 students to the total number of students who
participated in this study.

Table 3

Students’ Demographics - Gender
Gender n  Percentage
Male 71 64%
Female 40 36%
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Table 4
Students’ Demographics- Department
Department n Percentage
Civil Engineering 47 42%

Electrical Engineering 50 45%
Mechanical Engineering 14 13%

Based on the data presented in Table 5, the number of students who have successfully
achieved the threshold of 87% for receptively known words differs based on the word level they
were tested on. For the 2000-word level, 72 students, or 65% of the total number of students,
passed the test while 39 students, or 35% of the total, failed. Moving up to the 3000-word level,
the number of students who passed the test decreased to 46, or 41% of the total, while the number
of students who failed increased to 65, or 59% of the total. The trend continued for the 5000-word
level where 33 students, or 30% of the total, passed while 78 students, or 70% of the total, failed.
The results were even more striking at the 10,000-word level, where only 21 students, or 19% of
the total, passed, while 90 students, or 81% of the total, failed. Finally, for the academic word
level, the results showed that 30 students, or 27% of the total, passed, while 81 students, or 73%
of the total, failed.

Table 5

Receptive Vocabulary Level Test Result

Word levels Pass (87% or Fail (less than 87%)

more)

2000-word 72 (65%) 39 (35%)

3000-word 46 (41%) 65(59%)

5000-word 33 (30%) 78 (70%)

10000-word 21 (19%) 90 (81%)

Academic Wordlist (AWL) 30 (27%) 81 (73%)
DISCUSSION

This study has provided an overview of POLIMAS students' vocabulary profiles. Based on the
results of the study, it can be concluded that the majority of the participants have the average
receptive vocabulary knowledge of 2000-word families. In reference to Table 3, only 65% of the
students mastered the 2000-word level. This indicates a significant gap in the participants'
vocabulary knowledge and the need to improve their vocabulary to meet the academic
requirements. Douglas (2020) believed that students with 2000-word level will have difficulties
understanding texts in English and faces challenges in academic writing. This level is referred to
as the struggling level (Douglas, 2020) as the students battle to comprehend academic texts
containing words from the midfrequency levels (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2012). Likewise, more than
50% of the participants failed to achieve the 3000- and 5000-word levels, and only a quarter of
them managed to achieve the academic word level, which is considered the basic requirement for
tertiary-level studies, as proposed by Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010). This study provides

Future of Instructional Design Role in The Next Normal: Blended Learning 211
THEME 4

https://10.24191/cplt.v11i3.25108




Journal of Creative Practices in Language Learning and Teaching (CPLT) C—PL—r
Special Volume 11, Number 3, 2023 S e ENe Lo LR ST

evidence that Polytechnic students also face similar challenges as university students in Malaysia,
where a lack of vocabulary limit their ability to perform academic tasks (Lateh et al., 2018;
Shamsudin et al., 2016; Wong & Lee, 2020). In addition, the result also implies that the students
would face difficulties comprehending reading texts in the MUET reading test (a requirement for
university students in Malaysia) as the texts require a minimum of 6000-word level knowledge
(Benedict & Shabdin, 2021).

The results at the 10,000-word level revealed that only 21 students, accounting for 19% of
the total, had mastered this level, while 90 students, equaling 81% of the total, failed. These
findings provide further evidence that the students in Polytechnics need more exposure to low-
frequency words to ensure that they could achieve an independent level of vocabulary threshold.
This is consistent with the findings of Abmanan et al. (2017) and Lateh et al. (2018), which
highlight the lack of vocabulary knowledge at 10000-word level among Malaysian higher
education students which indicates that they are not prepared for the rigours of a university learning
environment. Therefore, without vocabulary intervention, they may struggle to meet the demands
of their coursework.

Finally, for the academic-word level, the findings indicate that out of the 111 students, only
30, or 27% succeeded in the academic-word level, while the remaining 81, or 73% were
unsuccessful. The result suggests the students are unprepared to meet the demand of academic
tasks due to their limited knowledge of academic vocabulary words. These findings also support
the study by Aziz et al. (2021), who revealed that the students only used 5% of academic words in
their writing, mainly dominated by those in the range of 1000 and 2000 words. Therefore, this
study's results demonstrate a significant need for improving students’ vocabulary knowledge
before entering tertiary education. Additionally, secondary school students have been found to
generally have low level of vocabulary knowledge in Malaysia (Abdul Manan Amerrudin et al.,
2013), which can hinder their ability to comprehend academic reading materials and meet the
demands of university-level studies (Mayadi & Yamat, 2021). Hence, it highlights the importance
of giving equal priority to vocabulary development alongside other language skills in schools.
Therefore, there is a need to reconsider and revise the approach to vocabulary teaching and learning
to ensure that students are adequately prepared for the academic challenges they will face in higher
education.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTION

This study aimed to measure the vocabulary knowledge of engineering students at the polytechnic
level and to increase awareness of the importance of improving vocabulary proficiency in a second
language, specifically English. The study's findings may have significant pedagogical
implications, as they can be used to inform the development of vocabulary enrichment programs
for students at the Polytechnics. By providing students with opportunities to expand their
vocabulary knowledge, they will be better equipped to meet the challenges of academic study and
succeed in their field. Additionally, this study may also raise awareness among English language
teachers in schools about the importance of focusing on vocabulary instruction for their students.
By doing so, students will be more likely to develop a strong vocabulary foundation that will
benefit them in the long run.
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Furthermore, the findings also highlight future studies to focus and provide intentional
effort on the part of educators to provide students with the necessary tools to build their vocabulary
and achieve success in their academic pursuits. Moreover, there is a need for more effective
methods of teaching vocabulary. One possible solution to this issue is integrating technology into
the classroom, focusing on developing vocabulary knowledge (Mokhtar et al., 2010). Furthermore,
technology has been proven useful in promoting language learning, particularly vocabulary
acquisition (Alfadil, 2020; Govindasamy et al., 2019; Tseng et al., 2020). For example, digital
flashcards and interactive quizzes can provide students with immediate feedback and allow them
to track their progress. Additionally, students can use digital resources such as vocabulary lists and
interactive games to reinforce their learning and practice the words they have learned fun and
engagingly (Krishnan & Md Yunus, 2019). Additionally, students can access language learning
apps and websites designed specifically for vocabulary acquisition, providing them with a
personalized and engaging experience (Myagmarkhorloo & Ulziinaran, 2018). The results of this
study highlight the need for a focused, intentional approach to vocabulary instruction and
development, which has the potential to significantly enhance Polytechnic students' language
proficiency and academic success.
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