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ABSTRACT 

Vocabulary knowledge is influential to learners’ language ability. While 

vocabulary studies in Malaysia have investigated learners’ vocabulary knowledge, 

they however do not consider learners across various proficiency levels. 

Furthermore, previous studies do not focus on both the receptive and productive 

vocabulary knowledge of learners. To fill this gap, the present study systematically 

investigated the profiles of receptive and productive vocabulary of Malaysian 

undergraduate students at the Band 1 (very limited), Band 2 (limited), Band 3 

(modest), Band 4 (satisfactory) and Band 5 (proficient) levels of the Malaysian 

University English Test (MUET). The Vocabulary Size Test and the Vocabulary 

Levels Test were administered to gauge the students’ receptive vocabulary 

knowledge. Additionally, parts of their written and spoken corpora were analysed to 

examine the vocabulary they used in terms of lexical variation, lexical density, 

lexical sophistication, lexical frequency, lexical originality and lexical collocation. 

The findings reveal that students attain different extent of receptive vocabulary 

knowledge. Next, the findings also show that Bands 1, 2 and 3 students lacked 

receptive vocabulary knowledge to use the language at the university. Furthermore, 

their knowledge of the academic vocabulary is also limited. When writing the 

essays, the Bands 1, 2 and 3 students produced almost similar extent of lexical 

variation, lexical density, lexical sophistication, lexical frequency and lexical 

collocation. When speaking, the Bands 1, 2, 3 and 4 students produced similar 

extent of lexical variation, lexical sophistication and lexical collocation. All students 

demonstrated high use of the General Service List when writing and speaking (more 

than 86%). Lastly, the finding points to an underuse of lexical collocation categories 

by the students. The profiles of receptive and productive vocabulary unveiled in the 

study serve as a practical guideline to incorporate effective vocabulary teaching at 

higher learning institutions in Malaysia for students at various proficiency levels.  
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ABSTRAK 

Pengetahuan perbendaharaan kata mempengaruhi kemahiran Bahasa pelajar. 

Walaupun pembelajaran perbendaharaan kata di Malaysia telah mengkaji 

pengetahuan perbendaharaan kata pelajar, namun mereka tidak menganggap pelajar 

melangkaui pelbagai tahap kemahiran. Tambahan pula, kajian sedia ada tidak 

memberi tumpuan kepada pengetahuan perbendaharaan kata reseptif dan produktif 

pelajar. Untuk mengisi ruang ini, kajian ini secara sistematik mengkaji profil 

perbendaharaan kata reseptif dan produktif pelajar pra-siswazah pada tahap Band 1 

(sangat terhad), Band 2 (terhad), Band 3 (sederhana), Band 4 (memuaskan) dan 

Band 5 (mahir) berdasarkan MUET. Ujian Saiz dan Ujian Tahap perbendaharaan 

kata telah digunakan bagi menguji pengetahuan perbendaharaan kata reseptif 

pelajar. Selain itu, sebahagian daripada korpus penulisan dan pengucapan pelajar 

dianalisis untuk mengkaji perbendaharaan kata yang mereka gunakan dari aspek 

variasi leksikal, kepadatan leksikal, kecanggihan leksikal, kekerapan leksikal, 

ketulenan leksikal dan kolokasi leksikal. Dapatan kajian menunjukkan bahawa 

pelajar mempunyai pengetahuan perbendaharaan kata reseptif yang berbeza. 

Seterusnya dapatan juga menunjukkan bahawa pelajar Band 1, 2 dan 3 tidak 

mempunyai pengetahuan perbendaharaan kata reseptif untuk menggunakan Bahasa 

Inggeris di universiti. Selain itu, pengetahuan perbendaharaan kata akademik 

mereka juga adalah terhad. Apabila menulis esei, pelajar Band 1, 2 dan 3 menulis 

perbendaharaan kata yang hampir sama khususnya dari aspek variasi leksikal, 

kepadatan leksikal, kecanggihan leksikal, kekerapan leksikal, dan kolokasi leksikal. 

Sewaktu menyampaikan ucapan, pelajar Band 1, 2, 3 dan 4 telah menggunakan 

perbendaharaan kata produktif yang sama khususnya dari aspek variasi leksikal, 

kecanggihan leksikal dan kolokasi leksikal. Semua pelajar menggunakan General 

Service List (GSL) yang tinggi untuk menulis dan bertutur (lebih daripada 86%). 

Keputusan juga menunjukkan kekurangan penggunaan kategori kolokasi leksikal 

oleh pelajar. Profil perbendaharaan kata reseptif dan produktif yang dirungkai 

melalui kajian ini boleh dijadikan garis panduan yang praktikal bagi menerapkan 

pengajaran perbendaharaan kata yang efektif di institusi pengajian tinggi di 

Malaysia untuk pelajar di pelbagai peringkat kemahiran. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

This thesis begins with a very simple question: How much English 

vocabulary that learners across different proficiency levels know and to what extent 

they can use them to function in the language? To the researcher, this question is 

very important to be answered, due to the undeniable importance of vocabulary 

knowledge to language capabilities of learners regardless of their proficiency levels. 

As Treffers-Daller and Milton (2013) explain, vocabulary is instrumental in language 

use and the absence of it would hinder learners from using the language.  

Vocabulary is the basic element of a language and it is always required for 

the construction of meaningful linguistic structures such as sentences, paragraph and 

complete texts  (Read, 2000). Therefore, it is necessary for learners to acquire 

sufficient vocabulary knowledge in order for them to be able to use a target language 

proficiently either for comprehension or production purpose (Nation, 2001; Read, 

2000; Schmitt, 2000). In other words, adequate vocabulary knowledge is needed for 

learners to use the language proficiently in reading, listening, speaking and writing 

(Moghadam, Zainal, & Ghaderpour, 2012). In fact, learners with greater vocabulary 

knowledge are capable of using the language more proficiently in a wider range of 

language skills specifically speaking, writing, reading and listening than learners 

who know fewer vocabulary (Meara, 1996).  

Generally, vocabulary is conceptualised as receptive vocabulary and 

productive vocabulary. According to Nation (2001), receptive vocabulary relates to 
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the words which learners are able to understand or comprehend what their meanings 

are as they are found in written and spoken texts. Meanwhile, productive vocabulary 

is the words which learners are able to produce in order to form and deliver intended 

messages through speaking or writing (Nation, 2001). In other words, receptive 

vocabulary allows learners to perform receptive tasks such as reading and listening 

whereas productive vocabulary enables them to speak and write in the language. 

There is a theoretical as well as empirical support to the relationship between 

vocabulary knowledge and the ability of learners to perform communicative tasks 

specifically speaking and writing in the target language. In the theoretical model of 

communicative language ability (Bachman & Palmer,1996), vocabulary knowledge 

plays an important role in enabling learners to communicate proficiently in a target 

language. The model in a broader sense proposes that there are four major elements 

or characteristics which determine learners’ proficiency when communicating in a 

language, comprising of personal characteristics, topical knowledge, affective 

schemata as well as language ability (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). The language 

ability factor consists of organisational knowledge and pragmatic knowledge. It is 

the organisational knowledge which comprises of vocabulary knowledge that enables 

learners to organise as well as produce language structures such as sentences and 

texts as they take part in communication (ibid). Vocabulary knowledge in this model 

is placed under the language knowledge area, which is one of the sub areas of the 

language ability component.  

In addition to the theoretical importance, the significance of vocabulary to 

language skills of learners has also been reported in past research studies. For 

example, Oya, Manalo, and Greenwood (2009) and Koizumi and In’nami (2013) 

have shown that receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge of learners are 

positively related to their ability to speak more fluently and proficiently in the 

language. Additionally, Llach and Gallego (2009) reported that learners’ receptive 

vocabulary knowledge is positively and significantly associated with their writing 

skill. This suggests when learners know more of the English language vocabulary, 

they are able to write more proficiently in the language. Furthermore, Shi and Qian 
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(2012) found that receptive and productive vocabulary correlate significantly with 

learners’ writing quality. 

In order to clarify the vocabulary threshold or amount of vocabulary which 

learners should acquire to successfully comprehend language used particularly in 

speaking and writing, different perspectives have been put forward by scholars in the 

field (Nation, 2006; Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). According to Nation 

(2006), learners need to know around 6000 to 7000 word families of the English 

language in order to obtain optimum comprehension of spoken English texts which 

they listen to. A word family is a root word with its inflected and derived forms 

(Bauer & Nation, 1993). However, reading requires learners to know more 

vocabulary, which is around 8000 to 9000 word families. Thus, Nation (2006) 

proposes that learners should know around 6000 to 9000 word families of the 

English language if they do not want to encounter difficulties in comprehending 

English texts which they read or listen to.  

Additionally, Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) propose two 

vocabulary thresholds for achieving optimal and minimal comprehension when 

reading academic English texts. The minimal comprehension target which provides 

95 percent coverage requires learners to know 4000 to 5000 word families (including 

proper nouns). Meanwhile, the optimum comprehension target which provides 98 

percent coverage requires 8000 word families (including proper noun). Moreover, 

Dang and Webb (2014) who investigated the amount of vocabulary which university 

students should know in order to comprehend spoken English academic lecturers 

conclude that knowledge of 8000 word families, Academic Word List (AWL), 

proper nouns and marginal words is required in order for the students to understand 

98 percent of the contents of the academic lecturers. AWL consists of general 

academic words which are commonly used in academic texts of various fields and 

disciplines (Coxhead, 2000). 

The following section describes the background of the study. 
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1.1.1 Background of the Study 

From the extensive English language learning which they had during school 

education followed by the preparatory English language courses taken at the tertiary 

education level, the government expects that all Malaysian university students would 

have developed a strong command of the English language and become proficient 

English users by the time they complete their undergraduate studies. This however, is 

a misguided notion as the expectation does not take place. In recent years, various 

complaints have been received regarding the poor ability of many Malaysian 

graduates to function substantially in the language, despite the great amount of time 

and effort they spent on learning the language (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 

2015). Fong, Sidhu, and Fook (2014) concur with this as they found that although 

university students in Malaysia are able to show good Information Technology (IT), 

collaboration and leadership skills, they however cannot successfully demonstrate 

proficient English communication skills.  

Indeed, the deficiency in English language competence of Malaysian 

university students has been a critical concern which needs to be addressed promptly 

by the stakeholders (Khatib & Maarof, 2015). This is due to the further implications 

which will be faced by the students in which they cannot perform well in their 

academic studies and subsequently fail to secure a job after graduating from the 

universities (Alias, Sidhu, & Fook, 2013; Lim & Bakar, 2004; Mohd Abd Wahab & 

Shareela, 2014; Zaliza Hanapi & Mohd Safarin Nordin, 2014).  

The government highly recognises the need to improve and enhance English 

language proficiency of Malaysian university students for them to survive in the 

competitive global environment especially in the education and workplace sectors. 

To date, various steps have been taken by the Government to enhance the English 

language proficiency of Malaysian graduates. This includes the implementation of 

the Malaysian University English Test (MUET) as a standardised national 

proficiency test as a prerequisite to university admission in Malaysia. MUET is used 

to assess the overall English language proficiency level of students who intend to 

embark on any undergraduate courses offered at the Malaysian higher learning 

institutions (Malaysian Examinations Council, 2014). In this regard, MUET gauges 
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all the four skills (reading, listening, writing and speaking) where aggregated scores 

obtained for all the skills are corresponded to a certain band which indicates the 

overall proficiency level of the students. There are six proficiency bands of MUET 

which the students could possibly achieve specifically Band 1 (very limited), Band 2 

(limited), Band 3 (modest), Band 4 (satisfactory), Band 5 (proficient) and Band 6 

(highly proficient). 

In addition to MUET, the Government also develops a new plan for the 

Malaysian education system referred to as the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2015-

2025 (Higher Education) or MEB (HE) in order to transform the current Malaysian 

higher education system, including the English language teaching system. In 

specific, the MEB (HE) aspires to enhance six key qualities or attributes of university 

students pertaining to their ethics and spirituality, leadership skills, national identity, 

language proficiency, thinking skills, as well as knowledge (Ministry of Education 

Malaysia, 2015). As far as English language proficiency of the students is concerned, 

this is addressed in the language proficiency attribute, whereby all Malaysian 

universities are expected to produce graduates who are bilingually proficient in both 

Malay and English (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2015).  

As explained, learners’ ability to perform proficiently in the language is 

highly influenced by the extent to which they acquire vocabulary knowledge of the 

language. In other words, English language proficiency could be achieved when 

learners have attained substantial knowledge of vocabulary of the language 

(Moghadam, Zainal, & Ghaderpour, 2012; Read, 2000). With limited vocabulary 

knowledge, it is unlikely possible for learners to use the language proficiently 

regardless in reading, listening, writing or speaking (Cai, 2015; Farvardin & Koosha, 

2011; Kang, Kang, & Park, 2012; Masoumeh & Rahimy, 2014; Shi & Qian, 2012; 

Teng, 2014). This underscores the importance of examining the English language 

vocabulary of Malaysian university students at different proficiency levels (as 

determined by MUET) as a way to help enhance their English proficiency levels. 

This is especially true in the case of the Band 1(very limited), Band 2(limited) and 

Band 3(modest) students who clearly need to improve their language proficiency in 

order to be able to cope with the English language use at the university.   
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On that account, the present study aimed at exploring the profiles of English 

language vocabulary of Malaysian undergraduate students at different proficiency 

levels, as determined by the MUET results which they obtained prior to their 

enrolment into the university. The purpose of doing this is to obtain insights into the 

receptive and productive vocabulary abilities of students across various proficiency 

levels. This is also to better understand the students’ needs in term of receptive and 

productive vocabulary knowledge, which subsequently lead to a more effective and 

systematic vocabulary teaching to take place at higher learning institutions.  

1.2 Problem Statement  

Vocabulary is an instrumental aspect of a language. In any language use, 

vocabulary is needed to construct meaningful language structures from as simple as 

sentences to paragraph and full texts (Read, 2000, Milton, 2009). In other words, it is 

not possible for learners to function in a language regardless in reading, listening, 

writing or speaking if they do not have vocabulary knowledge of the language.  

There is a growing evidence in the theoretical and research background 

supporting the significance of vocabulary knowledge to language ability of learners. 

In this regard, Bachman and Palmer (1996) through the Communicative Ability 

Model advocate vocabulary knowledge as one of the significant elements of learners’ 

language knowledge which is influential to their language performance. Vocabulary 

knowledge which scholars (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2000 & Webb;2005) 

conceptualise as receptive knowledge (knowledge to understand meanings of 

vocabulary found in reading and listening) and productive knowledge (knowledge to 

access and produce vocabulary to write and speak) is further explained by Nation 

(2001) to consist of various knowledge elements and dimensions. These include the 

knowledge of the spoken form of the word, knowledge of the written form of the 

word, knowledge of the parts of the word, knowledge of the link between the word 

form and meaning, knowledge of concepts linked to the word, knowledge of other 

vocabulary associated to that particular word, knowledge of grammatical functions 
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related to the word, knowledge of collocations which accompany that particular word 

and lastly knowledge of the word’s register and frequency (Nation, 2001). 

There is a consensus among scholars that learners who intend to use English 

for tertiary education purpose must acquire around 6000 to 9000 word families in 

order to be able to use the language independently (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 

2010; Nation, 2006). With vocabulary knowledge of lower than this, learners will 

encounter difficulties to comprehend English texts used in their academic studies. 

Tertiary level learners also need to master the academic vocabulary that are highly 

used throughout academic texts of various academic fields (Coxhead, 2000). Apart 

from acquiring understanding of the meanings of words, learners must obtain the 

knowledge to produce the words they know in written and spoken forms to use them 

in meaningful communication (Nation, 2001). 

To date, numerous studies have indicated the importance of vocabulary 

knowledge to language skills of learners. In reading, vocabulary knowledge has been 

found to significantly influence learners’ reading comprehension (Farvardin & 

Koosha, 2011 & Rouhi and Negari, 2013). The prominent role of vocabulary 

knowledge to listening comprehension of learners on the other hand is highlighted in 

the study carried out by Cai (2015) and Teng (2014). As for productive skills 

(writing and speaking), vocabulary knowledge especially productive vocabulary 

knowledge of learners has been shown to positively affect their writing as well as 

speaking proficiency (Douglas, 2015; Koizumi & In’nami, 2013; Masoumeh & 

Rahimy, 2014 & Shi & Qian, 2012).  

From what is indicated in the literature with regard to the vocabulary 

threshold determined for tertiary level learners and the role of vocabulary knowledge 

to their language proficiency, this underscores the importance of examining and 

understanding the English language receptive and productive vocabulary capabilities 

of Malaysian undergraduate students at different levels. This is particularly to 

ascertain whether the students with different proficiency of the language are 

equipped with adequate vocabulary knowledge to allow them to cater to the demand 

for English language use at tertiary level education.  
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However, vocabulary studies in the Malaysian context so far do not 

correspond with investigating the vocabulary knowledge of undergraduate students 

across various levels of English language proficiency. The extent of English 

vocabulary attainment by Malaysian ESL undergraduates at different levels of 

proficiency has not been much explored, since past studies (Harji, Balakrishnan, 

Bhar, & Letchumanan, 2015; Jamian, Sidhu, & Muzafar, 2008a) tend to look at the 

vocabulary knowledge of only one group of students with similar level of English 

proficiency. Although several studies (Mokhtar, Rawian, et al., 2010; Naginder, Nor 

Hayati, & Kabilan, 2008) took into account students across different proficiency 

levels, they however did not involve undergraduate university students. Rather, 

diploma or pre-university students had participated in the studies. This prevents 

teachers and undergraduate students who attain different proficiency of the language 

from obtaining insights on their respective vocabulary competence. As a result, 

teachers and students do not even understand about the vocabulary goals (e.g. what 

kind of vocabulary, how much vocabulary) which they are deemed to achieve in 

order to be able to use the language proficiently throughout their academic study at 

the university.  

Also, there is hardly any study which examines both vocabulary knowledge 

aspects (receptive and productive) of undergraduate students in a single study. Either 

one of the aspects have been focused on, perhaps due to the time constraint as well as 

limited resources factors which impede such study from being conducted. For 

example, Harji et al., (2015) and Mathai et al., ., . (2004) in their study only 

investigated the receptive vocabulary knowledge of learners. Meanwhile, Jamian, 

Sidhu, and Muzafar (2008) only examined the productive vocabulary knowledge of 

the students. This means a comprehensive profile of the actual receptive as well as 

productive vocabulary ability of undergraduate students with different levels of 

English language proficiency have not been examined by other studies to date. 

Supporting this, Harji et al., (2015) concede that vocabulary studies in Malaysia have 

not given substantial attention and interest in understanding and assessing the actual 

receptive and productive vocabulary abilities of learners across different proficiency 

levels. 
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Furthermore, existing studies (Engku Ibrahim et al., 2013; Harji et al., 2015; 

Jamian, Sidhu & Muzafar, 2008; Mokhtar, 2010) which examined the productive 

vocabulary knowledge of Malaysian tertiary level students depend highly on the 

Controlled Active Vocabulary Levels Test (Laufer & Nation, 1999) in order to assess 

the productive vocabulary knowledge of the students. This means the assessment of 

the students’ productive vocabulary mostly focused on measuring the size of their 

written productive vocabulary repertoire. In fact, there is hardly any study found 

which investigates the spoken productive vocabulary ability of Malaysian 

undergraduate students.  

Moreover, examination on the students’ vocabulary so far has focused too 

much on students’ knowledge of the link between word form and meaning where the 

students’ ability to understand meanings of words of different frequency levels is 

examined (Engku Ibrahim et al., 2013 & Mathai et al., 2004). In other words, there is 

hardly any study which investigates the students’ knowledge and ability to produce 

vocabulary in order to write and speak in the language. As a result, comprehensive 

findings of the written and spoken productive vocabulary capability of Malaysian 

undergraduate students are not derived from the previous studies.   

 In summary, vocabulary studies in the Malaysian context have not provided 

a complete and inclusive profile of the English language vocabulary knowledge of 

undergraduate students who are at different proficiency levels. Detailed descriptions 

and insights on the students’ vocabulary capabilities and needs, both in receptive and 

productive vocabulary have not been put forward by the previous studies (Engku 

Ibrahim et al.,  2013; Harji. et al., 2015; Jamian, Sidhu, & Muzafar, 2008; Kaur, 

2013a; Mathai et al.,  2004; Mokhtar, 2010) investigating vocabulary knowledge of 

Malaysian ESL learners. Due to this, vocabulary teaching in Malaysian context 

especially at higher learning institutions has been ineffective, resulting in poor 

vocabulary knowledge and performance of the majority of our university students 

which further impacts their skills and ability to perform in the language (Kaur, 

2013).  
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Mehring (2010) asserts that for optimal vocabulary learning and vocabulary 

acquisition to take place, it is necessary for teachers and more importantly learners to 

first understand about where they are at and where they are heading with regard to 

their receptive as well as productive vocabulary capabilities and needs. With their 

individual vocabulary competence ascertained, a more practical and sensible 

vocabulary learning goal would be determined, followed by incorporation of 

effective and systematic vocabulary teaching techniques into the English language 

syllabus taught at the university (Kaur, 2013). Subsequently, this will contribute to a 

growth in vocabulary knowledge and competence of students across various 

proficiency levels hence further develop their overall proficiency level.  

Therefore, the present study attempts to address the gap in the literature 

particularly in vocabulary studies conducted in Malaysia. To this end, the study will 

focus on investigating the English language receptive and productive vocabulary 

knowledge of undergraduate students who are at various proficiency levels as 

determined by the Malaysian University English Test (MUET). In assessing 

vocabulary knowledge of the students, the study will take into account the sub-

knowledge aspects proposed by Nation (2001) including knowledge of the spoken 

form of a word, knowledge of the written form of a word, knowledge of the link 

between word form and meaning and lastly knowledge of collocations which 

accompany a word. As a result, the study will unveil hence develop the profiles of 

receptive and productive vocabulary of Malaysian undergraduate students at 

different proficiency levels.  

1.3 Purpose of the Study 

First, the study intends to uncover the profile of receptive vocabulary of 

Malaysian undergraduate students across various proficiency levels in terms of size 

and level. Next, the study aims at investigating the profile of productive vocabulary 

of the students specifically by looking at how they produce written and spoken 

productive vocabulary in terms of lexical variation, lexical density, lexical 

sophistication, lexical frequency, lexical originality as well as lexical collocation as 
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they are writing and speaking in the language. These eventually lead to the 

development of the profiles of receptive and productive vocabulary of Malaysian 

undergraduate students at different English proficiency levels. 

1.4 Research Objectives  

The objectives of this study are as follows: 

1) To investigate the profile of receptive vocabulary of students across different 

proficiency levels in terms of size and level 

 

2) To examine the profile of written and spoken productive vocabulary of students 

across different proficiency levels  

1.5 Research Questions  

This study attempts to find answers to the following research questions: 

1) What is the profile of receptive vocabulary of students across different 

proficiency levels?  

a) What is the profile of receptive vocabulary of students across different 

proficiency levels in terms of size? 

b) What is the profile of receptive vocabulary of students across different 

proficiency levels in terms of level? 

 

2) What is the profile of productive vocabulary of students across different 

proficiency levels?  

a) What is the profile of written productive vocabulary of students across 

different proficiency levels? 
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b) What is the profile of spoken productive vocabulary of students across 

different proficiency levels? 

1.6 Scope of the Study 

This study explored and developed the profiles of English language 

vocabulary of Malaysian undergraduate students whose proficiency levels are at the 

Band 1 (very limited), Band 2 (limited), Band 3 (modest), Band 4 (satisfactory) and 

Band 5 (proficient) according to MUET. The scope of the participants was limited to 

the Band 1 up to the Band 5 students as the Band 6 students were not included.  

Examining the profile of receptive vocabulary of the students covers part of 

the scope of the study. To gauge the receptive vocabulary knowledge of the students, 

the study focused on the 1) the total size of receptive vocabulary which the students 

know as well as 2) the level of receptive vocabulary which they have mastered, by 

utilising receptive vocabulary tests namely the Vocabulary Size Test (VST) and 

Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT).  

Another scope of the study concerns the investigation of the profiles of 

written and spoken productive vocabulary of the students in terms of lexical 

variation, lexical density, lexical sophistication, lexical originality, lexical 

collocation as well as lexical frequency. At this point, analyses were carried out to 

vocabulary items which the students produced in their essays and speeches, which 

were collected via administration of writing and speaking tasks in the study. The 

analysis focuses on the students’ knowledge of the spoken form of a word, 

knowledge of the written form of a word, knowledge of the link between word form 

and meaning and lastly knowledge of collocations which accompany a word as 

proposed in Nation’s (2001) word knowledge framework. 

For the scope of the writing task, the students were required to write a 

descriptive essay based on their personal and daily life experience. While for the 

speaking task, the students performed a picture description task with six pictures 
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along with cue words provided to assist them responding to the task. The writing and 

speaking tasks were administered as a tool to elicit written and spoken discourse of 

the students respectively. In other words, the focus of the study is on the written and 

spoken productive vocabulary use of the students. Specifically, the vocabulary items 

contained in the essays and speeches are examined in reference to Nation’s (2001) 

word knowledge framework; knowledge of the spoken form of a word, knowledge of 

the written form of a word, knowledge of the link between word form and meaning 

and lastly knowledge of collocations which accompany a word. 

In term of participants, the students who participated in the study were female 

and male first-year undergraduate students studying at one public university in 

Malaysia. In other words, this study focuses only on undergraduate students who just 

entered the university (about 3 months) and have not undergone much of the 

academic courses at the university. This means the students completed either 

matriculation, Form Six or diploma programs not long before they took part in this 

study. The first-year undergraduate students are focused on in the study as they are 

still new to learning at tertiary education level hence it is necessary for their 

vocabulary competence to be ascertained to ensure that they are equipped with 

adequate vocabulary knowledge to be able to use English proficiently for their 

upcoming study at the university.  

1.7 Significance of the Study 

This study offers significant contributions to a number of stakeholders. 

Adequate vocabulary knowledge is necessary in order for university students to cope 

with the demand for English language use in academic studies as well as future 

career. Limited vocabulary knowledge thus impedes their capability to use the 

language proficiently either for receptive or productive purposes. This will lead to 

greater implications where the students will not be able to perform successfully in 

academic studies thus unable to secure a good job after graduating from the 

universities. Since this study examined and identified the profiles of both the 

receptive and productive vocabulary of Malaysian university students, the findings 
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would provide students of various proficiency levels with the awareness about their 

respective English language receptive and productive vocabulary capabilities and 

needs. 

The profiles of receptive and productive vocabulary which are developed in 

the study may also assist English teachers in identifying realistic and sensible 

vocabulary targets which should be taught especially to the lower proficiency 

students (Band 1, Band 2 and Band 3), in order to enrich their current English 

language vocabulary knowledge. Eventually, the profiles will lead to more principled 

and effective vocabulary teachings to take place at Malaysian higher learning 

institutions. Subsequently, a growth in the receptive and productive vocabulary of 

the students will lead to an enhancement of their overall English proficiency. With 

this, it is hoped that the aspiration of the Government to improve English language 

proficiency level of university students in this country as stated in the newly 

developed Malaysian Education Blueprint (Higher Education) 2015-2025 will be 

taken into realisation. 

Furthermore, this study offers a significant contribution to the existing body 

of knowledge particularly to the field of vocabulary studies. Despite the fact that 

there is an extensive literature on vocabulary acquisition among English as a Second 

Language (ESL) learners, there is however a scarcity in research study which 

investigate both the receptive and productive vocabulary aspects of Malaysian 

university students across various proficiency levels by administering multiple 

vocabulary assessment measures to the same students in a single study.  Since the 

present study gauged both the receptive and productive vocabulary of the Band 1 up 

to the Band 5 students by employing various vocabulary assessments, its findings 

therefore would provide more comprehensive and clearer insights on the receptive 

and productive vocabulary capabilities of Malaysian undergraduate students. 

The significance of the study also entails the development of the corpus of 

Malaysian learner spoken English (CORMALESE) as well as the corpus of 

Malaysian learner written English (CORMALWE). To the researcher’s knowledge, 

there is hardly any available written or spoken corpus compiled from Malaysian 
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tertiary level learners across different proficiency levels. Existing corpus such as the 

EMAS or English of Malaysian School Students corpus (Arshad et al., 2002) contain 

written and spoken texts collected from primary as well as primary school students in 

Malaysia. The corpus therefore does not represent language productions of 

Malaysian English language learners at tertiary level. Meanwhile, another corpus 

such as the Textbook Corpus (Mukundan & Hussin, 2007) consists of collection of 

school English language textbooks rather than actual meaningful written or spoken 

texts which have been produced by learners. Moreover, some other available corpus 

such as the Corpus Archive of Learner English in Sabah/Sarawak (CALES) by 

Botley and Dillah (2007) as well as the Malaysian Corpus on Student’s 

Argumentative Writings (MCSAW) which was compiled by Loke, Ali, and Anthony 

(2013) only contain collections of essays written by school and university level 

learners. In other words, the corpora do not provide samples of spoken productions 

of Malaysian university students. Thus, analysis on spoken vocabulary produced by 

Malaysian university students is unlikely possible to be carried out with the use of 

the CALES or MCSAW.  

1.8 Theoretical Background of the Study 

The primary goal of learning a second language (L2) is to attain the skills to 

function competently in the language whenever we are required to. In other words, 

second language teachings should be carried out with the objective of developing 

learners’ abilities to use the language proficiently and subsequently achieve 

communicative competence of the language. The term ‘communicative competence’ 

until today has been defined and conceptualised in different ways through several 

communicative competence theories. Nevertheless, a comprehensive  communicative 

language ability model has been proposed by Bachman and Palmer (1996).  

In Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) model, four major characteristics of a 

learner are claimed to influence their capability to perform communicative tasks. 

These include learners’ personal characteristics, topical knowledge, affective 

schemata as well as language ability. All of these four factors or criteria of the 
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learners are significant to their communicative competence. However, the most 

critical factor which influences their communicative competence as described in this 

model is their language ability. Language ability according to Bachman and Palmer 

(1996) can be divided into two broad criteria namely language knowledge and 

strategic competence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1:  Communicative Language Ability Model by Bachman and  

   Palmer (1996) 
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roles in driving learners to use the language competently in communication. The 

significance of vocabulary knowledge, which is the main focus of the present study 

is highlighted in this model as it is included as one of the important aspects of 

organisational knowledge of learners. Specifically, vocabulary knowledge is placed 

under the sub-area of organisational knowledge, which is grammatical knowledge. 

The other aspects of grammatical knowledge include syntax and phonology or 

graphology. 

Vocabulary can be defined as “the basic building blocks of language, the 

units of meaning from which larger structures such as sentences, paragraphs, and 

whole texts are formed” (Read, 2000:1). It is a central component of a language 

which leads meaningful communication to occur. Thus, vocabulary is regarded as a 

fundamental element to language use (Milton, 2009) and no language production can 

take place without it. Reflecting the prominence of vocabulary to language 

acquisition of learners, Wilkins (1972:111) contends that "while without grammar 

little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed". Learning and 

acquiring a proper amount of vocabulary of the target language is therefore necessary 

for learners in order to be able to perform a variety of receptive and productive tasks 

in the language (Nation, 1990). Adequate vocabulary knowledge allows learners to 

read and listen to English texts more proficiently. A large amount of appropriate 

vocabulary also provides learners with a wider range of lexical access to produce 

comprehensible language output in terms of speaking and writing (Schmitt, 2000). 

A model of lexical competence was proposed by Henriksen (1999) to explain 

the various aspects involved in learners’ vocabulary knowledge development 

process. Through this model, Henriksen (1999) claims that vocabulary knowledge of 

learners is built on three main dimensions specifically 1) partial to precise knowledge 

dimension, 2) depth of knowledge dimension as well as 3) receptive to productive 

dimension. Generally, the model suggests that the incremental nature of vocabulary 

knowledge acquisition takes place through these three distinct but related vocabulary 

knowledge dimensions, which at the end contributes to the lexical competence of 

learners (ibid). In line with Henriksen (1999), Nation (2001) explains there are two 

vocabulary dimensions which involve in learners’ vocabulary knowledge, namely the 
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receptive vocabulary as well as productive vocabulary. While receptive vocabulary is 

needed to understand words encountered in reading and listening, productive 

vocabulary on the other hand is useful for learners to form meaningful language 

structures to be expressed through speaking or writing (Nation, 2001). 

In clarifying vocabulary target for learners, Nation (1990) highlights four 

types of vocabulary inclusive of  the high frequency vocabulary, academic 

vocabulary, low frequency vocabulary as well as technical vocabulary. Additionally, 

Schmitt and Schmitt (2014) have proposed the notion of mid-frequency vocabulary. 

The high frequency vocabulary according to Nation (1990) is the core vocabulary of 

the language. It contains the most useful words of the language such as the, be, and 

because (Nation & Kyongho, 1995). The high frequency vocabulary can be found 

very frequently across various types of English texts. In this regard, the General 

Service List (GSL) (West, 1953) which consists of the first 2000 most frequent word 

families of English language is the most widely known high frequency vocabulary.  

After the high frequency vocabulary, learners who intend to use English 

language for academic purpose need to learn academic vocabulary (Nation & 

Waring, 2002; Nation, 1990; Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014). Academic vocabulary is the 

vocabulary which is used frequently across a wide range of academic texts, and it is 

not included in the first 2000 most frequent word families (GSL). The earliest 

academic vocabulary list was developed by Xue and Nation (1984) and called as 

University Word List (UWL). UWL consists of 836 word families of academic 

vocabulary which are not included in the GSL but have high occurrence rate in 

academic texts. A new academic vocabulary list known as the Academic Word List 

(AWL) developed by Coxhead (2000) is also widely used in vocabulary education 

and research. 

The mid-frequency vocabulary entails the vocabulary beyond the high 

frequency vocabulary but before the low frequency vocabulary (Schmitt & Schmitt, 

2014). Specifically, mid-frequency vocabulary consists of the vocabulary beyond the 

3000 frequency level and below the 9000 frequency level. The mid-frequency 

vocabulary (4000 to 8000 word families) is important to be acquired by learners as 
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they want to adequately engage with English for authentic purposes such as reading 

newspapers and novels as well as watching a wide range of TV programs (ibid).  

The low frequency vocabulary on the other hand comprises of words which 

occur very infrequently in general English texts and their appearance in the texts is 

limited to certain contexts or disciplines (Nation, 2011). Thus, low frequency 

vocabulary according to Schmitt and Schmitt (2014) has very limited utility in the 

language use. Specifically, the low frequency vocabulary consists of the vocabulary 

beyond the 9000 frequency bands. In other words, the low frequency vocabulary is 

comprised of the vocabulary beyond the 9000 most frequent word families of 

English language. As for the technical vocabulary, it is defined as the vocabulary 

which is highly or moderately used in specialised texts. Technical vocabulary is very 

much related to the subject which the texts are discussing thus it can be considered as 

an important part which contributes to learners’ knowledge of the subjects which 

they read or listen to in the texts (Chung & Nation, 2004).  

Nation and Kyongho (1995) assert that it is essential for language teachers to 

become aware of the needs and benefits of teaching these different types of English 

language vocabulary to learners. This is to ensure that a principled and selective 

vocabulary teaching is incorporated in language classrooms hence greater benefits 

are gained for the cost of the vocabulary teaching and learning. Figure 1.2 illustrates 

the theoretical framework of the study. 
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One primary purpose of learning a language is to be able to communicate 

effectively in the language. Bachman and Palmer (1996) claim language ability of 

learners as one of the factors which influence their ability to function effectively in 

the language. In this respect, vocabulary knowledge is one of the significant aspects 

covering language ability of learners (ibid). As shown in Figure 1.2, the two 

frameworks which describe in detail the aspects related to vocabulary or word 

knowledge of learners are the word knowledge framework by Nation (2001) and the 

Lexical Competence model by Henriksen (1999). According to Henriksen (1999), 

receptive and productive knowledge are important dimensions which explain the 

complexity of vocabulary knowledge of learners. In line with Henriksen (1999), 

Nation (2001) advocates that word is known by learners either receptively or 

productively. While receptive vocabulary is necessary to understand the meanings of 

words encountered in reading and listening, productive vocabulary on the other hand 

is useful for learners to form meaningful language structures to be expressed through 

speaking or writing (Nation, 2001). 

Figure 1.2: Theoretical framework of the study 
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To verify learners’ receptive or productive vocabulary knowledge, Nation 

(2001) proposes nine sub-knowledge aspects which could be examined. These 

include 1) knowledge of the spoken form of the language, 2) knowledge of the 

written form of the word, 3) knowledge of the parts of the word, 4) knowledge of the 

link between the word form and meaning, 5) knowledge of concepts linked to the 

word, 6) knowledge of other vocabulary associated to that particular word, 7) 

knowledge of grammatical functions related to the word, 8) knowledge of 

collocations which accompany that particular word and lastly 9) knowledge of the 

word’s register and frequency. Considering the limited time available for the present 

study to be conducted as well as a limitation in vocabulary tests with constructs to 

assess all the nine sub-knowledge aspects, the present study therefore focuses on four 

out of the nine sub-knowledge aspects in gauging the receptive and productive 

vocabulary knowledge of Malaysian undergraduate students at different proficiency 

levels. These include their knowledge of the spoken form of a word, knowledge of 

the written form of a word, knowledge of the link between word form and meaning 

and lastly knowledge of collocations which accompany a word. From examining and 

understanding the receptive and productive vocabulary capability and needs of the 

students, this will facilitate in development of their vocabulary knowledge which 

subsequently contributes to the enhancement of their overall language proficiency 

and communicative ability (Bachman & Palmer, 1996).  

1.9 Conceptual Framework of the Study 

Guided by the theoretical background, a conceptual framework of the 

research procedures carried out in the study is generated (refer Figure 1.3 for 

illustration of the conceptual framework). The conceptual framework in a way shows 

how the two key research questions of the study are answered.  

Referring to Figure 1.3, the focus of investigation of the study is the English 

language vocabulary knowledge of Malaysian university students across different 

proficiency levels. Hence, the point of departure of this study is the receptive and 

productive vocabulary knowledge of the students. A gap is identified in the lack of 
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research studies which explore the profiles of receptive and productive vocabulary of 

Malaysian university students across different proficiency levels by assessing both 

the receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge aspects through multiple 

vocabulary assessment measures in a single study. Previous studies (Engku Ibrahim 

et al., 2013; Harji et al.,  2015; Jamian et al., 2008; Kaur, 2013a; Mathai et al., 2004; 

Mokhtar, 2010) have been reviewed to establish the relevance of conducting the 

present study. 

In this study, receptive vocabulary knowledge of the students was examined 

in terms of level and size. Therefore, two receptive vocabulary tests had been 

employed. The Vocabulary Size Test by Nation and Beglar (2007) was used to 

measure the total size of English vocabulary known by the students while the 

Vocabulary Level Tests by Schmitt, Schmitt and Clapham (2001) was administered 

to gauge their acquisition of English words at different word levels. The first 

research question of the study was answered as the results of the receptive 

vocabulary tests which the students had obtained were analysed. 

Meanwhile, the productive vocabulary knowledge was explored by analysing 

the lexical items which the students produced as they speak and write in the 

language. The analysis in specific focuses on six lexical variables namely lexical 

variation, lexical density, lexical sophistication, lexical originality, lexical 

collocation as well as lexical frequency within the speeches and essays of the 

students. Specifically, the speeches and essays are parts of the Corpus of Malaysian 

Learner Spoken English (CORMALESE) as well as Corpus of Malaysian Learner 

Written English (CORMALWE) which had been compiled for the purpose of the 

study.  

Lexical analyses of the speeches and essays were completed by utilising three 

online lexical analysis tools namely Compleat Web VP (Cobb, 2016a), Textalyser 

(Textalyser.net, 2004) and Text Lex Compare v.3 (Cobb, 2016b). The second 

research question of the study was answered as the corpus-based lexical analyses 

revealed the results of lexical variation, lexical density, lexical sophistication, lexical 

originality, lexical collocation as well as lexical frequency within the speeches and 



 23 

essays of the students. The results in specific revealed the extent to which the 

students across different proficiency levels utilised their written and spoken 

productive vocabulary repertoire to produce written and spoken vocabulary items in 

order to perform the writing as well as speaking tasks assigned in the study. 

In sum, the two key research questions of the study were answered by 

analysing the results of the students’ receptive vocabulary tests scores as well as by 

examining the six lexical measures within the speeches and essays which they 

performed. This eventually led to the development of the profiles of English 

language receptive and productive vocabulary of Malaysian university students 

across different proficiency levels. 
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productive vocabulary knowledge (Nation, 2001). In this study, these two aspects of 

learners’ vocabulary knowledge will be focused on. Furthermore, the term 

vocabulary, word, and lexis are used interchangeably throughout this thesis. 

1.10.2 Vocabulary Knowledge  

Vocabulary knowledge as explained by Nation (2001) entails the knowledge 

of three aspects of a word namely form, meaning and usage. In specific, vocabulary 

knowledge refers to one’s ability to identify the form of a word, understand what 

does the word mean and also able to use the word correctly either in spoken or 

written forms (Batia Laufer & Goldstein, 2004).  

1.10.3 Receptive Vocabulary  

Receptive vocabulary relates to words which are known and understood by 

learners as they are encountered in written or spoken texts (Nation, 2001). In this 

study, receptive vocabulary knowledge of the students is assessed in terms of size 

and level. Receptive vocabulary size is determined by the total number of English 

word families which the students know. Meanwhile, receptive vocabulary knowledge 

level is measured based on five word levels specifically the 2000 word frequency 

level, 3000 word frequency level, 5000 word frequency level, Academic Word level 

as well as the 10 000 word frequency level. 

1.10.4 Productive Vocabulary  

Productive vocabulary relates to words which learners produce or write in 

order to form and deliver messages through speaking and writing (Nation, 2001). In 

this study, productive vocabulary of learners is assessed via corpus-based spoken and 

written vocabulary analyses focusing on six lexical measures specifically lexical 

variation, lexical density, lexical sophistication, lexical originality, lexical 



 25 

collocation as well as lexical frequency. To this end, two corpora namely the corpus 

of Malaysian learner spoken English (CORMALESE) and the corpus of Malaysian 

learner written English (CORMALWE) had been compiled for the purpose of the 

study. 

1.10.5 Corpus  

Corpus is defined as a collection of written or spoken material whereby 

computer storage and software are used to analyse it in order to explore its patterns 

of language use (Cambridge Dictionary, 2016). In this study, a picture description 

speaking task and descriptive essays writing task were administered to the students in 

order to elicit their spoken and written productions which later was compiled as the 

Corpus of Malaysian Learner Spoken English (CORMALESE) and the Corpus of 

Malaysian Learner Written English (CORMALWE). For the purpose of the study, 

parts of the corpora were analysed in order to examine how the students accessed 

their written and spoken productive vocabulary knowledge in performing both the 

writing and speaking tasks assigned in study and eventually develop the profiles of 

written as well as spoken productive vocabulary of Malaysian university students. 

1.10.6 Lexical Variation  

Lexical variation refers to type-token ratio (TTR), in which the number of 

different words (types) is compared with the total number of running words (tokens) 

in the text (Batia Laufer & Nation, 1995). 

1.10.7 Lexical Density 

Lexical density in this study refers to the proportion of content words such as 

nouns, lexical verbs, adjectives and non-grammaticalised adverbs contained in a text 

(Johansson, 2008).  
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1.10.8 Lexical Sophistication 

Lexical sophistication refers to the proportion of advanced or low frequency 

words contained in the spoken and written discourse produced by learners (Read, 

2000). In this study, low frequency or advanced words are defined as the words 

which are at the 3000 frequency levels and beyond as listed in the Nation's BNC-

COCA frequency lists (Cobb, 2016a). Hence, any words which are of the 3000 most 

frequent word families and lower frequency levels found in the speeches and essays 

of the students contribute to lexical sophistication. 

1.10.9 Lexical Originality 

Lexical originality refers to “words in a given piece of writing that are used 

by one particular writer and no one else in the group” (Laufer & Nation, 1995:309). 

In this study, lexical originality relates to the words produced or written by students 

of a proficiency group and not found in essays or speeches of students of other 

proficiency groups. In other words, lexical originality indicates words which are 

unique to that particular group, as it is not used by students of other groups.  

1.10.10 Lexical Collocation  

 
Molavi, Koosha and Hosseini (2014:67) explain that “collocations are words 

that occur together with high frequency and refer to the combination of words that 

have a certain mutual expectancy”. Benson, Benson, and Ilson (1997) categorise 

collocations into two namely lexical collocation and grammatical collocation. 

Grammatical collocation is a combination of main words such as noun, adjective, 

verb or adverb with a preposition, infinitives or ‘that-clauses’. Meanwhile, lexical 

collocations refer to lexical words from nouns, adjectives, verbs and adverbs which 

co-occur. In this study, analyses on lexical collocation contained in the students’ 

speeches and essays are carried out based on the six lexical collocation categories by 

Benson et al., (1997), specifically 1) Verb + Noun/ pronoun/ prepositional phrase, 2) 
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Adjective + Noun, 3) Noun + Verb, 4) Noun + of + Noun, 5) Adverb + Adjective 

and 6) Verb + Adverb.  

1.10.11  Lexical Frequency  

Lexical frequency in this study refers to vocabulary used in the students’ 

essays and speeches which come from the General Service List (GSL), Academic 

Word List (AWL) and the Off-list words (words which do not belong to either GSL 

or AWL). This is similar to the Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP) proposed by Laufer 

and Nation (1995). Moreover, the present study classified any proper nouns which 

the students wrote or produced as the Off-list words. Hence, whenever Off-list words 

are mentioned in the study, this refers to proper nouns and words which do not 

belong either to the GSL or AWL.  

1.10.12  Vocabulary Profile  

Vocabulary profile in this study refers to the profiles of receptive and 

productive vocabulary of students across various proficiency levels, which result 

from the assessment of receptive and productive vocabulary of the students. The 

profile of receptive vocabulary indicates the size and level of receptive vocabulary of 

the students. Meanwhile, the profile of productive vocabulary describes the written 

and spoken productive vocabulary which the students produced through their essays 

and speeches in terms of lexical variation, lexical density, lexical frequency, lexical 

sophistication, lexical originality and lexical collocation.  

1.11 Chapter Summary  

This thesis is presented in five chapters. In the present chapter, explanation 

on the research background, statement of the problem, purpose of the study, 

objectives of the study, research questions, and scope of the study as well as 
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significance of the study is provided. In addition, the present chapter describes the 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks which underpin the research study. 

Definitions of the key terms used in the study are also provided. In Chapter Two, a 

comprehensive review of the literature related to this research study are presented. 

Meanwhile, Chapter Three describes the methodology employed in the study, 

relating to the research design, data collection procedures as well as data analysis 

procedures. Important results obtained to answer the two key research questions of 

the study along with the discussions and interpretations of the findings are presented 

in Chapter Four. Finally, the conclusions, implications of the study and 

recommendations for future research are explained in the concluding chapter, which 

is Chapter Five. 
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