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The Relationship Between the Size of Written and Spoken Vocabularies

and the Use ofEFL Vocabulary Learning Strategiesr

SHUICHI AMANO (Education Development Center)

Introduction

Previous studies on the relationship between the use of vocabulary leaming strategies (VLSs)

and second language (L2) receptive vocabulary sizes have provided usefirl information for the

introduction of VLS instructions into classrooms (cf., Ansarin, Zohrabi, & Zeynali,2012; Hamzah,

Kafipour, & Abdullah, 2009; Saida, 2006; Tanyer & Ozhrk, 2014; Waldvogel, 2013). Saida (2006)

examined student vocabulary size and its relationship to the use ofVLSs among first-year students at

a Japanese public high school with a high percentage of students pursuing a college or university

degree. The estimated vocabulary size among the students was approximately 1700 words, and those

with relatively larger vocabularies tended to use a wider variety of strategies. The use of organization

strategies, which are methods to assist in leaming unfamiliar words in relation to known words,

differed significantly in frequency depending on each participant's vocabulary size. In a recent survey

of adult Spanish leamers, Waldvogel (2013) found a meaningful relationship between the size of

receptive vocabularies and the VLSs of advanced leamers, although this relationship was not present

among beginner and intermediate learners.

Studies such as those mentioned above have generally employed vocabulary size tests that

involve written test items. However, spoken vocabulary size should also be considered since the visual

and auditory vocabularies of English learners whose hrst language (L1) is Japanese tend to differ in

size (Mizumoto & Shimamoto, 2008).2 The dissimilarity in vocabulary size between the two modalities

may cause a different relationship with VLSs, wherein leamers whose visual and auditory vocabulary

sizes vary may use distinct types of VLSs. Mine et al. (2006), who examined whether effective VLSs

differed according to listening proficiency or visual vocabulary size, suggested employing a spoken

vocabulary size test as an outlook for future research, since they adopted only a written test.

Japanese leamers of Engiish as a foreign language @FL) seem to have larger visual

vocabularies. Mizumoto and Shimamoto (2008) compared the visual and auditory vocabulary sizes of

Japanese leamers using both written and spoken tests. Regardless of leamer proficiency, the tests

revealed a considerable difference between the participants' visual and auditory vocabulary sizes,

wherein the former was consistently larger. This indicates that the acquisition ofmorphological forms

does not always ensure the acquisition ofphonological forms, and that wdtten tests are clearly different
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from spoken tests. Similarly, Amano (2014) compared the scores ofJapanese EFL undergraduates who

completed a word translation task composed of both written and spoken stimuli. The overall mean

scores were significantly higher for written stimuli, a result that was consistent for 28 of the 30 words.

This study provides further insights into the relationship between VLS use and visual and

auditory vocabulary sizes among EFL university students with Japanese language backgrounds. Since

vocabulary size generally affects the use of VLSs (Saida, 2006; Waldvogel, 2013), there may be a

disparity in their use between leamers whose visuaVauditory vocabulary sizes considerably differ and

those whose sizes are similar for both types. If so, VLS instructions should vary depending on the

degree of similarity in vocabulary sizes between both modalities.

Survey

Participants

The participants included 151 first-year students from four universities and colleges in Aichi,

Japan, who received six years of formal EFL instruction at Japanese junior and senior high schools.

None of the students resided in English-speaking countries for a period exceeding a month. Only

students who participated in each of the tlree survey sessions, which involved visuaVauditory

vocabulary size tests and a questionnaire conceming VLSs, were included in the analysis. Therefore,

the analysis included data from the remaining 142 pNticipants, which consisted of58 and 84 males

and females respectively.

VLS Questionnaire

Given that this study attempts to include auditory vocabulary size in its analysis, a variable that

has been ignored in prior VLS studies, the questionnaire used in the VLS survey needed to be capable

ofdocumenting a wide range ofstrategies, since those that have traditionally received limited attention

could actually play major roles. Therefore, Tanaka's (2012) questionnaire for vocabulary consolidation

was adopted for this study, since it contains up to 26 items including oral and written rehearsals as

subscales. The surveys were conducted during the first sessions ofeach EFL course that the participants

were enrolled in. Responses were analyzed on a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 representing "strongly

disagree" and 5 representing "strongly agree."

Vocabulary Size Test

Mizumoto and Shimamoto's (2008) written and spoken vocabulary size tests, which comprise

eight stages (from the 1000 to 8000 word level) consisting of20 questions each, were adapted for use

in this study. Considering the paxticipants' Foficiencies, the time required to complete both tests, and
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the test results reported in Mizumoto and Shimamoto (2008), only the first four stages (from the 1000

to 4000 word level) were used. The formula used to estimate vocabulary size was identical to Nation's

(1990, p. 76), which is:

Number of correct answers x Total number in word list / Number of test items

The test was composed of multiple-choice L1-L2 translation, as in the example from the written

version provided below (Mizumoto & Shimamoto, 2008, p. 39):

1静かな、穏やかな

lA)succeSSm (B)quid (C) strange ①)truC

For the visual version, questions and choices were written on a test sheet in Japanese and English

respectively, and participants wele instructed to choose the correct answer for each question. For the

auditory version, only Japanese questions were printed on the test sheet; choices were read aloud by a

female, native speaker ofAmerican English, whose voice had been recorded onto a compact disc earlier.

The auditory and visual vocabulary size tests were conducted during the second and eighth sessions

respectively of each EFL course that the participants were enrolled in. Following the auditory test,

participants' test sheets were collected to ensure that they could not review them prior to the visual test.

Vocabulary Size Test

Table 1 summarizes the answer

Results

data from 142 participants for both vocabulary size tests.

Participants were allotted one point per correct response, with the perfect score for each word level

being 20. The table contains the means, standard deviations (SDs), minimums, arid maximums for each

of the four word levels, in addition to totals. The Cronbach's coefficient alpha was also calculated to

assess the internal consistency of each vocabulary size test, and the same results were found for both

visual and auditory tests (.91). The total mean score was highest (58.88) and lowest (50.42) for the

visual and auditory tests respectively, a result that was consistent across all levels. A paired t-test

showed that the difference was significant (l (141) = 14.37, p < .001, d: 0.73).
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17
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Regarding estimated receptive vocabulary sizes (see Table 2), the mean was sigrificantly

higher for the visual test (2944 words) when compared to the auditory test (2521 words) (paired t{est,

t (l4l):14.36, p < .001, d: 0.73). Furthermore, Figure 1 shows that the vast majority of participants

possessed larger visual vocabularies, although there were eleven exceptions (7.75 percent), which are

represented by dots placed below the diagonal line. The correlation between written and spoken

vocabulary sizes was rather strong (r: .81). Histograms for the number of participants in each 500

word-range are provided in Figures 2 and 3. The visual and auditory vocabularies of 82.39 and 81.69

percent ofthe participants respectively were between 2001 to 3500 words.

Tab1e2
Estimated Wsual and Auditory Vocabulary Sizes
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Figure I . Scatter plot ofparticipants' estimated vocabulary sizes.
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The means and SDs for each questionnaire item are provided in Appendix. The Cronbach's

coefficient alpha was calculated to determine the intemal consistency reliability of each subscale, as

shown in Table 3. Since the values were consistently high, the means for each subscale were computed

and analyzed as scale scores (see Table 4). Both rehearsal tlpes were frequently used, although 'hritten

rehearsal" was the most popular; "reference" was also a common strategy among participants. In

conffast, "language exposure" was the least frequently employed strategy, which involves an

autonomous effort to expose oneselfto English outside ofthe classroom.

Table 3
Internal Consistency Reliability for Each Subscale
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Comparison of VLSs

After considering several analysis methods, it seemed most appropriate given the data size to

divide participants into two groups, with reference to Kelly (1939) and Ohtomo (1996), to compare

the VLSs used by both. Participants who exhibited a relatively minor difference in vocabulary size

between modalities were included in Group 1, which comprised leamers from the top twenty-seventh

percentile. In contrast, Group 2 included participants from the bottom twenty-seventh percentile,

whose vocabulary sizes differed significantly between modalities. As shown in Table 5, there was

roughly an 800-word difference in the vocabulary size between modalities for Group 2. A Mann-

Whitney U-test revealed a substantial difference in the visual minus auditory vocabulary size between

the two groups (z:7.52, p < .001, r : .86), although a significant difference in the frequency ofVLS

use did not exist between them (see Table 6 and Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Aline graph showing the difference in VLS use between groups

Discussion and Conclusion

A comparison of written and spoken vocabulary sizes revealed a clear difference between the

two modalities, a finding consistent with Mizumoto and Shimamoto (2008). Most (92.25 percent) of
the participants possessed a larger visual rather than auditory vocabulary. Nevertheless, since the

correlation between written and spoken vocabulary sizes was fairly strong (r = .81), both types of
vocabulary knowledge were closely linked in the mental lexicon. Furthermore, as Table 6 shows, there

were generally no distinctive trends in \rLS use among participants regardless of their written or

spoken vocabulary sizes; as such, VLS use alone cannot explain differences in spoken and written

vocabulary sizes.

These results suggest that language teachers should not require students at this level to take

both written and spoken vocabulary size tests, as such tests aiming to gauge student vocabulary size

for both modalities may not prove beneficial in designing leamer-appropriate VLS insfluctions. This

assertion is based on four observations: 1) no relationship was found between the use ofVLSs and

differences in visual and auditory vocabulary sizes, 2) a strong correlation was found between visual

and auditory vocabulary sizes, 3) students may feel overburdened if required to complete both types

of vocabulary size tests, and 4) time constraints may prohibit instructors from administering both test

types.

Three limitations of this study must be mentioned. First, considering the participants' L2

proficiency and time constraints, only the first four stages of Mizumoto and Shimamoto's (2008) tests

were used. However, the fifth stage should have been included as well since 17 participants' visual

vocabularies ranged between 3501 to 4000 words (see Figure 2). In some cases, this may have resulted
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in the underestimation of participants' visual vocabularies. Second, there was limited variation in

proficiancy among participants. As Waldvogel (2013) indicated, overall proficiency can be a factor

that affects the relationship between receptive vocabulary size and VLS use. Since participants in this

study were fairly homogeneous in terms of their lack of experience abroad in English-speaking

countries and their length of formal EFL education, it is highly possible that a wider range of

proficiencies could reveal additional findings. In that respect, the study's third limitation involves the

limited rage of its participants' vocabularies: over 80 percent of tle leamers surveyed possessed

vocabularies ranging between 2001 to 3500 words. Therefore, if similar studies are to be undertaken

in the future, they should include leamers of varying proficiencies ald vocabulary sizes.

. Notes

1. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 83rd conference of the Japan Association for

Language Education and Technology, Chubu Chapter, at Aichi University of Education onMay 24,

20t4.

2. While this is true among leamers of English whose Ll is Japanese, Milton and Hoplins (2006) found

that English leamers whose Ll is Arabic did not show much difference in size compared to those

whose L1 is Greek.
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Appendix

Means and standard

Note. Tt'te oi$ral Japanese version of this questionnaire was used in the survey. The above items were
translated by referring to another questionnaire developed by Tanaka (2009).

グのたノjO溶 each itetrt 2θf2

SN Subscales Qugstiomaire items
Frequeflcy ofuse
Mean SD

１

　

　

２

　

　

３

Ora[ rehearsal

Oral rehearsal

Oral rehearsal

When I try to remember a wor4 I read it abud.

When I try to remember a word, I repeatedly irnagine its sormd in my mind.

When I try to remember a wor4 I read it abud repeatedly.

４

　

　

７

　

　

３

１

　

　

２

　

　

１

l.l0

l.l1

t.l2

4

5

6

7

'Written rehearsal

Written rehearsal

'Written rehearsal

Written rehearsal

I txy to remember a word by writing it,

I try to remember a word by writing it while being corscious of its spelling.

When I try to remember a wor4 I $rite it repeatedly.

I try to remember a word by writing it whfu being coDscilus of its Eeaniog

3.74

3.49

3.68

3.56

1.15

1.25

1.ll

８

　

　

９

　

　

‐０

Note-takiog

Note-taking

Note-taking

I take notes not only about the meanitgs ofa word, but ako other informatbrl
such as its antonyls, ryrronyms, a,lld usage.

I take notes not ony abou the meaniogs of a word, but also its colk calbDal
informatior"
I take notes not or y about the meanings of a word, h, ako exa@le
seniences.

2.34

2.37

2.M

0.99

0.96

1.02

11

12

l3

t4

Organization

Organization

Organization

Olganization

I make concparkors between words wifh siil'lar mearrings (e.g., claim and
demard).
I make comparisors or create rehtiorishbs between known and urmown words
in order to remember them.

I make corparisons and create relationships between a word's derivatives, including
nouns, verbs, and adjectlves to rerErnber it (e.g., agreement, agee and agreeable).

I attempt to remember a word alongside its arrton),rn (e.g., increase and
decrease).

2.36

2.78

2.63

2.90

1.06

1.09

1.06

1.t2

l5

l6

17

l8

Reference

Reference

Reference

Reference

I use a dictk nary to deepen my krowbdge and understandiog of lorown wGds.

I refer to a dictioDary to check the usage ofwords and phmses.

I refer to a dbtionary to check the meanings of kxrown words and pbases.

I use a dbtbnary to hcate example sentences for klogm words and phases.

2.95

3.45

3.2',1

2.99

1.21

1.20

1.19

1.24

19

20

2l

22

LaDguage exposu:e

Laflguage exposure

LaDguage exposue

Larguage exposwe

I seek oppoftEiries to be erqosed to English words and phrases by
conrmunicating with people via chat or email
I seek oppommties to be e).?osed to English words and plrases by reading
book. magagines- and teaflfng rDateriah.
I seek opportunities to be exposed to Englbh beyond class assignments and
school-provided leaming materiah.
I seek oppoftunities to be exposed to English words and phrases by Iistenhg to
the radio or educatiooal materials and by watohhg television prograhs and films.

1;17

1.v2

2.01.

2.15

0.84

0.94

1.05

1.12

u

25

2i

Metacognitive regulation

Metacognitiiye regubtbn

Metacognitive reguhtbn

Metacognitive regulation

I try to relea.rn words or phases that I caruIot remember well ot forget.

I attempt to bam words and pbrase by setting a goal by myself.

I attempt to bam wolds and phrase usirg a self-directed phIL

I leam words aad phases autdromously.

3.02

2.87

2.70

3.4

1.10

1.05

l,.w

1.03

-248 -


