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Abstract 

Testing the breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge is 
needed to see its effect on the vocabulary size of EFL students. 
The study aims to know at the relationship between the breadth 
and depth of vocabulary knowledge and the vocabulary size of 
EFL students. This research was conducted in the 8th grade of 
Trimulia Junior High School Jakarta. This research uses a 
correlational research design. The sample was 51 EFL learners. 
The Vocabulary Level Test (VLT) and the Words Associates 
Test (WAT) were administered in this study. The scores were 
presented with descriptive statistics for two tests of the breadth 
and depth of vocabulary knowledge. The results showed that 
the breadth and depth of the vocabulary knowledge test had a 
negative correlation with the L2 vocabulary size of EFL 
students. Using Statistic Product moment, the correlation 
coefficients found at 0.01 for the breadth and 0.11 for depth is 
included in the very weak category. So, there is a very weak 
correlation between the tests of breadth and deep vocabulary 
knowledge and the size of students' vocabulary.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Mostly, knowing students' learning outcomes is the main goal that educators implement 
at the final of learning activities. The test is a need to assess learning outcomes. According 
to Nunan (2015), the subject that has been taught to students will determine what will be 
assessed. Measuring the ability of students' language requires several criteria; one of the 
criteria is validity, reliability, objectivity, and economy (Foyewa, 2015). The present 
research issue focuses on language tests. The language test is usually done by testing 
vocabulary knowledge and grammar. McNamara (in Roever & McNamara, 2006) said 
that tests of language take a big part in the lives of substantial people, taking a part as a 
gateway during vital transition times in occupation, education, and transferring to other 
country. For teachers, the purpose of the test is clear because they need to find out about 
the improvement of their students (Hughes, 1989). 

Specifically, students must be tested several times in one semester. The mechanism 
of the test depends on each school’s management or even the teacher of each subject. 
However, the usual method of assessment is through written tests or oral tests which are 
the main standards for the final grade. Heaton (Heaton, 1990) divides teachers' reasons 
for testing into several categories; Finding of progress, Encouraging students, Finding out 
about learning difficulties, Finding out about achievement, Placing students, Selecting 
students, and Finding out about skills. 

Reliability and validity are all principles that need to be considered when designing 
and evaluating language tests, including vocabulary. However, vocabulary testing is 
easier than other testing, for instance, grammar knowledge. The reason is twofold: first, 
it is not too difficult to identify what type of word it is; second, the units tested are more 
clearly separated (Nation, 2013). 

Vocabulary is a core component of language proficiency and provides many bases 
for how well students speak, listen, read, and write. Meanwhile, according to (Cameron, 
2001), vocabulary is not only about learning words but is actually more than that. It's also 
about studying chunks and finding words in them. 

Vocabulary has importance part like language skill in the entire of language area, 
the significance in assessing vocabulary is the same as evaluating other skills. This is in 
line with Schmitt opinion (Meyer & Schmitt, 2002). The opinion said that vocabulary is 
the important basic block of language. Therefore, it is reasonable in order to evaluate 
students' insight about vocabulary. Regarding to master a second language, vocabulary 
becomes an inseparable and fundamental part. 

In the study of Nation (2013), students must hold over 5,000-word stock in order to 
be able in listening and speaking. Likewise, for language learners to start read a real text, 
the size of vocabulary around 3,000 words is considered as a start, and the next size of 
5,000 vocabulary can be sufficient to read well (Schmitt et al., 2001). Another bigger size 
of vocabulary is more than 8,000-9,000-word families are needed to read English texts 
that are not adjusted (Nation, 2006). To provide around 80% coverage of most texts that 
help EFL beginner students understand communication in native language situations, they 
must have at least 2,000-3,000 words. 

Learners also experience two dimensions in language learning such as learners only 
get the definition of words (vocabulary breadth) and know how far vocabularies are 
known as learners know the content of vocabulary depth. For instance, collocations, 
synonyms, and so on. 

In this research, the question under discussion arises: how is the students' 
vocabulary knowledge and how much vocabulary can students recognize at the eighth 
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grade of Trimulia Middle School? Is there the relationship between the breadth of 
vocabulary knowledge of EFL students' vocabulary size? Is there the relationship between 
the depth of vocabulary knowledge of EFL students' vocabulary size? Nevertheless, it is 
not easy to answer some of the questions above in this research. Hence, the core focus of 
present research is the vocabulary size of L2 learners in order to see how learners’ 
vocabulary size from the knowledge of vocabulary breadth and depth testing and analyze 
the correlation to the knowledge of vocabulary breadth and depth. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
A test is an assessment tool prepared for administrative procedures that occur at a time 
that can be identified in the curriculum when students master all their abilities and know 
that their responses are measured and assessed. In line with Kadir (2015), the effort to 
measure how far learning objectives have been achieved, can be done by evaluating, the 
case is evaluating learning outcomes. Measuring tools for evaluating learning outcomes 
are used tests. Tests are ways (which can be used) or procedures (which need to be 
pursued) in the context of measurement and assessment in the field of education. 

According to Read (1993), assessing a language is related to the plan of the test to 
evaluate learners for any type in the aim of practical that can be compendium in any tag, 
such as, achievement, and proficiency. Berka (Pavlů, 2009) adds two kinds of tests, there 
are standardized and non-standardized tests. Tests with standardized refers to tests 
prepared by a professional while non-standardized tests refer to tests made by teachers 
based on the experience or results that they found in class. Standardized tests are also seen 
as highly reliable tests while non-standardized tests are the opposite. In order to design 
tests, the teacher or test designer is required to respect a number of principles, such as 
content validity, validity, reliability, the criteria related validity, construct and face 
validity, and practicality. 

Schmitt (Meyer & Schmitt, 2002) sees that reliability deals are related to the 
consistency and stability of 'a test behavior' at different times. In other words, the test can 
be relied upon if the test participant's scores do not change over time. The problem here, 
however, relates to norm-referenced testing, which is the fair assessment of testers; 
especially in writing test assessments since they might involve some level of subjectivity 
by comparing students' essays with each other for example (Kardina et al., 2013). 
However, the notion of validity points to the quality of the assessment with respect to 
measuring what should be measured (Meyer & Schmitt, 2002). Thus, Heaton in Kardina 
(Kardina et al., 2013) states that a test must measure whatever is supposed to be measured 
and not the other; this can be interpreted, the speaking test must test only speaking rather 
than grammatical, which is a problem often faced with test validity. 

According to Alduais (2016) there are three parts of testing language components: 
Testing sound system, Testing grammatical structures, and Testing vocabulary. 
Vocabulary indicates as a series of syllable that individual can utilize in any form such as 
written and oral. Vocabulary has a crucial part to reveal the concept of using the skills of 
receptive and productive. Such as, listening and reading as receptive. Harmer (1991) 
stated that if the structures of language construct the skeleton in language, so vocabularies 
are seen as the flesh and the pivotal organs. Like Harmer mentioned in the previous, it is 
interpreted that vocabulary really takes a significant place in the proficiency of language. 

In addition, Read (2007) gives support to the statement, Read mention that 
vocabulary size assessment for L2 learners has the core of a narrower word range than 
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size for natives, because low word frequencies are much less likely to be recognized, 
particularly by L2 students. 
 
Language Component 

Language is a daily communication tool. In understanding language, the communication 
tool has several components. Language is divided into components or levels. The 
language component is the element of language or part of the whole language. Every 
language has many words, and each of these words can refer to whatever it is desired. 

In language acquisition, there are main components that focus in language 
(language components), namely acquisition of phonology, acquisition of lexicon, 
acquisition syntax, semantic acquisition, and pragmatic acquisition (Dardjowidjojo, 
2016). Rukmana (Rukmana, 2016) adds vocabulary as an important component in 
language. Without vocabulary, language activities are impossible to be true. So that 
vocabulary mastery is very important as a support in the process of speaking. 

According to Alduais (Alduais, 2016) there are three parts of testing language 
components: Testing sound system, testing grammatical structures, and Testing 
vocabulary. Vocabulary is a set of words that people can use in any form such as written 
and oral. Vocabulary has a crucial role to express the idea of using receptive (listening 
and reading) and productive (speaking and writing) skills. Harmer (Harmer, 1991) stated 
that if language structures construct the skeleton of language, then the vocabulary is seen 
as the vital organs and the flesh. As Harmer mentioned before, it can be interpreted that 
vocabulary has a very significant position in language proficiency. 

Vocabulary has as much importance as language skills in the whole language 
system, the importance of assessing vocabulary is the same as evaluating other skills. This 
is in line with Schmitt (Schmitt, 2000), vocabulary is an important basic block of language 
and, therefore, it makes sense to be able to measure students' knowledge about it. With 
regard to mastering a second language, vocabulary is an inseparable and fundamental 
part. Both teachers and students spend a lot of time and energy on vocabulary acquisition. 
For this reason, because of the importance of vocabulary in the whole language system, 
it is very important to test the students' vocabulary knowledge. 
 
Testing Breadth and Depth Vocabulary knowledge 

Vocabulary knowledge depends not only on how many words a person knows, but also 
depends on one's ability to understand its meaning of the word. Nation (2001) states that 
vocabulary knowledge fields are formed, meaning, and use. In vocabulary knowledge, 
there are two aspects, namely the breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge. Anderson 
and Freebody (1981) first made discrimination between the two dimensions of breadth 
vocabulary knowledge and depth vocabulary knowledge. The breadth of vocabulary 
knowledge refers to the full range of knowledge of a subject. The breadth of vocabulary 
knowledge is how much vocabulary is owned by someone who covers the basic 
knowledge that the person either orally or in writing. Breadth vocabulary has several 
vocabulary levels such as 2000 words family level, 3000 word family level, 5,000 word 
family level, and 10,000 word family level.   

Depth of vocabulary knowledge refers to the extent to which specific topics are 
focused, strengthened, and explored. How well one knows lexical items refers to the depth 
of knowledge of one's vocabulary (Qian, 2002). Depth vocabulary knowledge refers to 
how much people understanding the meaning of components such as morphological 
awareness, semantic relationship awareness, and syntactic awareness (Proctor et.al, 
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2012). In addition, Qian (1999) states that pronunciation, spelling, meaning, registers, 
frequency and morphological, syntactic, and collocation properties are the dimensions of 
the depth vocabulary knowledge component. Different approaches are made to 
conceptualize and measure the depth of vocabulary knowledge. Having vocabulary depth 
has also been linked to understanding the various meanings of words and how those 
meanings can be used in various contexts (Beck et al., 2002).  

In conclusion, the breadth of vocabulary knowledge refers to the full range of 
knowledge of a subject. Meanwhile, depth of vocabulary knowledge refers to the extent 
to which specific topics are focused, strengthened, and explored. The depth of vocabulary 
knowledge can be seen from the meaning of components such as pronunciation, spelling, 
meaning, registers, frequency, morphological awareness, semantic relationship 
awareness, and syntactic awareness. Although breadth and depth are described 
differently, they are closely related to each other. Both have important roles in vocabulary 
knowledge to achieve English proficiency. As Meara (1996) said, students are more 
proficient in various language skills with a large vocabulary than students with a small 
vocabulary. Accordingly, Laufer (1998) states that vocabulary development includes two 
important aspects: knowing basic meanings and deepening known words which means 
not only consisting of vocabulary size but also increasing from shallow to deep level. 

In recent years, several researchers s have shown that vocabulary knowledge 
depends not only on how many words a person knows, but also depends on one's ability 
to understand the meaning of the word. According to Beck et al. (2002), vocabulary 
knowledge has several different levels of hearing one or two words in order to define and 
use them appropriately based on context. Students have two important aspects in their 
lexicon known as the breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge. 

When hearing vocabulary knowledge, most people will be prompted of how many 
words a person knows of that refers to the breadth of vocabulary (Shen, 2009). Nation 
(2013) states that form, meaning, and use are vocabulary knowledge fields. In 
distinguishing aspects, vocabulary breadth shows linear and unidimensional aspects while 
vocabulary depth refers to word meanings, semantic, collocations, and syntactic 
patterning (Bardakci, 2016). Furthermore, vocabulary breadth has coverage on oral and 
written forms knowledge, basic uses of the words, and their superficial meanings. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. An example from the VLT 
 

For testing vocabulary breadth knowledge, the researchers s  use the VLT 
(Vocabulary Levels Test) that was originally developed by Nation (1990). The 
researchers use this test for two reasons: to present resistant of validity and to provide 
better reliability test items. Their revision of VLT proves that 30 items per level are more 



 
 

Journal of English Teaching, 7(1), February 2021 
 
 

Firda, Azkiyah & Albiansyah (2021). Testing Breadth and Depth of Vocabulary Knowledge and …  
DOI: https://doi.org/10.33541/jet.v7i1.2434 

94 
 

reliable than 18 items in the Native Level Test. The test achieved a reliability of 0.92 
(Qian & Schedl, 2004). This version consists of four parts representing four broad levels 
of vocabulary, that is, the 2000-words family level, 3000-words family level, 5000-words 
family levels, and 10000-words family level. Figure 1 illustrates an example is taken from 
the 2000 words level:  

Having said that, vocabulary depth shows different characteristics. The depth of 
vocabulary knowledge is related to how deeply someone understands each word. Proctor 
et al. (2012) mentioned that vocabulary depth includes components such as 
morphological awareness, semantic relationship awareness, and syntactic awareness. 

Furthermore, there are some tests used to extent the depth of receptive English 
vocabulary knowledge. One of these tests, initially named the Word Association Test 
(WAT), was developed by Read (2000) obtained reliability of 0.93 for the test. WAT 
allows researchers s not to test merely the meaning of words, like VLT, but also their use. 
This test contains 30 items that are intended to be assessed vocabulary depth which has 
two components: paradigmatic (meaning) and syntagmatic (collocation) associates. 
Examinees are asked to classify 4 words related to the objective word or words stimulus 
adjectives as shown in the excerpt below: 

 
Natural 

Expected  helpful     
real                short 

foods     neighbors    
parents     songs 

 
The first box contains of one synonym (or part of the meaning) of the stimulus 

adjective (real), while the second box contains of three nouns (food, parents, neighbors). 
Examinees can pick 4 accurate partners by applying one of three situations: they can pick 
two partners from the left box and two partners from the right box (2-2); they can pick 
three partners from the left box and one partner from the right box (3-1); or they can pick 
one association from the left box and three associates from the right box (1-3) as shown 
in the excerpt above. This is completed to create predicting more difficult. In printing 
WAT, one point is given for each accurate answer. 

Various researchers have also examined the effect of vocabulary size and depth of 
vocabulary on reading in the EFL context. Şen & Kuleli (2015) reported that there was a 
very strong significant relationship between vocabulary size and vocabulary depth as 
determined by a significance value of .000, given p <.05. From this outcome, it will be 
safe to determine that there was a positive correlation between vocabulary size and 
vocabulary depth. Research by Şen & Kuleli (2015) has examined the effect of 
vocabulary size and vocabulary depth of 361 students studying in Duzce University 
Foreign Language  School  preparation  program in the spring semester of the 2013-2014 
academic year. The researchers  gave a series of the effect on vocabulary size and 
vocabulary depth tests. In contrast, in this research the breadth of vocabulary shows the 
preferred predictor of vocabulary size than the depth of vocabulary. Given the research 
from Şen & Kuleli (2015), researchers have decided to Test Breadth and Depth of 
Vocabulary Knowledge and their Relationship with Vocabulary Size of EFL Students. 

It is clear that the size and profile of vocabulary is more than just a quantitative 
aspect of the L2 dictionary. They must be considered with other parameters if sound 
judgment must be made (Bardakci, 2016).  
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METHOD 
The researchers adjusted a quantitative method and used a correlational study. Correlation 
can be interpreted as a study to test the relationship. Correlation is one of the statistical 
analysis techniques to discover the propensity of two or more variables or two data sets 
that vary consistently (Creswell, 2008). This research will collect data by conducting 
tests. In this research, tests were conducted to measure VLT (Vocabulary Levels Test) 
and WAT (Word Association Test). To measure the students’ VLT and WAT, researchers 
gave them 2 online tests that consist of 30 items in Google form for 30 minutes.  

The second variable is the vocabulary size, to measure the words know by students 
at different levels of vocabulary frequency the researchers s  use the formula by Nation 
(1990): 

 
As the formula above, to find the estimated vocabulary of students by calculating 

the correct answer times the total word level (in this research the researchers determine 
the 2000 level) then divided the items in the test. From this test, we can know the estimates 
how much vocabulary size students can know. 

The participants were 51 EFL learners at a private school in Jakarta. Their ages 
ranged between 13 and 16. At the first step of the testing their English proficiency levels 
were tested through the breadth of vocabulary knowledge. The participants were asked to 
do the multiple-choice test of the breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge. The 
participants were not allowed to use any references or dictionaries. After that, the learners 
took part in the VLT (Vocabulary Level Test) and WAT (Word Association Test). To 
investigate their vocabulary levels, the 2000 levels of the VLT test have been selected. 
The researchers choose the 2000 levels of VLT because to gain understanding, foreign 
language learners must have at least 2000-3000 words to provide around 80% coverage 
of most texts. Thus, a total of 51 students multiple choice test results were processed in 
the vocabulary size database. 

After the data of breadth and depth vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary size test 
data are collected. The scores of the two variables will be analyzed to determine whether 
or not there is a correlation between the two variables discussed in this research. In this 
research, the technique used is analysis with product moment statistics and testing the 
correlation data. Analysis with the product-moment statistical technique will be used to 
determine the relationship between variables while the data correlation technique test will 
be used to determine the level or strength of the relationship between variables. Then, add 
the partial correlation coefficient between the independent variable and the dependent 
variable by controlling other independent variables. The last is to summarize the 
correlation of each independent variable with the dependent variable. 
 
FINDINGS  

Students' vocabulary knowledge and Mean Estimated Vocabulary Size 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for two tests of the breadth and depth of 
vocabulary knowledge: 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistic for Breath and Breath Vocabulary Knowledge Test  

 
 

From the above data, it can be seen that the mean estimated size of the vocabulary 
is higher than depth. 
 
Correlation Data Analysis 

In analyzing the data, it is intended to test the analysis with a statistic product moment 
and test the correlation data. Table 2 shows the correlation numbers with the product 
moment correlation formula (rxy). 

 
Table 2: Product moment correlation results (rxy) 

 
 

Based on the data above, the rxy of breadth is 0.01. While the rxy of depth is 0.11. 
These calculations show a negative correlation. And if interpreted in accordance with the 
criteria stated above, the writer can draw a common thread that breadth and depth 
vocabulary knowledge tests have a correlation to the students’ vocabulary size. But the 
correlation is very low. 

The interpretation can also be done in a simple way, using guidelines such as the 
following:  

 
Table 3: Guidelines for Interpretation of Product Moment Correlation Coefficients  

 
 

Based on the table, the correlation coefficient found at 0.01 for breadth and 0.11 for 
depth is incorporated in the very weak category. So, there is a very weak correlation 
between breadth and depth vocabulary knowledge test and students’ vocabulary size. This 
relationship is only effective for 51 samples. 
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DISCUSSION 

The relation in the vocabulary knowledge for depth and breadth may also be related to 
the circumstance that the reality of the word knowledge in vocabulary depth and breadth 
is rarely or even can never be separated. The research findings indicate that the Mean 
Estimated Vocabulary Size of breadth knowledge has become a stronger predictor than 
the depth for students' vocabulary size. This research has similar results with Wang 
(2014). His study did not get a positive correlation on the high breadth group, but Wang’s 
study had a correlation on other variables. Wang’s finding has negative relations on the 
high breadth sample with the vocabulary knowledge of depth. From the results of Wang's 
research, there is a tendency for some EFL learners not to develop in the vocabulary 
knowledge of depth with the enhancement in the breadth word knowledge. The issue is 
identical to this research, the main cause of negative correlation is that they use English 
as a foreign language. What's more, most EFL learners in learning English only have a 
goal to do exams and take reading exercises.  

This is also in line with this research, the correlation coefficient found at 0.01 for 
breadth and 0.11 for depth is included in the very weak category. So, there is a very weak 
relationship between two kind of vocabulary knowledge test and student vocabulary size. 
This research is notably because factors such as students' knowledge of vocabulary, their 
problem in comprehending the basic information, and their condition during the testing 
process because these tests are conducted when the students are online learning from 
home, and they don’t feel the test atmosphere like in class. 
 

CONCLUSION 

The statistical analysis above shows that both the breadth and depth of EFL student's 
vocabulary knowledge have a correlation with vocabulary size. The breadth of vocabulary 
knowledge of EFL students is better than the depth of vocabulary knowledge as an 
indicator of Mean Estimated Vocabulary Size. In general, the breadth and depth of 
students' vocabulary knowledge are negatively correlated with the size of their 
vocabulary. 

From the findings, we can conclude that early and middle students must also 
increase the depth of their vocabulary knowledge in addition to expanding the breadth of 
their vocabulary knowledge. But due to time constraints and the limitations of test 
instruments, this research may not be comprehensive enough in terms of breadth and 
depth of vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary size. Therefore, the results of this 
research require further research support in this field. 
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Appendix: Students' Vocabulary Knowledge and Estimated Vocabulary Size 

 

No. Respondent Breadth
Estimated 

Vocabulary 
Size

Depth
Estimated 

Vocabulary 
Size

1 AS 18 1200 12 800
2 AM 15 1000 12 800
3 APG 12 800 15 1000
4 AH 15 1000 24 1600
5 AR 24 1600 24 1600
6 A 15 1000 9 600
7 APP 21 1400 18 1200
8 AY 21 1400 12 800
9 ADA 9 600 15 1000
10 BR 24 1600 15 1000
11 DNP 24 1600 9 600
12 DNP 15 1000 6 400
13 DA 21 1400 24 1600
14 DGA 27 1800 15 1000
15 FAZH 12 800 9 600
16 FAA 18 1200 18 1200
17 IPY 12 800 18 1200
18 IPP 18 1200 21 1400
19 KRA 21 1400 21 1400
20 LAF 21 1400 18 1200
21 LKG 12 800 15 1000
22 LL 18 1200 12 800
23 LRS 12 800 9 600
24 MT 24 1600 18 1200
25 MA 24 1600 9 600
26 MD 3 200 6 400
27 MFR 21 1400 24 1600
28 MR 24 1600 12 800
29 PEB 18 1200 21 1400
30 RNA 18 1200 18 1200
31 RDPA 18 1200 24 1600
32 RSI 18 1200 18 1200
33 RSI 21 1400 12 800
34 RA 15 1000 3 200
35 RJ 9 600 12 800
36 RAS 6 400 12 800
37 RBF 18 1200 15 1000
38 RFS 24 1600 21 1400
39 RA 18 1200 12 800
40 RDJ 3 200 24 1600
41 SF 21 1400 24 1600
42 SAN 21 1400 21 1400
43 SF 24 1600 21 1400
44 SP 24 1600 15 1000
45 SDL 15 1000 24 1600
46 S 21 1400 18 1200
47 SK 6 400 6 400
48 TPA 6 400 6 400
49 TPR 24 1600 21 1400
50 ZNM 24 1600 21 1400
51 ZS 18 1200 15 1000


