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Abstract  

This study measured Saudi university students’ receptive vocabulary knowledge towards the end of their final 
semester. The subjects were 71 Saudi male and female students. The Vocabulary Levels Test, adopted from 
Nation’s (2008), was administered in this study. The test assesses learners’ receptive knowledge of word 
meaning at the following distinct vocabulary levels: the 2nd 1,000-word level, the 3rd 1,000-word level, the 5th 
1,000-word level, the 10th 1,000-word level, and the Academic Word List (AWL). The results showed different 
participants’ performance at different word levels with decreasing mean scores as the frequency of word levels 
decreased. The results also showed, with no exception, that males outperformed females with statistically 
significant differences in all the five sections of the test. The participants’ average vocabulary size is 
approximately 876 and 799 words in the 2nd 1,000-word level, 436 and 355 words in the AWL, 725 and 590 
words in the 3rd 1,000-word level, 580 and 477 words in the 5th 1,000-word level for males and females 
respectively. However, the average vocabulary size decreased dramatically in the 10th 1,000-word level to 254 
words for males and 124 for females. Based on these findings, it is concluded that Saudi English Language and 
Translation university graduates, even with large vocabulary size in the high frequency bands, are generally still 
below the level of the desired vocabulary competency as EFL learners, and are in fact, in need for more support 
and concentration in their undergraduate study with regard to their vocabulary learning.  
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1. Introduction  

Until recent years, the teaching and learning of vocabulary items have received relatively little attention in 
English as a Second/Foreign Language (ESL/EFL) research and pedagogical theory. For a long time, vocabulary 
items were considered incidental to what was felt to be the main purpose of language teaching, namely the 
acquisition of grammatical knowledge. At the present time, however, researchers and teacher trainers have begun 
to focus their attention on lexical aspects of L2. In this view, the acquisition of an adequate vocabulary is seen as 
an essential component for successful second language use, playing an important role in all four language skills. 
Furthermore, the importance of lexical items in L2 acquisition is also recognized by many linguists and 
methodologists (e.g., Wilkins, 1972; Allen, 1983; Nation, 1990, 2010. 2013; Oxford, 1990; Harmer, 1996; 
Schmitt 2000, 2010, 2012). Harmer (1996) for example, states  

If language structures make up the skeleton of language, then it is the vocabulary that provides the vital organs 
and the flesh (p. 153).  

According to Meara, vocabulary size can be defined as the number of words in a language for which an 
individual has at least a basic form-meaning mapping knowledge (Meara, 1996). Recent studies have shown that 
vocabulary size has played a crucial role in L2 learning and large vocabulary sizes are a must to function 
successfully in English (e.g., Nation, 2006; Schmitt & Schmitt, 2012). Vocabulary size is also often used as an 
indication of general proficiency in language acquisition research, where vocabulary size scores have been 
shown to highly correlate with scores in general proficiency tests (Alderson, 2005; Nation, 2013). Therefore, one 
can conclude that, in any language program, it is of great importance to measure both productive and receptive 
vocabulary sizes.  
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2. Literature Review 

One of the earliest studies in the Saudi context was Al-Hazemi’s study (1993). Al-Hazemi examined the 
vocabulary size of military cadets at King Abdulaziz Military Academy in Saudi Arabia. The subjects were 137 
males. Meara and Buxton's Eurcentres Vocabulary Test (EVST) was used in this study. The test was based on 
the frequencies of the most common words in English and has a yes/no format. To control guessing, the test has 
some unreal English words. The researcher concluded that, although a 1993 syllabus document showed that the 
Ministry of Education hoped that public school students would leave high school with a vocabulary size of 3,000 
words, the scores of his postsecondary school subjects were below the 1000-word level, with the highest ten 
scores ranging from 737 to 917 words. 

In similar context, Al-Nujaidi (2003) examined the relationship between vocabulary size, reading strategies, and 
reading comprehension of EFL learners in the Saudi context. The participants were 226 Saudi male (109) and 
female (117) EFL learners majoring in English or English-related programs in seven higher educational 
institutions in the central region of Saudi Arabia. Among other things, this study provided estimates of 
participants’ receptive vocabulary knowledge using Nation's (1990) Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT). The 
complete VLT test has five sections. However, only three different word frequency levels were tested in this 
study: the 2nd 1,000 and 3rd 1,000 word levels, and the Academic Word List (AWL). The results showed that the 
learners' average vocabulary size is approximately between 500 and 700 words at the 2nd 1,000 and 3rd 1,000 
word levels and around 75 words at the academic vocabulary level. The researcher concluded that the estimated 
vocabulary size of Saudi EFL first-year university students is rather small (p.128).  

In a more recent empirical study, Al-Masrai and Milton (2012) tested the vocabulary knowledge of 92 male 
Saudi EFL university students near the start and near the end of their university studies. They used two tests in 
testing the participants’ vocabulary size: the well-established Eurocentres Vocabulary Size Test (EVST) (Meara 
& Jones, 1990) and the newly created XK_Lex test (Al-Masrai, 2009). Their results suggested that the Saudi 
university students’ vocabulary size is about 2000 to 3000 words upon entry to university and around 5000 
words near their graduation. The authors stated that “these figures emphasize that Saudi university learners’ level 
is, on average, some way short of the kind of level associated with complete fluency in EFL” (p. 13). 
Consequently, they concluded that further English language support is needed for the undergraduates. 

In a different learning context, Canga Alonso (2013) investigated the pedagogical implications of receptive 
vocabulary knowledge on students’ understanding of written and spoken English discourse. In this regard, the 
researcher tested 49 females and 43 males. They were Spanish EFL students in a secondary school located in the 
North of Spain. He used the 2,000 frequency band of VLT (Schmitt, Schmitt & Clapham, 2001, version 2) as the 
instrument to measure students’ receptive vocabulary knowledge. The findings revealed a mean score of females’ 
receptive vocabulary size below 900 words, whereas the mean score for males was slightly above 1,000 words, 
showing that the difference between males’ and females’ performance in VLT is statistically significant in favor 
of male subjects. Furthermore, the researcher maintained that “most of the students analyzed in the present study 
could have problems to understand written and spoken discourse in English due to their low scores in the 
receptive vocabulary level test” (p. 66).  

In her study, Fontecha (2014) examined the relationship between the receptive vocabulary size and the 
motivation towards EFL learning. The aim of this exploration was threefold: (1) gender variation in EFL 
receptive vocabulary size, (2) gender variation in motivation towards EFL, and (3) whether there is any 
relationship between motivation towards EFL and the scores obtained by males and females in receptive 
vocabulary. The results showed females were more motivated with no significant difference in general 
motivation. However, significant differences are found in intrinsic motivation in favor of females. The findings 
also showed that females outperformed males in receptive vocabulary size but the difference between their mean 
scores is not significant. Furthermore, there was a significant positive correlation between females’ performance 
in vocabulary size test and their extrinsic motivation. 

Sungprakul (2016) investigated the vocabulary size of Thai university students. The aim was to “establish the 
number of English vocabulary in the first 10000 most occurring words list that Thai EFL students at the 
university level know receptively” (p. 1). Furthermore, the researcher intended to see whether or not the 
participants’ word knowledge increases as they proceed in their study. The participants were 40 EFL learners 
from four different levels: first to fourth year of English Major at Silpakorn University in Thailand. Two sets of 
the XK_Lex test, a yes/no format of vocabulary test, were used in this study. The results showed that first year 
students hold a vocabulary knowledge of around 5800-5900 words from the first 10000 most frequent word list. 
The results also indicated that students possess more word knowledge as they move up to the higher year in the 
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appropriate rate. That is the rate of vocabulary knowledge increasing gradually from year one to year four. In 
year one, the subjects maintain between 5,800 to 5,900 words in year one, 6300-6600 words in year two, 6500 to 
7100 words in year three, and 7300 to 7400 for the senior year group in year four.   

3. The Present Study 

3.1 Research Questions  

The aim of the present study is to answer the following two research questions: 

1) What is the size of the receptive English vocabulary of the Saudi students towards the end of their 
undergraduate study?  

2) Are there any differences in vocabulary size between male and female students? 

3.2 Participants 

Seventy-one male and female final year Saudi students (male 34, 48% & female 37, 52%) participated in this 
study. They have studied English for almost five years (around 2300 teaching hours) as an English Language and 
Translation major in the Department of English and Translation in the College of Languages and Translation at 
King Saud University. The vocabulary size test was administered during regular classes and participation in this 
study was voluntary.   

3.3 Instrument 

Adopted from Nation (2008, pp. 177-302), the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) was used in this study. The VLT is 
a diagnostic test that assesses knowledge of English receptive vocabulary and it can be easily administered and 
scored. The words elicited in the test are based on an existing corpus and therefore represent an accurate profile 
of the words and their frequencies in natural use (Nation, 2013). When taking the test, the participants are 
required to match the target word with its definition. The test consists of five separate sections, which represent 
four levels of word frequencies as well as the Academic Word List (AWL). The test assesses learners’ receptive 
knowledge of word meaning at the following distinct vocabulary levels: the 2nd 1,000-word level, the 3rd 
1,000-word level, the 5th 1,000-word level, the 10th 1,000-word level, and AWL. Each level consists of 30 items 
representing the whole frequency level with a total of 150 words in the five parts of the complete test. Test items 
are similar to the following example:    

1 birth  

2 dust   ____ game 

3 operation  ____ winning 

4 row   ____ being born 

5 sport  

6 victory  

Participants’ test scores will be calculated and can therefore be looked at as an indication of whether learners 
have mastered the words in these levels of word families in English.  

3.4 Procedures  

The Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) was administered by the researcher to the male participants and by a female 
colleague to the female participates in the female campus in the same week. The administration of the test took 
place a couple of weeks prior to the end of the participants’ final semester. Oral instruction was given in Arabic 
to the participants before taking the test and there was no time limit to complete it. Participation was voluntary.  

3.5 Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were used to address the research questions of this study regarding the Saudi EFL 
university graduates’ receptive vocabulary size and the differences that might exist between the performance of 
male and female participants in the different frequency levels of the test. Scores collected from this study were 
analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS), by applying the T-Test to the data to get the 
means and standard deviations for each of the test items. As mentioned above, the 30 test items in each level are 
representative samples of a large group of words, thus, the test mean are indicative of an estimate of the 
participants’ vocabulary size. If, for example, the overall score of the participants at the 3rd 1,000-word level is 
15 out of 30, then we will assume that they know 500 out of the 1000 words at that level.   
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4. Results  

The results of this study showed different participants’ performance in different word levels with a decreasing 
mean score as the frequency of word levels decreased. That is, better performance with high frequency words. 
The results also showed, with no exception, that there were significant statistical differences between male and 
female scores in all five sections of the test. See Table 1 below.  

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of participants’ performance in all test levels  

Vocabulary Test Level Gender N Max. mean score Mean Std. Deviation Sig. 

2nd 1,000-Word Level Male 34 30 26.29 3.8575 
.021* 

Female 37 30 23.97 4.3874 
3rd  1,000-Word Level Male 34 30 21.76 7.0499 

.020* 
Female 37 30 17.73 7.1595 

5th  1,000-Word Level Male 34 30 17.41 6.1552 
.030* 

Female 37 30 14.30 5.6758 
10th 1,000-Word Level Male 34 30 7.62 5.505 

.000** 
Female 37 30 3.73 3.070 

Academic Word List Level Male 34 30 22.97 6.3508 
.007** 

Female 37 30 18.70 6.6285 
Overall mean 30 
 

Male 34 30 19.21 4.7357 
.002** 

Female 37 30 15.69 4.5337 

 

The 2nd 1,000-Word Level 

Results in this level showed a mean score of 26.29 for male participants compared to 23.97 for female 
participants. In all test levels, each word represents 33.33 words (1000 divided by 30). This would give us an 
estimate of 876 (87.6%) known words by male and 799 (79.9%) words by female participants. Participants had 
the highest score under this level between male and female mean scores with a minimum significant difference at 
p < 0.05. 

The 3rd 1,000-Word Level 

The results here showed a mean score of 21.76 for male participants, as opposed to 17.73 for female participants. 
This would give us an estimate of 725 (72.5%) known words by males and 590 (59%) words by female 
participants. Participants had a noticeable drop in their scores in this level with a big difference/gap between 
male and female scores, which was statistically significant at p < 0.01.   

The 5th 1,000-Word Level 

The results under this band showed very low mean scores. The mean score for male participants was 17.41, 
while the mean score for female participants was 14.30. This may lead us to assume that the estimated known 
words by male participants are 580 (58%) compared to 477 (47.7%) known words by female participants. Again, 
participants had a noticeable drop in their vocabulary size in this level. Similar to the previous level, the 
difference/gap between male and female scores was statistically significant at p < 0.01.   

The 10th1,000-Word Level 

The results showed very poor performance by both genders as indicated by the very low mean scores. The mean 
score for male participants was 7.62, whereas the mean score for female participants was 3.73. These mean 
scores would give us an estimate of 254 (25.4%) words known by male participants and 124 (12.4%) words by 
female participants. The difference was again statistically significant at p < 0.01. 

The Academic Word List Level (AWLL: 570 Word Families) 

The results showed an improvement in the male participants’ performance compared to their performance in the 
previous word level with a mean score of 22.97. Likewise, there was an increase in the female participants mean 
score: 18.70. The estimated vocabulary size for this level is 436 (76.5%) and 355 (62.3%) words for male and 
female participants respectively. The difference between male and female scores was statistically significant at p 
< 0.01.  

5. Discussion   

Although it is stated that Saudi students are expected to leave high school with a vocabulary size of around 3000 
words (Saudi Ministry of Education), this estimate of vocabulary size is questionable and not always true. As 
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seen in the literature review, Al-Hazemi’s (1993) results showed that learners post high school military cadets 
knew between 800 and 2000 words with an average mean score of around 1000 words.  Al- Nujaidi’s (2003) 
reached a similar conclusion, which is that first year Saudi university students score very poorly in vocabulary 
size tests. His results showed that the learners' average vocabulary size is approximately between 500 to 700 
words at the 2000 and 3000 word levels and around 75 words at the academic vocabulary level. Unlike the above 
results, results from Al-Masrai and Milton’s (2012) study, which was performed on second and final year 
students, revealed that learners knew approximately 2000 to 3000 of the most frequent 10,000 words of English 
when they enter university, and about 5000 words when they leave.  

The current study is different from the above studies in its focus and scope in a number of ways. First, it tested 
receptive vocabulary near the time of graduation of a university program. Second, it had participants from both 
genders. Third, it covered five -word frequency levels as shown above. Consequently, the results should be 
looked at and interpreted differently.  Table 2 below shows the number and percentages of known words under 
each frequency band for both male and female participants.  

 

Table 2. Number and percentages of vocabulary size  

Word Frequency Level 2nd 1,000-WL AWLL (570) 3rd 1,000-WL 5th 1,000-WL 10th 1,000-WL 

 
Number of known words 
and percentages 

Male 876 436 725 580 254 
87.6% 76.5% 72.5% 58% 25.4% 

Female 799 355 590 477 124 
79.9% 62.3% 59% 47.7% 12.4% 

 

The results demonstrate a very strong frequency effect, where vocabulary knowledge is at its highest in the 
levels of high frequency bands.  This effect is summarised in Table 2 and Figure 1.  

As can be seen in Table 2, the results show a similar pattern, where males participants outperform the females 
with no exception. The differences are statistically significant in the five sections of the test. These results are in 
line with results from Canga Alonso’s (2013) study, but they contradict the results from Fontecha (2014) where 
females outperform the males. Furthermore, the number of the known words by both genders decreases as the 
level of frequency decreases for the four frequency bands—2nd 1,000 -word level to 10th 1,000 -word level. 
However, the decrease is slightly sharper for female participants. As expected, all participants had their highest 
scores in the 2nd 1,000 -word level, which represents the band with the highest word frequency while their lowest 
scores came from the data under the 10th 1,000-word level, which represents the lowest word frequency band.  

With the exception of the 10th 1,000 -word level, it is evident from these figures that participants performed very 
well in the rest of the four word levels including AWL, showing a large vocabulary size within the first two 
frequency bands and a very acceptable size within the 5th 1,000-word level. The scores are also excellent in 
AWL. However, the overall vocabulary size (Male: 3201; Female: 2614) is below the desired level for graduate 
English major and the female participants’ is short of the proposed figure of 3000 words for the vocabulary size 
of high school graduates. These results of overall poor performance are in conformity with the results of 
Al-Hazemi’s (1993) and Al-Nujaidi’s (2003) and again question the validity of that figure. It should be 
mentioned here that the vocabulary size of the participants in this study is higher than those in the previous two 
studies (Al-Hazemi 1993; Al-Nujaidi, 2003) and this should be due to the fact that our participants are near 
graduation from the program. Nonetheless, they are still far below the vocabulary size achieved by learners in 
the study of Al-Masrai and Milton’s (2012) and Sungprakul’s (2016). Al-Masrai and Milton maintained that 
their learners probably knew approximately about 5000 words of the most frequent 10000 words when they 
leave the university. In contrast, the participants of this study knew only about 3201 and 2614 words for male 
and female participants respectively. Sungprakul also reported that the rate of vocabulary knowledge increased 
gradually from year one to year four, from 5,900 words in year one to 7,400 words for the senior group in year 
four.   
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Figure 1. Percentages of male and female vocabulary size under different frequency bands 

 

Nation (2008) described The Vocabulary Levels Test as a diagnostic test, as it tries to diagnose or find out which 
areas of vocabulary learners know or do not know well. Furthermore, he asserted that the test “was developed to 
find where learners’ vocabulary needed attention” (p. 141). Using VLT, this study drew a picture that showed 
the lack of sufficient vocabulary knowledge for our EFL learners, even those who are majoring in English. That 
is, even though the subjects were in their final semester (level 10), with around 2300 contact hours of English 
classroom instruction, they still lacked the required vocabulary size needed under all the five sections of the VLT. 
This might be a result of poor EFL learning and teaching prior to university level. Nation (2008) argues that we 
would expect a learner to know at least 27 out of 30 words (90%) of the words at any given level to be at a 
satisfactory level of performance. The highest percentage reached by the participants in the current study (87.6%) 
is still short of the acceptable level of 90%. This might indicate to us the difficulties that our EFL learners might 
face during their university studies as a result of deficiency.  

Treffers-Daller and Milton (2013) maintained that recent research has provided some evidence that establish the 
sufficient number of words needed for different language tasks. They maintained that a learner needs 
2,000-3,000 of the most frequent English words to participate effectively in everyday conversation, whereas 
5,000 words are needed to begin to read authentic texts (cf. Schmitt 2007) and around 10,000 for starting an 
academic degree course (Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996). Furthermore, after investigating the vocabulary size of a 
group of highly educated L2-users of English, Nation (2006) found that they knew around 8,000 to 9,000 word 
families. Considering these figures, the results of the current study suggest that the participants’ vocabulary size 
is much smaller than is generally expected. An average figure of nearly 3200 of English words families near 
graduation from the English and Translation program would suggest that our EFL leaners can participate 
effectively in everyday conversation, but will struggle with tasks that require high level of language 
comprehension and production. 

6. Conclusion 

One cannot deny the advantage of having large vocabulary size and the crucial role it plays in EFL learning and 
recent studies have confirmed this conclusion (cf. Nation, 2006, 2013; Schmitt & Schmitt, 2012). However, it is 
not easy to have a large vocabulary size. Meara (1980) has pointed out that “most learners identify the 
acquisition of vocabulary as their greatest single source of problems” (p.221). This study aimed to measure the 
receptive vocabulary knowledge of Saudi university students (male 34, & female 37) towards the end of their 
final year with approximately 2300 contact hours of English learning. The Vocabulary Levels Test, adopted from 
Nation (2008), was administered during the last two weeks of their final semester. The results showed different 
participants’ performances at different word levels with declining mean scores as the frequency of word levels 
declined. The participants’ average vocabulary size is approximately 876 and 799 words in the 2nd 1,000-word 
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level, 436 and 355 words in AWL, 725 and 590 words in the 3rd 1,000-word level, and 580 and 477 words in the 
5th 1,000-word level for males and females respectively. However, the average vocabulary size decreased 
dramatically in the 10th 1,000-word level to 254 words for males and 124 for females. The results also showed, 
with no exception, that males outperformed females with statistically significant differences in all five sections 
of the test. It is concluded that Saudi English and Translation university graduates, even with large vocabulary 
sizes in the high frequency bands, are still generally below the level of the desired vocabulary competency as 
EFL learners, and, in fact, in need for more support and concentration classes in their undergraduate study. It is 
recommended that further studies should look at the vocabulary coverage of the whole program and the expected 
learned vocabulary by the end of it, and find out the causes of the mismatch between the expected outcome and 
the real vocabulary size.   
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