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Abstract  
Research has highlighted the importance of vocabulary learning in order for L2 learners to cope with the 
linguistic demands of fundamental skills such as reading and listening. However, few empirical studies have 
investigated the relative strength of the association of a specific construct of vocabulary knowledge has on the 
skill of speaking. To understand more fully the practical implications of such a relationship, this paper presents 
empirical evidence gathered to explore a measure of productive vocabulary knowledge and the degree to which 
this measure correlates with and is able to predict speaking success. A cohort of 18 sophomore university 
learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) in Saudi Arabia (SA) completed the Productive Vocabulary 
Levels Test (PVLT), an oral interview and a speaking task. Test scores derived from PVLT were analyzed to 
produce a range of descriptive statistics, which underwent correlational analyses to determine the relationship 
between the measure of PVLT and speaking success. Analyses revealed a consistent pattern of declining scores 
from the highest to the least frequent word levels. A closer examination of the data showed that the participants’ 
success across the five-word levels of the PVLT showed better performance on the 2,000 and 3,000-word levels, 
in fact, the results indicated that only these word levels made a contribution to predicting speaking scores. Based 
on these findings, we draw implications for vocabulary teaching contexts and provide suggestions for future 
studies on vocabulary and speaking link.  
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1. Introduction  
It has been acknowledged for some time that vocabulary knowledge and its acquisition have the power to predict 
proficiency and language use (Milton, 2013; Nation, 2013). The commonsense view of vocabulary assessment is 
to address this knowledge in the four separate skills, i.e., reading and listening (receptive skills) and writing and 
speaking (productive skills) (Fitzpatrick & Clenton, 2017). Many L2 vocabulary researchers have highlighted the 
potential relationship between vocabulary knowledge and the ability to read, write and listen in the target 
language (e.g., Alharthi, 2018, 2019; Laufer & Aviad-Levitzky, 2017; Stæhr, 2009; Wang & Treffers-Daller, 
2017). With the exception of De Jong, Steinel, Florijn, Schoonen, and Hulstijn (2012), Koizumi and In’nami 
(2013), Milton, Wade, and Hopkins (2010) and Uchihara and Clenton (2018), it is almost certain that no study 
has attempted to examine the association between vocabulary knowledge and ability to speak in a Saudi setting. 
It would therefore be of interest and importance to look at the effect of lexical knowledge on speaking 
performance. English language competence is currently one of the essential requirements for applicants for new 
posts in various business enterprises and the government sector, and when employers consider promotion for 
their employees in Saudi Arabia (SA). In the light of these demands, it is vital that many Saudi EFL teachers 
start to focus on the learners’ speaking skills, e.g., by employing role plays and group discussions as useful ways 
to help learners increase their oral communication skills and their confidence in speaking.  

It is generally agreed that people’s ability to use language, and thus vocabulary, is a crucial element of language 
knowledge necessary for successful communication. Further, it is assumed that vocabulary knowledge 
specifically contributes to L2 learners’ success in decoding a variety of contextual information when reading or 
listening to texts. However, having both ability and vocabulary knowledge does not necessarily translate to 
speaking since L2 learners’ reticence often prevents them from using the target language. Among the factors 
which lead to a learner’s reticence in the classroom is the vocabulary that is accessible to them as part of their 
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lexical repertoire. This is especially so in FL contexts where learners prefer to be silent or sit back in the 
classroom to avoid participation in activities that push them to speak. Nation (2001) argues that L2 learners are 
sometimes having difficulties expressing their intended meanings because they lack sufficient lexical knowledge 
or are unable to fully use their vocabulary knowledge in oral interaction. Of course, there is a lot involved in 
learning a lexical item, as shown in the authoritative taxonomy of vocabulary knowledge described in influential 
books by Nation (2001), Read (2000), Schmitt (2010) and Milton (2009). The authors seem to agree that 
vocabulary knowledge should be viewed as a multidimensional construct consisting of a set of features such as 
definition, collocation, orthographic, phonological and grammatical dimensions. While it is agreed that the 
form–meaning link is a principal step in acquiring vocabulary knowledge through both understanding and 
producing written text, there are other types of vocabulary knowledge, e.g., knowledge of word form, word 
meaning and word use, each of which is further described in terms of both receptive and productive modes, and 
in both written and spoken form (see Nation, 2001 for specification of the range of word knowledge aspects).  

2. Research Evidence of L2 Vocabulary Knowledge and Speaking Performance  
Undeniably vocabulary knowledge is a good and reliable predictor of proficiency and performance, including of 
reading, listening and writing (Alharthi, 2016; Milton, Wade, & Hopkins, 2010; Sonbul & Schmitt, 2010; Stæhr, 
2009). Although links have been well established between lexical knowledge and the above L2 language skills, 
there has been a relatively dearth of studies addressing the acquisition of oral vocabulary through spoken input 
(Schmitt, 2014). It is the nature and extent of this link that the current research explores. A common conception 
of vocabulary knowledge entails the distinction between breadth/size (how many words a learner knows) and 
depth/quality (how well a learner knows a particular word) (Anderson & Freebody, 1981). It is crucial to note 
that an estimate of vocabulary load is needed, especially in FL education settings where such information 
benefits oral courses such as speaking to help instructors and course writers in setting adequate goals for optimal 
vocabulary learning. The literature assumes a threshold of 2,000–5,000 vocabulary items to be the minimum 
learning target in order for an L2 learner to pleasurably comprehend reading texts (Hirsh & Nation, 1992; Laufer, 
1997). For the L2 learner to gain knowledge of spoken English, a vocabulary size of 6,000–7,000-word families 
may be necessary (Nation, 2006). However, it is possible that a large vocabulary such as that implied by 
Nation’s figure is more appropriate to reading and writing rather than speaking. This view was put by Adolphs 
and Schmitt (2003) whose analysis of spoken data found that a 95% coverage of the demands of conversational 
English could be reached with a vocabulary of 2,000 to 3,000 words. It should be noted that the correlation 
between vocabulary size and speaking ability is not as straightforward as this suggests and may in fact be 
difficult to establish. The lack of such a relationship might be due to the learner’s L2 proficiency, the influence 
of the learner’s L1 background and the skills the learner needs e.g. asking for directions (Milton, 2013). A 
further complication is the importance of knowing the most frequent words at the 2,000-word level. Stæhr (2009) 
provides considerable evidence that knowledge of 2,000 words is an important threshold for learners to score a 
grade 5 or better on formal tests such as the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) listening 
and speaking tests. Following the same line of thinking, Milton (2013) reviewed research that explored the 
contribution of vocabulary size to aural and oral performance and concluded that a vocabulary size at the 2,000 
to 3,000-word levels was a crucial learning goal to bring about an improvement in L2 learners’ oral interaction. 
In other words, a typical oral discourse was shown to comprise relatively few unique words but that these were 
(1) of high frequency, (2) likely to be familiar to L2 learners and (3) sufficient for oral interaction. As a learner 
becomes competent in the target language, then generally more lexical items are known and produced. Few 
researchers have attempted to elicit highly proficient, i.e., fluent, L2 learners’ word knowledge using productive 
measurements. De Jong, Steinel, Florijn, Schoonen, and Hulstijn (2012) examined the role of productive 
vocabulary knowledge in L2 speaking performance, using various assessments to measure productive accuracy 
of grammar and pronunciation by 181 adult learners of Dutch at upper-intermediate and advanced levels. The 
results revealed that the learners’ single lexical item forms, which implied size of vocabulary knowledge 
together with depth and intonation measurements, were predictors of overall speaking competency. Using L1–L2 
translation tasks, Koizumi and In’nami (2013) sought to specify the degree to which L2 speaking proficiency can 
be predicted by a number of oral features, namely fluency, accuracy and grammatical construct, by 87 novices to 
intermediate Japanese learners of English. They concluded that speaking performance can be explained by 
vocabulary knowledge to a considerable degree, ranging from 32% to 88% and therefore the construct of 
vocabulary knowledge was a strong predictor of EFL learners’ oral abilities. Milton, Wade, and Hopkins (2010) 
investigated the contribution of vocabulary knowledge using computerised Yes/No tests to measure orthographic, 
X-Lex (Meara & Milton, 2003) and phonological, A-Lex (Milton & Hopkins, 2006) vocabulary size. The results 
were compared with 30 EFL learners’ scores obtained from IELTS tests to explain performance in all four 
language skills. The authors reported a significant correlation of (r = .71) between vocabulary size in aural 
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format and IELTS scores for speaking, indicating that vocabulary size can predict L2 speech production. In their 
most recent study, Uchihara and Clenton (2018) explored the relationship between vocabulary size and L2 
speaking proficiency for 46 advanced learners in a rich immersive L2 learning setting. Learners’ receptive 
vocabulary size was measured via a Yes/No task (Meara & Miralpeix, 2017) and their lexical use via a picture 
narrative task. According to Pearson correlation analyses carried out, there was a significant correlation (r = .55) 
between receptive vocabulary size and the range of vocabulary items produced in the spontaneous narrative task. 
The findings also suggest that as the participants scored a vocabulary size of 6,000 words on average, they are 
more likely to be lexically proficient in their speaking ability. 

3. Key Issues with Specific Attention to the Current Study 
A review of previous research into the relationship between vocabulary knowledge and speaking ability yields 
important conclusions (De Jong, Steinel, Florijn, Schoonen, & Hulstijn, 2012; Koizumi & In’nami, 2013; Milton, 
Wade, & Hopkins 2010; Uchihara & Clenton 2018). With little evidence to provide a predictive value of 
vocabulary size for L2 speaking ability, this topic merits further attention and exploration by vocabulary 
researchers. The above-mentioned studies point to the construct of productive vocabulary knowledge by 
employing checklists for a vocabulary test. Although such instruments are practical and the tests easy to take, 
there is a 25–33% possibility of blind guessing in the sense that test takers respond to target items that they do 
not know and researchers thus overestimating the learners’ vocabulary knowledge. These studies have 
consistently presented a correlation between a given L2 vocabulary size and speaking ability, for example by 
using Yes/No tests which target recognition of vocabulary items. Such a measurement proved to be problematic 
as it did not present a concise picture of the relationship construct of productive vocabulary knowledge and L2 
production skill. This is not to denigrate the value of the Yes/No tests, but our view is that productive vocabulary 
knowledge can be better estimated by a more accurate and reliable tool. The present study therefore will 
investigate whether vocabulary knowledge is a strong indicator of speaking proficiency using a well-constructed 
measure, namely the Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (PVLT) (Laufer & Nation, 1999) which allows learners 
to demonstrate their lexical knowledge more representatively. Moreover, speaking performance was assessed in 
the existing studies as part of self-human rating (De Jong, Steinel, Florijn, Schoonen, & Hulstijn, 2012; Koizumi 
& In’nami, 2013), using scores for speaking obtained from international assessments, e.g., IELTS (Milton, Wade, 
& Hopkins, 2010; Stæhr, 2009), or a combination of self-human rating and a picture narrative task (Uchihara & 
Clenton, 2018). Instead, the present study assesses learners’ oral performance through a one-on-one interview 
which is believed to be a valid testing instrument for this particular variable (Schmitt, 2010). Furthermore, the 
present study elicits learners’ speech samples through a speaking task adopted from classroom course materials. 
Based on the literature and the limitations outlined above, the following research questions were formulated:  

To what extent does vocabulary size, measured via PVLT, of the present participants correlate with their 
speaking performance?  

Will the effect of vocabulary size on the present participants’ speaking performance be the same across different 
types of speaking tasks? 

4. Methodology  
4.1 Participants and Setting  

The sample of participants in the current study comprised 18 tertiary level EFL students at a large university, 
King Abdulaziz University (KAU) in Saudi Arabia (SA). All participants were undergraduates majoring in an 
English degree and assigned to the upper-intermediate level of English-B1, based on a measurement of language 
ability such as the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR), which they had to obtain upon 
enrollment in the BA course. During their first two academic years, students had to register for two 3-credit 
hours of compulsory modules titled Listening & Speaking I and Listening & Speaking II, which was done prior 
to the current research. The modules comprised lectures and seminars based on a communicative approach in 
which English was used as the medium of instruction at all times and where students had to communicate with 
their teachers in English. The classes were normally assigned to native Arabic-speaking teachers who had 
studied in English speaking countries for more than four years prior to their arrival in SA. The modules covered 
lexical and grammatical aspects of English as well as practice-oriented group discussions to specifically develop 
students’ competence in listening and speaking. The participants took part in the study on a voluntary basis 
which was one of the ethical issues strictly followed in accordance with the standards set by the human subject 
review board at KAU.  
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5. Research Instruments  
5.1 Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (PVLT) 

To predict the learners’ productive vocabulary size, the researcher chose the PVLT (Laufer & Nation, 1999) as a 
measuring tool that met the research requirements for accuracy and reliability. The PVLT was chosen as it had 
been proficiently constructed and extensively used as a reliable tool in vocabulary research in education with the 
aim of evaluating word knowledge and implementing comprehension interventions (Schmitt, 2008). The PVLT 
used the same frequency lists as those used in the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) for receptive vocabulary 
knowledge. The PVLT sampled vocabulary at five frequency levels: 2,000, 3,000, 5,000, 10,000, and academic 
word levels, with 18 words from each of the five frequency levels tested. It is a discrete-point test based on a 
controlled task format that requires test takers to read a contextualized sentence within which a target word has 
to be completed. To remove ambiguity or unpredictable answers, the first letters are given within the blank 
space.  

5.2 One-on-One Interview  

To estimate the learners’ speaking performance, two separate measures were operationalised via a two-step 
assessment approach. The first step taps the test takers’ linguistic knowledge, with emphasis on lexical 
knowledge, through a 10-minute oral interview with the present researcher. In other words, the task was not set 
up as a conversational setting but as an interview setting. To measure the interviewees’ oral performance, they 
were given a list of 10 target words randomly selected from the PVLT relevant frequency bands. Following 
Schmitt, Schmitt and Clapham (2001), each interviewee was asked to look at the list of words and describe their 
meaning one by one. Such in-depth interviews were meant to determine the participants’ speaking proficiency 
using their knowledge of the target words used in the PVLT (Schmitt, 2010). For example, the word delivery 
means the act of transferring something; therefore, interviewees were expected to provide more information such 
as different uses and contexts where this word can occur.  

5.3 Conversation Task 

The second step involves a spoken stimulus speech which aims to tap more exclusively the participants’ lexical 
knowledge. The task was adopted from the speaking exercises found in the speaking materials of their English 
course, so presumably they were familiar with this type of task and no difficulties in understanding or 
formulating answers to them were reported. Each participant was asked to talk about his university life, personal 
experience, interests and future plans after university. This would elicit familiar information and prompt natural 
with as close to real-life speech as possible. Eventually, the rationale of using a combination of these 
discrete-point vocabulary tests as well as the objective speaking tasks was to provide enough and valid 
information about the participants’ oral ability with a limited emphasis on vocabulary knowledge.  

6. Procedure  
Written consent forms were obtained from all participants who were also informed that they could withdraw at 
any time without penalty. Those who took part in the study earned extra credits in their relative courses. As the 
present study consisted of a number of speaking tasks and a vocabulary test, the researcher thought that a 
language lab was more suitable, mainly to avoid the noise and distractions that are common in a normal 
classroom. Moreover, the participants were familiar with the setting of the language lab as they had taken 
Listening and Speaking I and II modules at the time of the study. The research instruments were administered in 
three phases: the PVLT at the beginning in a single session which was a part of their regular English class. 
Nation and Webb (2011) argued that the amount of time was a variable that was likely to influence the results of 
the vocabulary test, hence participants were permitted to take as much time as needed to complete the test. The 
interview sessions were conducted individually, with each participant invited to a single setting with the present 
researcher, with each session taking approximately 10 minutes. Finally, the conversation task was assessed 
independently, with roughly 10 minutes set aside for each session. The reason for setting a time limit for the 
speaking tasks was to echo the oral assessment requirements set by the English Department (ED) entrance 
examination for future English majors. The maximum score for the PVLT was 90, based on 1 point per correct 
word. Following Laufer and Nation (1999), accurate spelling of each target item was not important as long as it 
was understandable. SPSS Statistics 20.0 for Windows was used for the PVLT data analysis to produce a range 
of descriptive and correlational statistics. A digital audio recorder was placed on the desk right in front of each 
interviewee. The grading criteria of the speaking tasks were adapted from the in-house (ED) entrance 
examination (oral part) for EFL learners. Five categories were applied to contribute to the overall scores of the 
speaking tasks: content (20%), vocabulary (20%), grammar (20%), fluency (20%) and pronunciation (20%). The 
researcher gave a raw score (1–5 points) for each category, with points for each category then multiplied by four 
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and added up for a score out of 100 points. 

7. Results  
Descriptive statistics (minimum, maximum, mean scores and standard deviations) of the PVLT across five 
frequency levels are presented in Table 1. A closer inspection of the mean scores for the five frequency levels 
revealed a more or less consistent pattern of a distinctive downwards slope from the most to the least frequent 
words. The results suggest that the participants showed better performance at the higher frequency levels than 
the lower ones, with many meeting the cut-off score of 16 out of 18 for the 2000 word level, indicating mastery 
at this level.  

 

Table 1. Results of the PVLT for each frequency level  

Frequency level Minimum  Maximum  Mean  Standard deviation  
2,000 words 6.00 18.00 22. 98 8.66 
3,000 words  4.00 16.00 19.01 8.54 
Academic words  4.00 15.00 15.43 5.50 
5,000 words 3.00 12.00 9.12 8.17 
10,000 words  2.00 9.00 6.57 4.88 

Note. The maximum score for each frequency level is 18 points. 

 

This is a crucial observation in the current context (see Table 1) as the participants were likely expected to 
encounter the target words at higher levels as at most universities where English is a widely used foreign 
language, the learning conditions make heavy demands on reading and writing skills. In addition, the 
development of a vocabulary knowledge profile at the 3,000-word level is similar to the preceding 2,000-word 
level which indicates a successful vocabulary learning progress. The standard deviation of the participants’ 
cohort between the academic and the 5,000-word levels is the largest, indicating that the mean score differences 
between these levels are the greatest. Consequently, the difference between the means of the academic word 
level and the 5,000-word level is statistically significant (r = .487, p < .001). However, no large difference is 
observed between the knowledge of the participants’ performance at the other different word levels. In fact, as 
the statistics in Table 2 demonstrate, of the five-word frequency levels of productive vocabulary knowledge 
investigated there are strengths of association between the 2,000 and 3,000-word levels and speaking tasks. The 
diminishing link between the productive vocabulary size and speaking tasks appears at the higher frequency 
levels, i.e., at the academic word level and above. 

 

Table 2. Pearson correlations between word frequency levels and speaking tasks 

Study measures  2,000-word level 3,000-word level Academic word level 5,000-word level 10,000-word level
Interview task .488** .575** .302 .390 .232 
Conversation task .687** .794** .467 .211 .141 

 

Table 3. Pearson correlations between PVLT and speaking tasks 

Study measures r p 
PVLT  .457** < .001 
Interview task  .732** < .001 
Conversation task .689** < .001 

 

Pearson correlations between PVLT and speaking tasks are shown in Table 3. Both interview and conversation 
tasks are significantly correlated with PVLT. Specifically, the interview task was strongly correlated with PVLT 
(r = .732, p < .001) and the conversation task was moderately correlated with PVLT (r = .689, p < .001). These 
results support the tendency that the more vocabulary the participants know, the more they produce L2 words in 
speaking tasks.  

8. Discussion  
The current study considered two related research questions: one, what is the participants’ vocabulary size at 
each of the five frequency word levels covered by PVLT, and two, does the vocabulary size as measured by 
PVLT have the same influence on different types of speaking task. Results showed that the participants are more 
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likely to produce high frequency words than low frequency words. This is as expected as they are likely to 
encounter high frequency words more often in their academic studies, being associated with academic language 
and textbook materials used within their university degree. This finding is aligned with the high scores obtained 
by the participants at 2,000 and 3,000 word frequency levels, and coupled with previous findings that having to 
know a reasonable number of lexical items in the 2,000 and 3,000 words levels, this would enable them to 
understand almost everything in daily conversation (Adolphs & Schmitt, 2003; Milton, 2013; Read, 1998; Stæhr, 
2009). On the other hand, the scores drop consistently from higher to lower word frequency levels, suggesting a 
lack of motivation or interest on the part of participants may result in their small vocabulary at lower frequency 
levels. It may be that the inability of the study participants to produce the least frequent lexical items is due to 
these items being rarely encountered in university orientated textbooks. A further factor that may contribute to 
this trend is the influence of the university teaching and learning preferences. That is, with limited time devoted 
to explicitly teaching vocabulary in the classroom, and not focusing on extensive reading, L2 learners may not 
increase their store of low frequent word items through such pedagogical practices.  

The second research question sought to uncover any interaction between the participants’ productive vocabulary 
size and their speaking performance, asking whether vocabulary size as measured by PVLT had the same 
influence on different types of speaking task. The findings reveal significant correlations between the 
participants’ PVLT scores and the speaking tasks (see Table 3). Notably, the results indicate that, when the 
relationship between PVLT and the objective speaking task is given close attention, the production of vocabulary 
items at 2,000 and 3,000-word levels is significantly associated with the successful scores of the participants’ 
speaking performance, i.e., in both oral tasks, and this is illustrated in Table 2. These findings provide further 
evidence for the findings by Uchihara and Clenton (2018) whose participants’ vocabulary size at higher 
frequency levels contributed to their L2 speech tasks. It is helpful to look at and try to explain the strength of 
association between the PVLT and the participants’ speaking tasks. All the words that are used in the interview 
and conversation tasks were from the 2,000 and 3,000 most frequent English words. This means that the words 
elicited from the participants reflected to a very large extent their knowledge of the 2,000 and 3,000-word levels. 
In effect, this explains the participants’ difficulties to produce correct answers at levels higher than the 2,000 or 
3,000-word levels. Clearly, current evidence suggests that to be conversant in English, an L2 learner needs to 
have command of the 2,000 and 3,000 most frequent words of English (De Jong, Steinel, Florijn, Schoonen, & 
Hulstijn, 2012; Koizumi & In’nami, 2013; Schmitt, 2010).  

We still need to explain the absence of any significant links between the vocabulary size of low frequent words 
and the participants’ speaking performance. That is, the present study suggests that the knowledge of infrequent 
words, presumably any lexical item outside the 2,000 and 3,000-word levels, may have been given little attention 
in the classroom setting practicing speaking. The learners could then use common words, paraphrase their 
intended messages and maintain the flow of conversation rather than use infrequent or sophisticated vocabulary. 
Arguably, the limited opportunities for oral vocabulary revision can be enhanced in spoken rather than written 
mode due to the small size of oral productive vocabulary. 

While such speaking practice is less useful for vocabulary learning, it may help the learners to avoid empty 
pauses and hesitation in their EFL oral classrooms. It is nevertheless acknowledged that in the absence of some 
retrospective information about how the learners performed speaking in the classroom, the above explanations 
remain speculative. Ultimately, the present study offers sufficient evidence to suggest that the participants’ 
productive vocabulary size did significantly contribute to their speaking scores, reflecting the improvement in 
both interview and conversation performance.  

9. Conclusion and Implications for Language Pedagogy  
This study sought to establish a relationship between learners’ productive vocabulary knowledge and their oral 
performance. The results revealed that knowledge of the words at the 2,000 and 3,000-word frequency levels 
was required for participants to perform competently in several speaking tasks. Such vocabulary size is 
considered here to have predictive value of the knowledge required for competent L2 speech. It is suggested that 
the acquisition of an EFL vocabulary for oral programs should require ongoing explicit pedagogical emphasis on 
an adequate command of 2,000 and 3,000-word frequency to facilitate basic EFL speaking success. In terms of 
the high value put on developing vocabulary knowledge beyond the high frequency levels within communicative 
classrooms in which oral input is a more central element, it is worth promoting vocabulary gains through 
additional authentic listening texts. To meet this goal a balanced approach is needed where vocabulary learning 
through listening should be supplemented by explicit teaching and extensive reading to achieve the most 
impressive vocabulary gains on a long-term basis. Overall, the findings of this study are noteworthy as 
establishing the present participants’ productive vocabulary size via the PVLT serves as a robust metric for 



ijel.ccsenet.org International Journal of English Linguistics Vol. 10, No. 1; 2020 

43 

diagnosing speaking performance. With these caveats, the PVLT as the assessment measure used to compare 
participants’ performance on different speaking tasks enhances our understanding of learners’ productive 
vocabulary profile. Moreover, eliciting spoken data through a single task as investigated by Uchihara and 
Clenton (2018) was not possible in the current study as it would have threatened its ecological validity. 
Therefore, a combination of production tasks such as oral interview and conversation in different communicative 
forms was justified and undertaken to minimize the limitations posed by non-lexically rich spoken language.  

The current study has some crucial limitations that have to be acknowledged. One of them relates to the study 
sample as all participants were drawn from a single university. Hence, replications of this study in different 
institutions in SA are needed to confirm our findings. Also, the present study used only male students and 
another variable, such as gender, may explore the significance of the effect of vocabulary size on speaking 
performance and therefore increase the findings’ generalisability. Further research may thus be needed to 
determine the effectiveness of providing support to the acquisition of productive vocabulary knowledge and thus 
to the improvement of L2 learners’ speaking performance.  
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