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HEARKEN! 

BY SERGIO SALEEM SCATOLINI 
 

 
Echoes... 
Can you hear them? 
~Babies drowning 
In a sea of hopes. 
 Moans... 

Can you muffle them? 
~Youths doubting 
In a night of souls. 

Sounds... 
Can you stop them? 
~Women soaring 
Past the clouds. 
 Whispers... 

Can you shush them? 
~The impatient daring 
On WhatsApp or Twitter. 

Hearts... 
~Can you numb them? 
The elderly dreaming 
Of new starts. 

Minds... 
~Can you drug them? 
Peoples awaking 
Out of the slumber of time. 

Voices... 
Can you ignore them? 
~A region demanding 
Futures and choices. Stories... 

Won't you listen? 
~Heroes arising 
Blacksmiths of new      
memories. 

 



INTRODUCTION 

BY MILTON A. GEORGE 
 
 
 
The constant dynamism which characterises all societies calls for changes 
in their different social strata. This need to adapt and adopt new practices is 
felt particularly intensely in the public arena, especially in education. It is 
there that multitudes of questions arise as the knowledge economy imposes 
its demands on all corners of the global village. Sustainable development 
rests on the shoulders of innovation and the kinds of education that promote 
and nurture it. These new priorities belong within multi-layered discourses, 
each of which proposes a journey which both tickles and challenges our 
usual ways of thinking. 

The global educational trends reach the regions of our planet and help 
create different blends of good practices. Moreover, in contemporary 
knowledge societies, any perspective or vision, however local it may 
originally be, could suddenly start trending thanks to social networking 
sites. However, as universal as these trends may seem, they may also be 
extremely fleeting. Come and gone in the blink of an eye. Consequently, 
educational practitioners and quality education engineers are challenged to 
make education both relevant and sustainable in a world where relevancy is 
short-lived, and sustainability is still a dream.  

Educational discourses—produced, shared, and critiqued by local 
contributors both in the concrete and virtual worlds—call for data that can 
speak to others as much as it speaks about oneself, i.e. “glocal’ data. This 
applies to many of our quests concerning education, human capital, and co-
citizenship. However, for people from the outer circles, it is not always easy 
to find audiences willing to demystify the bankers of all truths and to accept 
their truths as equally respectable. At the end of the day, too many 
researchers do not wish to lessen their impact by publishing in any language 
other than English—not even their own. It comes, therefore, as no surprise 
that academics and researchers face obstacles in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA), both inside and outside their more immediate contexts. 
They can neither publish with ease nor find publications that throw light on 
their own lived realities. These obstacles can be academic, societal, 
administrative, socio-economic, or personal. 
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The English teaching sector in MENA embodies much of this tension 
between the need to listen to the world and the desire to say something to 
the world, between one’s global homes and one’s home turf, between 
globalization and imperialism, and between openness and self-alienation. 
The ELT sector in MENA is one of the most vibrant in the world and, in the 
Gulf, also one of the best funded. Despite this, there is not a lot of data 
available produced in and focused on the region itself. Moreover, data and 
theoretical frameworks from elsewhere are not always helpful for 
understanding local situations and problems. Some of the articles in this 
book, therefore, seek to contribute to the emerging pool of data relevant to 
English language teaching (ELT) in the region. The voices from the field 
can help others to understand what is happening in this fascinating part of 
the world. For example, the challenges faced by students elsewhere are often 
lightyears away from those faced by Qatari or Emirati students. Even within 
the Gulf, there are unimaginable differences and distances. 

The differences and distances between people and their approaches to 
reality can differ in such a way that educators need to tap into totally 
different sources if they want to empower their students to partake in the 
affairs of the global village. This book’s papers are attempts at bridging the 
gap; they are voices seeking to join the global conversation.  

In part 1 on English language and English language teaching, the 
review of the literature on vocabulary acquisition and vocabulary size 
testing in second-language (L2) learning aims to give an overview of the 
subject whilst identifying the exploration and the discoveries of researchers 
in Oman from 1965 up to now. Another voice investigates what the common 
spelling errors of Omani college students are in terms of omission, 
substitution, insertion, and transposition. The study of the differences in the 
frequency of spelling errors per gender, and their possible causes, works 
towards the creation of a corpus of information that can be used to 
strengthen language teaching and learning.  

Since English is the chosen medium of instruction in most colleges in 
the affluent Arabian Gulf, it is useful to investigate how Omani students 
perceive this constraint placed on them. On the other hand, there is a need 
to understand how the challenges caused by the use of English in instruction 
are perceived both by teachers and students in Oman. On top of that, another 
article looks into how Omani students’ think of grade 12 EFL teachers in 
terms of content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, general knowledge 
about oneself, affective knowledge about oneself, professional development, 
knowledge about students, and knowledge about classroom management.  

The book also includes articles related to education beyond ELT, 
citizen and peace education, and the modern world. Although the region has 
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had its share of sectarian troubles and armed conflict, peace and citizenship 
are not always explicit dimensions of the curricula. In fact, the contrary is 
often the case as governments have preferred not to speak of issues which 
can lead to heated disagreement. Nevertheless, if this region wishes not to 
become a singularity—plagued with exceptionalist and mutually exclusive 
discourses—the education of the mindset of future generations cannot be 
left to chance and to satellite social agents who at times, somewhat 
undetected, orbit the public conversation on nation building. 

As the MENA region enters a second new stage (the first stage was 
ushered in by the discovery of crude oil and gas), this collection of papers 
seeks to encourage practitioners of English, citizenship, and peace education 
(cf. Part 2) in the Middle East and North Africa or closely related to it and 
its people to open up their conversation to others. This is particularly 
necessary as theories and research findings which were conceived elsewhere 
are being universalized across cultures and demographics without always 
duly ascertaining or critiquing their representativeness or generalizability. 
In this book, the angle of the practitioners has been privileged since 
educational praxis calls for and engenders theoretical attempts as much as 
practical and aesthetic ones. 

The authors examine concepts of citizenship education at the local, 
national and global levels, the link between citizenship and language 
learning, and the ways in which English instruction in Oman can be 
employed to simultaneously promote Omani socio-cultural identities and 
increase learner engagement in a globalized world. In order to accept the 
global challenges to be able to be part of the changing trend in education 
and society, the Internet, social networking sites and other networks give 
voice to this edition. There is hoping that global education systems and 
curricula will contribute to the establishment of fairer and more accountable 
structures and to investments in human capital so that not only the face of 
Sudan be changed by the educational awakening of the youth but also that 
of the whole MENA region.  

In short, this publication gives a microphone to seemingly disparate 
interlocutors because it aims to show that the MENA region wishes to take 
its place at the global roundtable in and through education. 
 





PART 1:  

ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND ENGLISH 
LANGUAGE TEACHING (ELT) 

 

 



CHAPTER 1 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON 
VOCABULARY ACQUISITION AND 

VOCABULARY SIZE TESTING IN SECOND 
LANGUAGE LEARNING 

BY AHMED AL QASMI 
 
 
 
Abstract: This paper presents an overview of the literature from 1956 
onwards about the learning aims of second language (L2) vocabulary 
acquisition and vocabulary size testing, focusing especially on explorative 
research and discoveries in the field. Section 1 discusses the issue of 
words, particularly vocabulary knowledge frameworks, and highlights the 
work of Nation (2000, 2006). Section 2 explores research data about the 
types and uses of vocabulary size tests, particularly passive vs active L2 
learning outcomes. Section 3 addresses research on the effect of 
vocabulary size in relation to the acquisition of L2 reading, listening, 
writing and listening skills. Section 4 briefly explores five vocabulary size 
tests (e.g. Meara 2003) and concludes that an analysis of the validity and 
reliability of the latest test, XK-LEX (Milton, forthcoming), is a 
significant expansion of studies on L2 vocabulary size testing. 
Keywords: vocabulary size, passive, active, receptive, productive, 
vocabulary knowledge frameworks, L2 development, Eurocentres 
Vocabulary Size Test, Vocabulary Level Test, XK-Lex 

Introduction 
This paper presents an overview of the literature from 1956 onwards 
relevant to the discussion about the learning aims of second language (L2) 
vocabulary acquisition and vocabulary size testing. It starts by dealing with 
the definition of “word”, the types and number of words to be learned by L2 
learners, and vocabulary knowledge frameworks. The work of Nation 
(2000) will receive special attention at this initial point. In the second 
section, the paper explores research on the types and uses of vocabulary size 
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tests zooming in on passive vs active outcomes. The following section 
explores the research data on the effect of vocabulary size on the acquisition 
of L2 reading, listening, writing and listening skills. Finally, the paper 
examines five vocabulary size tests and concludes that an analysis of the 
validity and reliability of LX-LEX can be a helpful next step both for L2 
teaching and learning research and practice. 

Words 
What is a word? 

Under “word”, generically speaking, Goulden et al. (1990) include derived, 
inflected, polysemous, and abbreviated forms, as well as proper nouns and 
names. According to Nation (2000), the question of what a word is or what 
we mean by a word must be addressed, for instance, to be able to count the 
number of words in a language, the number of words native speakers of a 
language know, and the number of words needed to learn or use an L2. 
Goulden at al. (1990) suggest that it must be decided whether or not letters, 
abbreviations, numbers, names of persons or places, compound words, 
homographs, derived and inflected words (prefixes and suffixes) are counted 
as separate words. In this regard, it is important to note that linguists count 
words in different ways for different purposes.  

Nation (2001) states that they use the token technique to count every 
word in spoken and written texts, regardless of whether one token is similar 
to another and one of the uses of this method is to count words on a page or 
in a line. He also mentions that researchers use the type technique to count 
dissimilar words in a text, for example, to calculate the knowledge of words 
needed to read a book. Daller et al. (2007) explain that the token and type 
techniques are used to find the number of dissimilar words occurring in a 
given text and give the following example of how the words in the sentence 
“The cat sat on the mat” are calculated using these techniques. 

This sentence contains six tokens (the total number of words in the 
text), but only five types, because “the’ is repeated and the type technique 
is used to count different words. 

Another way to count words is to consider lemmas or headwords and 
not to count separately any inflected forms of the word (Francis & Kucera 
1982). This method is used to count the vocabulary size of an L2 according 
to word families, where each family is made up of a headword and its 
inflected and derived forms (Nation 2001). This technique is also used to 
count the vocabulary size of a first language (L1). However, what to count 
as a word is disputed. For instance, Nation (2001) found 54,000 words in 
the 3rd edition of Webster’s dictionary, whereas Schmitt (2000) found 
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114,000 in the same volume. The lemma technique of vocabulary testing is 
derived from lemmatised word lists (Daller et al., 2007). 

Types of words to be learned in L2 acquisition 

The words which L2 learners must learn can be categorised into four groups, 
the first being high-frequency words. According to Nation (2001), these are 
remarkably frequent and are commonly encountered in the most basic 
instances of written and spoken discourse. In a later article, Nation (2006) 
states that it is fundamental for the learners to know high-frequency words 
and fully understand the contexts in which they are used since they provide 
85% coverage of written texts and 90% coverage of spoken discourse. Thus, 
learners might encounter difficulties in comprehending the majority of 
written or oral sources if they are unfamiliar with the 2,000 most frequently 
occurring words (Nation 2006). West’s (1953) General Service List (GSL) 
inventories the 2,000 highest-frequency words in use among English 
speakers in general contexts.  

Then we come to academic words, which are usually found in academic 
discourse. They are vital for academic purposes, as they help learners to fill 
the knowledge gap between the vocabulary which can convey an idea 
verbally and that which can convey it in writing (Coxhead, 2000). Coxhead 
claims that these words give 10% additional coverage to academic text 
(2000). Coxhead’s Academic Word List (AWL) includes words such as 
scheme, mature and maximum. It seems that one reason for the emergence 
of academic lists such as this is that the GSL does not afford learners 
adequate L2 understanding for their academic studies.  

Specialist words comprise a third category which can be essential 
vocabulary for certain L2 learners. Specialist words are generally used in 
specific, professional contexts and often relate to a given subject or field 
(Nation 2001). Knowledge of these words helps L2 learners to handle the 
language of domains such as engineering, medicine and business. The 
Business Word List created by Konstantakis (2007) is an example of a 
specialist list which includes words like processor, printer and taxation, all 
of which are intended for communication in business.  

The final category is that of low-frequency words. These are words 
which may occasionally be used by the majority of a population, but which 
others might classify as specialist words (Nation 2001). Any word which is 
not included in any of the three “higher’ word categories would fall into this 
category, e.g. pastoral, plummet and zoned (Nation 2001).  
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The number of words required for L2 communication 

There are varying views on the number of words that L2 learners are 
required to learn in order to read authentic texts or for successful verbal 
communication. To count them, we first need to know the number of words 
academically accepted to exist within the language in question. Goulden et 
al. (1990) state that 114,000 word families are present in English (based 
upon a study of one English dictionary). However, such a figure is often 
incompatible with L2 studies as many words are unknown to L1 speakers 
of English, and only a small proportion of them are used in daily life. 
Consequently, it is unlikely that an L2 learner will wish to learn the entire 
L2 lexicon (Nation 2006). Other linguists have claimed that if an L2 learner 
aims to be proficient or to sound like a native speaker, they must know 
17,000 words, with an acquisition rate of around two to three words per day 
being a realistic target (Goulden et al., 1990). The number of words required 
in an L2 might vary according to whether they are for spoken or written 
communication. Further, the size of a competent receptive L2 vocabulary 
(see Section 2.1) is considered to be between 8,000-9,000 word families 
(Nation 2006). This number may vary in accordance with a learner’s reading 
and listening skills. Nation suggests that, to read a novel or newspaper in an 
L2, learners must know 8,000 to 9,000 word families (however, it is not 
easy to learn this number of word families in addition to their inflected and 
derived forms) in order to comprehend 98% of the texts so that one can 
speak of a sufficient level of comprehension (Nation 2006). However, 
Laufer’s study (1989) implies that L2 learners need 95% coverage in order 
to read authentic texts and achieve a sufficient understanding of them. Other 
studies have stated that approximately 5,000 words are needed to read 
unsimplified texts for pleasure (Hirsh & Nation 1992) or that only around 
3,000 words are required to read simplified texts (Nation 2006). With regard 
to aural skills, Nation (2006) states that learners should require 5,000 to 
7,000 words to watch movies or to take part in dialogues with more 
satisfactory intelligibility. 

Schmitt (2008) points out that L2 learners of English may need just 
5,000 words to undertake the Cambridge (CPE) listening exam. He adds 
that they would probably need to know at least 2,000 of the words most 
frequently used in the language to achieve basic independent 
communication (Schmitt 2008). For learners who need to use the language 
in an academic context, whether at university or college, 2,000 frequently 
used words will not be enough to fully understand an academic text. 
Consequently, Coxhead (2000) proposed an additional list of 570 academic 
words (the AWL), designed to aid the L2 learner in dealing with English in 
general academic contexts.  
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Although Stahr (2008) argues that learners are capable of undertaking 
reading, writing and listening exams without knowing all of the 2,000 words 
in the GSL, it may be accepted that more words are required for written than 
for oral communication (Larson & Schmitt, under review in Schmitt, 2008).  

Vocabulary knowledge frameworks 

Vocabulary knowledge includes various dimensions of knowledge, and this 
makes it difficult to define what it means to know a word. Therefore, L2 
researchers have over the years proposed numerous frameworks designed 
to classify vocabulary knowledge (Table 1).  

Table 1. A range of vocabulary knowledge frameworks 

Author Date Dimensions/features 

Richards  1976 form 
derivations 
syntactic behaviour 
different meanings 
associations 
semantic value 

Chapelle 1998 vocabulary size  
knowledge of word characteristics 
lexicon organization 
process of lexical access 

Henrikson 1999 partial-precise knowledge 
depth of knowledge 
receptive-productive knowledge 

Nation  2001 form 
meaning 
use 

Qian 2002 vocabulary size 
depth of knowledge 
lexical organisation 
automaticity of receptive-productive 
knowledge  

Receptive & productive knowledge will be explained in Section 2.1.  
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Nation 

Nation’s vocabulary knowledge framework is deemed the most comprehensive 
(Daller et al., 2007). Table 2 identifies and details the knowledge features 
of receptive and productive skills, and this is expanded upon in Section 2.1. 

Table 2. What is involved in knowing a word? 

Form 

Spoken R What does the word sound like? 
P How is the word pronounced? 

Written R What does the word look like? 
P How is the word written and spelled? 

word parts 
R What parts are recognisable in this word? 

P What words parts are needed to express 
meaning? 

Meaning 

form and 
meaning 

R What meaning does this word form signal? 

P What word form can be used to express this 
meaning? 

concepts and 
referents 

R What is included in the concept? 
P What items can the concept refer to? 

Associations 
R What other words does this word make us 

think of? 

P What other words could we use instead of 
this one? 

Use 

grammatical 
functions 

R In what patterns does the word occur? 
P In what patterns must we use this word? 

Collocations 
R What words or types of word occur with 

this one? 

P What words or types of words must we use 
with this one? 

constraints on 
use 

R Where, when and how often would we meet 
this word? 

P Where, when and how often can we use this 
word? 

(R = receptive, P = productive) (Source: Nation 2001: 27, cited by Daller et al. 
2007:5) 

 
The value of the numerous elements of these dimensions might vary 

depending on the personal aims of different L2 learners (Daller et al. 2007)  
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Types of vocabulary knowledge and uses of vocabulary size 
tests 
Receptive vs productive knowledge 

According to Anderson & Freebody (1981) vocabulary knowledge consists 
of two main types: 
 

1. Breadth (receptive) knowledge: the number of words learners can 
recognize when they hear or read them 

2. Depth (productive) knowledge: what learners can call to mind  
about these words and use in  speech or writing. 

Nation (2001) concurs with this distinction, using the terms “passive 
knowledge’ and “active knowledge’ respectively. Furthermore, Nation & 
Waring (1997) state that breadth knowledge answers the pertinent question: 
“How much vocabulary does a second language learner need?” (p. 6). And, 
indeed, most vocabulary size tests measure breadth rather than depth 
knowledge – that is to say receptive versus productive language knowledge.  

Use of vocabulary size tests 

Vocabulary size tests are used for multiple purposes in L2 teaching and 
learning; for instance, they can be used as:  

a) level tests, to show if a learner is at a suitable level to sit a 
particular exam  

b) placement tests, to place students in the right class (Laufer & 
Nation 1999) 

c) diagnostic tests, to indicate the weaknesses and strengths of 
learners’ vocabulary profiles  

d) progress tests, to evaluate students’ improvement towards 
precise targets (Meara & Milton 2003a).  

Hence, such tests are very helpful for learners, teachers and school 
managers.  

Vocabulary size tests are useful to learners because assessing the 
number of words they know helps to provide goals for them to achieve. It 
also helps learners to monitor their own development and to gauge whether 
they have attained knowledge level needed for basic oral communication, 
for reading authentic texts, for academic purposes or for adequate listening 
comprehension, for example. 

Breadth vocabulary tests are of great value to teachers, as they can be 
used to monitor learners’ progress precisely for diagnostic purposes in order 
to recognise and cure insufficiency in their vocabulary (Schmitt 1994). 
These tests can help teachers to signify learners’ weaknesses and strengths 
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in order to work on increasing their vocabulary size. 
In terms of usefulness for school managers, vocabulary size tests can 

be used for placement purposes in order to assist in admissions (Laufer 
2002) and to distinguish between clusters of learners (Meara 1992). 
Moreover, these tests aid in placing learners into suitable institutional 
placement levels within a programme (Laufer & Nation 1999; Schmitt 
1994). 

The effect of vocabulary size in L2 development 
Vocabulary size is a good predictor of language proficiency in a foreign 
language (Stahr 2008) and there is a correlation between vocabulary size 
and language proficiency in general, as Hever (1995) asserts. The 
vocabulary size test might be a suitable placement tool when the correlation 
between language skills and vocabulary size is high (Meara 1992; Schmitt 
1994). Various studies show the relationship between vocabulary size and 
different language skills. However, the importance of vocabulary size can 
vary from one skill to another and may be absent in some cases (Stahr 2008); 
for instance, there is no empirical research proving that there is a correlation 
between vocabulary size and speaking skill (Zimmerman 2004). In addition, 
no studies have proved that there is a correlation between vocabulary size 
and grammar ability, despite evidence of a weak correlation between 
grammar and language skills (Zimmerman 2004). The studies discussed in 
Section 3.1 indicate that vocabulary size may correlate with reading, writing 
and listening skills.  

Vocabulary size tests and reading skills 
Various empirical studies have found significant correlations between 
reading and breadth (receptive) vocabulary size tests. For instance, studies 
by Laufer (1992) and Qian (1999) demonstrated a positive correlation 
between vocabulary size and reading comprehension. In Laufer’s study 
(1992), the Eurocentres Vocabulary Test (ECVT) and Vocabulary (VLT) 
were administered to 92 first-year university students. Laufer found that 
students’ scores in these tests correlated with reading comprehension at .75 
and .50, respectively. In Qian’s study (1999), version A of VLT was 
administered to 77 students of English as a second language (ESL) test (33 
Chinese speakers and 44 Korean) and compared with other ESL students’ 
scores in the reading comprehension subsection of the TOFEL test. Qian 
found a better correlation in his study as the correlation between the tests 
was almost .8. Some studies also showed that for adequate reading 
comprehension, learners may need 95% (Laufer 1989) or 98% lexical 
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coverage of the text (Hu & Nation 2000). Since learners need around 5,000 
(Laufer 1992) or 8,000 to 9,000 word families in order to read authentic 
texts with adequate comprehension (Nation, 2006) (see Section 1.3), 
vocabulary size is important for developing reading comprehension. 

Vocabulary size tests and listening skills 
Various empirical studies have proved a strong relationship between L2 
vocabulary size and reading skills, whereas a few other studies have focused 
on the role of vocabulary in developing listening skills. Some showed that 
vocabulary size was moderately associated with listening, for instance, in 
Stahr (2008). In Milton, Wade & Hopkins’s study (forthcoming), two 
breadth vocabulary size measures, X-Lex and A-Lex, and the IELTS test 
were administered to 29 English foreign language learners in order to 
investigate the relationship between these tests. They found a modest 
correlation between vocabulary size (X-Lex) and the listening components 
of IELTS (0.52). Also, the correlation between vocabulary size and listening 
ability was found to be lower in listening than in reading and writing (Beglar 
& Hunt 1999). However, other studies indicated a strong relationship and 
proposed that vocabulary size can play an essential role in L2 listening 
comprehension (Stahr, 2007). As previously mentioned, some linguists (e.g. 
Nation, 2006) have proposed that language learners need knowledge of 
around 5,000-7,000 word families in order to sufficiently understand spoken 
discourse and to attain 98% coverage to comprehend a text properly. It, 
therefore, seems that there is a significant relationship between receptive 
vocabulary size and listening ability. 

Vocabulary size tests and writing skills 
Several studies have used different methods to explore the correlation 
between vocabulary size and writing ability (e.g. Astika 1993; Laufer & 
Nation 1995; Laufer 1998) and found a strong correlation between the two. 
For example, Laufer & Nation (1995) reported a strong correlation between 
learners’ productive vocabulary and their Lexical Frequency Profile. 
Another study conducted by Albrechtesen, Haastrup & Henriksen (2008) 
established a strong correlation between receptive vocabulary size tests and 
the strength of written compositions.  

It may, hence, be concluded that as learners’ knowledge of vocabulary 
increases, so too does their ability to handle language skills (Stahr 2008); as 
a result, they gain more fluency (Hilton 2007). In addition, vocabulary size 
tests are an important tool to check the vocabulary size that is needed for 
adequate reading and listening comprehension as well as written composition.  
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Vocabulary size tests 
Several vocabulary size tests have been designed to be used as part of a 
placement test and to estimate the extent of students’ lexical knowledge. 
They are deemed diagnostic tests because there is a relationship between 
students’ vocabulary size and their performance in language skills 
(Anderson & Freebody 1981). This means that L2 learners who have a large 
vocabulary perform better than those with a limited vocabulary.  

In this section, we will concentrate on five vocabulary breadth 
(receptive) tests: Joint Entrance Test (JET), EVST, X-Lex, the Vocabulary 
Level Test (VLT) and XK-Lex.  

JET 

The traditionally styled JET was used by Eurocentres (an international 
English language teaching and learning organisation) in order to grade 
students and place them in suitable classes. JET was a comprehensive test 
comprising grammar, reading and listening comprehension tests and an oral 
interview (Meara & Jones 1990). For instance, it took a long time to 
administer (around an hour and a half) and was marked manually (Meara 
1990). 

 

EVST  

EVST is a computerised vocabulary test. It was developed in response to a 
commission from Eurocentres which needed a diagnostic test to reduce 
demands on staff time (Read 2000).  

The advantages of EVST which encouraged its adoption included 
(Meara 1990; Meara & Jones 1990) were the following. 

• It could be administered and completed in approximately 10 to 15 
minutes. 

• The scores were calculated automatically at the end of the test, 
which was computer based. 

• It did not need any effort from teachers to check and calculate the 
students’ score, thus saving teachers’ time and simplifying the 
placement procedure. 

• A large number of words could be measured in a short period of 
time because of the straightforwardness of the task. 

• The scores were easy to understand and interpret.  
Among the numerous studies which have proven the validity of EVST 

are those of Laufer (1989; 1992), Meara & Jones (1988) and Read (1988).  
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Despite the clear advantages of EVST, a large number of teachers and 
researchers have hesitated to use it (Zimmerman 2004). It is argued that 
scores of low proficiency L2 learners are likely to be unreliable because 
they are unable to distinguish between real and fake words, which leads 
them to respond in unpredictable ways (Read 2000). It is also hard to 
administer the test to many testees at once because it needs a lot of 
preparation and many computers (Read 2000). A further technical drawback 
of EVST is that it is based on DOS, which results in poor visualisation and 
layout, and neither the results nor the test itself can be printed out.  

VLT 

The VLT was developed by Paul Nation in the early 1980s and was 
distributed for free in two publications (Nation 1983, 1990). This test has 
been used in vocabulary research and language measurement and is 
commonly used to examine the passive vocabulary knowledge of English 
both as a foreign and second language (Nation 1983). Numerous scholars 
have reported the virtues of VLT; for example, Paul Meara (1996a:38) calls 
it “the nearest thing we have to a standard test in vocabulary”.  

Among the numerous studies which have investigated the validity and 
reliability of VLT are those by Read (1998) and Schmitt (2001). Based on 
these studies, we may conclude that VLT performs reliably and that its 
reliability coefficient was very high in both studies (above .90); for example, 
in Read’s study, it was between .91 and .94, and in Schmitt’s between .92 
and .96.  

The characteristics of VLT are: 
• The items used in the test and in the definitions were easier than 

the words being tested. 
• It was paper-and-pencil based; therefore, it was easy and fast to 

administer (Beglar & Hunt 1999). 
• The format of the test, which required the testee to match words 

with definitions, minimised guesswork (Read 2000). 
• It was quick and easy to score, could be readily photocopied, 

needed no special equipment and gave a more comprehensive 
picture of a learner’s vocabulary than most other tests (Schmitt et 
al. 2001, p. 72). 

On the other hand, the VLT presented some shortcomings: 
• There was a large gap between the levels which the test measured, 

particularly between levels 5 and 10. It did not measure vocabulary 
from levels 6, 7, 8, and 9. The meanings or definitions were stated 
unclearly, which could confuse examinees (Read 1988). 

• It tested one common meaning, whereas high-frequency words 
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often have numerous common meanings and many entries in the 
dictionary (Beglar & Hunt 1999). Students may have known some 
of those meanings, but not all. 

X-Lex 

X-Lex is one of the breadth (receptive) vocabulary tests developed by Meara 
& Milton (2003a) for use by teachers and school managers who need a fast 
test to determine the level in the English language of learners of school age. 
It was designed to be used as a level test (to show if a learner is at a suitable 
level to take, for instance, Cambridge PET exams), a placement test (to 
place students at the right level) and a progress test (to evaluate their 
improvement towards precise targets). It tests learners’ passive knowledge 
of lexical and structural vocabulary in the first five thousand most frequent 
words (Meara & Milton 2003a).  

The format of the X-Lex is a computerised yes/no test where 120 words 
(100 real and 20 fake) are presented. The following are among the 
distinguishing characteristics of X-Lex according to Meara & Milton 
(2003a). 

• The test takes a short time to complete (about 10 minutes). 
• There are two versions of X-Lex: paper and pencil based, and 

computer based. 
• It illustrates learners’ frequency profiles at each of the five 

vocabulary bands by presenting a diagram at the end of the test. 
• It is designed to deliver different items (words) of the test each time 

that it is run. This property allows learners to do the test again and 
reduces the probability of cheating affecting the scores when 
learners do the test in the same room in a single sitting. 

• It is computer based and keeps an automatic record of the score for 
everyone who finishes the test. 

• It provides a general guideline to illustrate how scores on X-Lex 
equate to scores on other tests such as TOEFL, IELTS, and 
Language National Standards.  

• It is the first computer-based vocabulary breadth test in colour 
because it runs on windows. 

This test is aimed at L2 learners whose knowledge is below the first 
5,000 word families.  

4.5 XK-Lex 

In response to the limitations of earlier vocabulary tests, XK-Lex has been 
developed by Milton (forthcoming) for use as placement and diagnostic test 
to measure learners’ passive knowledge. One of its characteristics is that it 
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can measure learners with either low or high vocabulary size. 
The format of XK-Lex is a paper and pencil yes/no test which 

comprises 12 columns, each containing ten words and each of which 
represents one level of frequency, except that two of the columns include 
only fake words. The test simply requires learners to tick any word which 
they already know and leave all unknown words unchecked. The following 
are some of the properties of XK-Lex. 

• It is a paper-and-pencil test, so it needs no equipment or computers. 
• It allows learners to come back and check what they have done.  
• It tests a wide range of levels, allowing the assessment of learners 

from small to large vocabulary size. 
• It is easy to administer and construct. 
• There is no gap between the levels being tested. 
• It can test a large number of words and participants in a short time.  

Conclusion 
We can conclude that vocabulary size is considered a good predictor of 
language proficiency in a foreign language. Furthermore, there appears to 
be a correlation between vocabulary size and language proficiency in 
general, and several research outcomes indicate that there is a link between 
vocabulary size and an L2 learner’s reading, listening and writing skills. 
Several vocabulary size tests are available, such as EVST, VLT and X-Lex, 
which are used to measure the breadth of students’ (receptive) vocabulary 
knowledge.  

A new vocabulary size test has been developed, called XK-Lex test, 
which seems to have overcome the limitations of the earlier vocabulary size 
tests. However, I shall dedicate another article to the study of XK-Lex’s 
reliability and validity. Its reliability will be checked by using parallel forms 
and split-half analyses, while its validity will be explored by focusing on 
three types of validity, namely concurrent, construct and predictive. Once 
the XK-Lex test is validated and its reliability has been proved, we shall be 
able to conclude that the XK-Lex test may be used as a level diagnostic, 
placement or progress test.  
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CHAPTER 2 

COMMON SPELLING ERRORS  
OF OMANI COLLEGE STUDENTS 

BY ANNIE B. DOMEDE 
 
 
 
Abstract: According to Caravolas, Hulme, & Snowling (2001) and 
Treiman (1998), one of the most important components of writing at the 
single-word level is spelling.1 This means that students should have the 
basic knowledge of how to correctly write a word before they can 
construct a correct sentence. When students struggle with spelling, they 
tend to write less as they find it difficult to express their ideas on paper. 
As such, it is imperative to analyse the most common spelling mistakes 
made by students so that adequate corrective measures may be taken to 
enhance their writing. This study looks into the spelling errors made by 
post-foundation students of Al Musanna College of Technology (ACT), 
Sultanate of Oman, and seeks to classify said errors using Cook’s four 
categories, namely omission, substitution, insertion, and transposition. It 
also examines the difference in the frequency of spelling errors per gender. 
Further, this paper tries to find out the possible causes of these spelling 
errors so as to create a corpus of information that can be used in teaching 
to address the issue. The data analysed for this study are from the written 
outputs of 53 females and 38 males who are in their advanced diploma 
level.  
The results showed that errors by substitution are the most frequent. 
Conversely, transposition errors are the least common. The results also 
showed that females are less prone to commit spelling errors than their 
male counterparts. The irregularity of English spelling is one of the 
reasons why students commit spelling errors. As there are often 
exceptions in English spelling (e.g. in the case of the schwa and silent 
letters), students found it hard at times to write the target words. It also 
transpired that the respondents relied on a one-to-one approach or 
phoneme-grapheme correspondence when they spelt English words 
(which led to substitution or errors by omission). Moreover, the 

 
1 T.C. Pollo, R. Treiman, and B. Kessler, Three perspectives on spelling development. 
US: Washington University in St. Louis, n.d. 


