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Abstract

This thesis explores how learners of Russian as a foreign language assess and categorize their 
own knowledge of individual words. We start with a brief statement of our intentions and 
outline how this thesis develops. The first chapter reviews general research on self-assessment 
in second language acquisition showing contradictory opinions on the use of this approach. 
Some scholars report positive correlations between self-assessment and other types of 
assessment, whilst others appear to be sceptical about implementing self-assessment in second 
language acquisition. This chapter also reviews scarce research on self-assessment in L2 
vocabulary acquisition pointing at the limitations of the self-assessment instruments used.

Chapter 2 discusses a self-assessment methodology (VKS) suggested by Paribakht and 
Wesche (1993). We point out that all the major work that has been carried out on self- 
assessment of L2 lexical knowledge (its breadth and depth) depended on one tool which is 
VKS. Chapter 2 offers a detailed analysis of the VKS approach used by Paribakht and 
Wesche themselves and its modified versions applied by some other researchers. We discuss a 
number of reasons explaining why VKS might not be the right approach in measuring L2 
lexical knowledge.

Chapters 3 through 8 report the empirical research which was carried out to explore how 
Russian L2 learners categorize their own knowledge of words. We were interested to 
investigate whether learners’ ways of measuring and categorizing their own knowledge of 
words would mirror the self-assessment categories devised by Paribakht and Wesche in terms 
of number and type of categories. We ran a series of 6 case studies (2 small group studies 
followed by 4 single subject studies). In each study, we used the same basic procedure which 
required participants to arrange Russian words, presented on individual cards, into groups 
according to how well they knew them. They were asked to describe in detail each of the 
categories within the classifications they created.

In studies 6 through 8, we also investigated whether exposure to targeted words via reading 
would influence the way learners categorise their knowledge of those words. Within this 
issue, we also discuss re-location of words among the categories suggested at different times 
of testing.

We conclude that learners’ categorization o f their own lexical knowledge is much more 
complex and varied than suggested by the levels within the VKS methodology. We also point 
out that learners’ classification systems are very unstable with individual lexical items 
constantly moving between perpetually changing categories as learners’ knowledge changes.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Statement of the Intentions

In this thesis, we intend to explore self-assessment (including self-measurement and self­

categorization) in L2 vocabulary acquisition and testing. Self-assessment in L2 lexical 

acquisition is a worthwhile area of research due to a number of reasons. First of all, it should 

be noted that the purpose of self-assessment testing is to make learners aware of positive and 

negative trends within their L2 lexical knowledge. To put it simply, using a self-assessment 

approach regularly L2 learners became aware of how well they know words and what gaps in 

their lexical knowledge they have to fill in. In other words, L2 learners self-monitor the 

development of their own lexical knowledge. The feedback received via self-assessment 

enables them to make judgements about the accuracy of their lexical performance and 

generally about the state of their L2 vocabulary knowledge. In this sense, self-assessment 

promotes vocabulary acquisition, in general and might be considered as a supplement or even 

alternative to an external assessment.

This suggests that self-assessment in L2 lexical acquisition is a worthwhile area of research. 

However, despite the apparent importance of this approach, there has not been much work 

carried out on self-assessment in vocabulary testing. Although there is a fair amount of 

research dedicated to self-assessment in second/foreign language acquisition, self-assessment 

of lexical knowledge does not seem to receive much attention in the field.

All these explain our interest towards the self-assessment approach in L2 vocabulary 

acquisition and define the topic of this research.

Initially, we set out to investigate whether learners of Russian would be able to accurately 

assess their own knowledge of selected Russian words. Our first empirical study (later 

regarded as a pilot study and reported in Appendix) aimed to establish validity and reliability 

o f L2 learners’ self-assessment in testing their vocabulary knowledge. As noted earlier we 

were interested to explore this issue due to a relative shortage of research into the issue of L2 

lexical self-assessment and rather controversial results reported from the use of this approach.
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The results obtained in the pilot study, reported in Appendix, indicated that learners of 

Russian effectively carried out an assessment of their own lexical knowledge and provided 

correct and accurate information regarding their knowledge of the words tested.

The study did not just illustrate the effectiveness of L2 lexical self-assessment but also 

revealed learners’ ability to describe their knowledge of words. From that point we were 

interested to further investigate how Russian L2 learners describe and categorize their 

knowledge of words. This has never been explored in other research in the field. However, the 

importance of this data seems obvious since it might assist in understanding how lexical self- 

assessment is carried out. Furthermore, we believe that self-assessment used as a diagnostic 

instrument might provide some valuable data in regards to how L2 words are acquired and 

stored in the mental lexicon. In other words, the information collected via self-classification 

of L2 vocabulary knowledge might shed light on how this knowledge forms and develops.

This determined our decision to expand the focus of our research and explore how Russian L2 

learners categorize their own knowledge of words. We planned a series of case studies to 

investigate this issue. Whilst exploring these questions we noticed that learners’ descriptions 

of their knowledge of the target words change over time, with some of the target words 

relocating among the changing self-assessment categories. Having recorded that, we were 

interested to establish whether further exposure to the target lexical items, for example via 

reading, would lead to further changes in learners’ categorization systems of their vocabulary 

knowledge.

We felt that the repeated longitudinal case study was the right method to investigate whether 

repeated exposure to particular words would lead to considerable changes in the number and 

types o f learners’ self-assessment categories. Via this method, we also intended to trace 

possible movements of words between the self-rate categories (the issue that surfaced earlier 

in our research) and determine patterns of these re-locations. We were interested to further 

explore this issue since we recorded some kind of links between changes in learners’ self­

categorization systems created at different times of testing and changes in their vocabulary 

knowledge. In other words, we assumed that the data collected by means of self-assessment 

might provide some insight into how L2 words are acquired and pro/regress in the mental 

lexicon.



1.2 Aims of the thesis

There are two main aims of this research. The first aim is to investigate whether the 

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale devised by Paribakht and Wesche can be used as an ultimate 

self-assessment instrument for measuring breadth and depth of word knowledge. The second 

aim of this study is to explore how L2 learners assess the quality of their own knowledge of 

words. The additional aim of this research is to analyse how knowledge of words acquired 

changes over time. The more general aim of this thesis is to contribute to research on L2 

vocabulary acquisition and assessment.

1.3 Outline of the thesis

The thesis can be divided into three main parts: Literature Review (Chapters 1 and 2); 

Experimental studies (Chapters 3 through 8); Discussion and conclusion (Chapters 9 and 10).

In the first part, Chapter 1 explains our intentions in undertaking this research. It also presents 

the background for this thesis by summarizing the existing studies on self-assessment in L2 

learning, and in vocabulary testing in particular. Chapter 2 reviews Paribakht and Wesche’s 

studies which use the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale self-assessment methodology devised by 

the authors themselves. It also analyses several highly cited studies by other scholars who 

employ Paribakht and Wesche’s self-assessment methodology in their research.

The second part of the thesis presents the experimental studies. Chapter 3 explains our choice 

of the case study methodology administered in this research. It also reports on the first study 

carried out to investigate how L2 learners assess and categorise their own knowledge of 

words.

Chapter 4 unveils the second experimental study which investigates how L2 learners self­

measure their knowledge of multiple meaning senses of polysemous words.

Chapter 5 reports on the third experimental study which investigates in detail how an 

individual L2 learner measures and classifies his knowledge of 200 target words.

Chapters 6 and 7 explore in detail via the fourth and fifth experimental studies respectively, 

how an individual learner evaluates and categorises their knowledge of 200 words extracted
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from an original Russian story. In these chapters, we also investigate how a learner’s 

knowledge of words develops over time after vocabulary input through reading.

Chapter 8 reports on the repeated longitudinal study carried out to investigate (in further detail 

and over a longer period of time) the issues raised in the previous studies. We use self­

categorization to explore how a learner’s word knowledge develops over the four subsequent 

sessions of reading.

In the final part of the thesis, Chapter 9 discusses the findings of the experimental studies and 

their implications, and speculates on the issues raised in this thesis. It focuses on the ways L2 

learners self-assess and classify their knowledge of words, emphasising complexity and 

instability of learners’ own self-assessment categorizations. It speculates on what should be 

considered within lexical self-assessment methodologies in light of the findings of this 

research. It discusses the process of development of L2 lexical knowledge.

Chapter 10 summarizes the findings of this thesis.

The Appendix presents a pilot study into the self-assessment of L2 lexical knowledge. The 

findings of that pilot study determined the framework of our research.

1.4 Background

1.4.1 Self-assessment in L2 learning

Self-assessment in language learning is known for contradictory empirical results obtained 

from using this approach. Indeed, the question of validity and reliability of self-assessment in 

second/foreign language testing has been discussed for decades.

Generally speaking, in second language testing, all research that administered self-assessment 

as a measuring instrument can be divided into two groups. The first group is represented by 

those who report a good match between self-assessment and actual assessment results (Van 

Passel, 1974; Oskarsson, 1978; Von Elek, 1982; LeBlanc and Pinchaud, 1985). The other 

group of researchers claims that self-assessment provides inaccurate information in regards to 

the learners’ language knowledge and skills with a tendency for over-estimating (Oscarson,



1989; Boud, 1995; Janssen-van Dieten, 1989; Peirce, Swain and Hart, 1993). It has been 

claimed that the accuracy of learners’ self-assessment depends on their level of proficiency 

(Oskarsson, 1984; Ross, 1998; Heilenman, 1990), the language skill/area being measured 

(Evers, 1981; Raasch, 1979; Anderson, 1982; Strong-Klause, 2000), the wording of the 

questionnaire (LeBlanc and Painchaud, 1985), the type of self-evaluation exercise (Pierce, 

Swain and Hart, 1993; Strong-Klause, 2000) and learners’ cultural background (Anderson, 

1982; Blanche, 1988; Strong-Klause, 2000).

In second language proficiency, self-assessment has mostly been used as an evaluating 

instrument for the four language skills (Raasch, 1979; Heindler, 1980; Oskarsson, 1980; Fok 

et.al, 1981; von Elek, 1981; Rea, 1981; Anderson, 1982; LeBlanc and Painchaud, 1985; 

Blanche and Merino, 1989; McNamara and Deane, 1995) or one or some of them: speaking, 

reading and listening (Evers, 1981), speaking and reading (Palmer and Bachman, 1981), 

listening and speaking (Ferguson, 1978), speaking (Holec, 1979; Ferris, 1982, Blanche,

1986), reading (Brantmeier, 2006; Wan-a-rom, 2010), listening (Buck, 1992). In most of these 

studies, self-assessment involved answering a questionnaire on the language knowledge 

and/or the ability to use this knowledge. Emphasizing the importance of accurate self- 

assessment for learners’ autonomy, Blanche and Merino (1989) provide a detailed account of 

research on self-evaluation of foreign language skills. It is clearly apparent from their 

summary of research that questionnaires were the main type of self-testing instruments used 

in L2 assessment: Raasch, 1979; Ferguson, 1978; Palmer and Bachman, 1981; Anderson, 

1982; Fok, 1981 and others. Barrow et al. (1999) administered a self-checking survey as a 

questionnaire modification. The second common form of self-assessment seems to be 

accounted to self-rating scales/forms: Holec, 1979; Ferris, 1982; von Elek, 1981; Rea, 1981; 

Achara, 1980 and others. The scoring scales for questionnaires and self-rating scales are 

normally based on a 5 (rarely 7 or 10) point scale. In most instances, when the language skills 

are self-assessed, these points are awarded on the following terms: (5points) I can do it all the 

time; (4points) I can do this most of the time; (3) I can do this half the time; (2) I can seldom 

do this; (1) I can never do this (LeBlanc, 1985; Oskarsson, 1978; Lewkowicz and Moon,

1985). These terms seem quite vague. For instance, it does not appear easy to differentiate 

between the cases when 3 or 2 points are given. Another type of scoring scale (though still 5- 

point) was suggested by LeBlanc (1985) who asked learners to indicate up to what point they 

feel they can complete a certain activity in speaking, writing, listening and reading. This also
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seems confusing since language activities might be multi structured.

Oscarson (1989) provides his summary of self- assessment techniques and materials. He notes, 

the following: J
a) progress cards and other record keeping devices. As an example, he describes personal 

test cards on which a learner ticks off each language activity once they are confident 

they can complete it;

b) questionnaires, rating scales and check-lists aiming at overall assessment of perceived 

ability levels. As an example, he illustrates Oskarsson’s rating scale (1980) on which 

the learner ticks the level he thinks is appropriate to his own abilities. Another 

example is from Raasch (1970): a check-list on which the user indicates their ability to 

cope with the situation by ticking off one of the four suggested levels of abilities;

c) diaries and log books suggested by Carver and Dickinson (1981) and Scharer (1983);

d) video and audio cassettes for purposes of oral skills self-assessment undertaken by 

Ferris (1983) and Oskarsson (1984);

e) computer-assisted assessment which is currently becoming a more and more popular 

type of self-evaluation in language training and testing.

The author outlines a justification for adopting self-assessment principles in language 

training. A number of researchers suggest using self-assessment for placement purposes. 

LeBlanc and Painchaud (1985) report a series of experiments which led to the use of self- 

assessment as a placement test. They argue that self-assessment questionnaires covering the 

four basic skills can replace a proficiency test in a second language. Each of the four parts of 

their questionnaire (Listening, Reading, Speaking and Writing) included 10 statements graded! 

for difficulty level. Learners were required to read each of the 40 statements and indicate their 

abilities on the scale ranging from 1 (“I cannot do this at all”) to 5 (“I can do this all the 

time”). In subsequent experiments, LeBlanc and Painchaud increased the number of 

statements in their self-assessment questionnaire testing listening and reading skills. They also 

changed the original statements in such a way that they became closely related to the learners’ 

situations as second language users. That was reported to considerably improve correlations 

between self-assessment and standardized proficiency tests for listening and reading. Thus, 

according to LeBlanc and Painchaud, the factor that influences the accuracy of language 

learners’ self-assessment is well-formulated (with good descriptors) linguistic situations.



Generally, they report that self-assessment proved to be a very valuable tool as a placement 

instrument. Furthermore, the authors point out that given knowledge of the purpose of 

placement exams and their role in determining the level of instruction, learners do not see any 

reason for falsifying self-evaluation of their language abilities.

Strong-Klause (2000) also investigates the use of self-assessment for placement purposes. Her 

study aimed to determine which types of tasks within a self-assessment instrument should be 

used to best predict placement in a language course. Similar to Pierce, Swain and Hart (1993) 

the author found that “the most specific tasks proved to have significant predictive power with 

the placement exams” (p. 5 9) She also reports that out of the four language skills being self­

assessed, the speaking self-assessment appeared to be the best predictor, while the reading 

self-assessment turned out to be the worst. These findings are contrary to the results reported 

by Evers (1981) who names listening as the least accurately self-assessed skill, Anderson 

(1982) who claims that speaking and writing proved to be the least self-evaluated skills and 

Raasch (1979) who reports that receptive skills were assessed more accurately than were 

productive skills.

Developing the ideas raised in LeBlanc and Painchaud (1985)’s study, North (2000) 

elaborates “concrete task-based descriptors”. The author presents a list of points which, he 

claims, make a descriptor work. They are: positiveness (positive formulation), definiteness 

(descriptors should describe concrete tasks or features), clarity (descriptors should be 

transparent), brevity and independence (descriptors should describe a criterion behavior). 

Furthermore, North involves a learner in developing a language portfolio which includes a 

self-assessment checklist with the self-perceived information on their language abilities.

Bachman and Palmer (1989) investigated an experimental self-rating test of communicative 

language abilities: grammatical competence, pragmatic competence and socio-linguistic 

competence. 116 non-native English speakers completed a 21-item multiple-choice self-rating 

test. They were asked to rate on a four-point scale (ranging from BAD to GOOD) their 

answers to the three question types: their ability to use each of the three traits, their difficulty 

in using the trait and the degree to which they were able to recognize the trait in input. The 

most effective, in terms of self-assessment responses, is reported to be question type 2 which 

is subjects’ perceived difficulty with various aspects of the language. As an overall
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conclusion, the authors claim that self-ratings can be reliable and valid measures of 

communicative language abilities.

Janssen-van Dieten (1989) compares a test of Dutch as a second language and a parallel 

version of that test in self-assessment format. The examples of self-assessment items are as 

follows: Do you think you can complete this personal questionnaire (name, place of 

residence, nationality, etc.)? Look at the parking sign. Do you think you can complete this 

sentence correctly? This self-assessment test resembles Von Elek’s self-assessment test of 

Swedish as a second language (1985). Similar to Von Elek’s test, Janssen-van Dieten’s self- 

assessment test offers three optional answers: YES (I can), I am not quite sure and NO. A 

scoring method applied by Von Elek scored the option “I am not sure” as either “yes” or “no” 

depending on the criterion score on that item. A scoring method used by Janssen-van Dieten 

awarded the “yes” choice with two points and “I am not sure” -w ith one point. However, 

Janssen-van Dieten states that he applied Von Elek’s scoring method afterwards in order to 

compare the correlation coefficients between the two studies. Unlike Von Elek’s conclusions, 

Janssen-van Dieten reports that “both sets of correlation coefficients were too low to call the 

self-assessments valid predictors of criterion scores” (p.3 8)

Peirce, Swain and Hart (1993) investigate validity and reliability of self-assessment in French 

immersion programs. A detailed self-assessment questionnaire and French proficiency tests 

were administered to the immersion students. The subjects were asked to assess their own 

French language skills against the two benchmarks: “francophone peers” and difficulties of 

specific everyday tasks conducted in French. Within Francophone peer benchmark, subjects 

were asked to indicate how they would compare their 4 main language skills in French to 

those of a native speaker. The options on the self-assessment scale were: about the same 

(3points), somewhat worse (2points) and much worse (lpoint). For difficulty with specific 

tasks benchmark, participants were required to indicate their abilities on the scale ranging 

from 1 (“Not at all”) to 5 (“Without any difficulty”). The results are reported to have revealed 

weak correlation between self-assessments and objective measures of foreign language 

proficiency.

Ferguson (1978) examines three tests of self-assessment of oral skills. Check-lists contained 

the following types of questions: Can you ask and tell the time of day, date...? Can you order



a simple meal? Are there grammatical features of the language which you try to avoid? etc. 

Learners were required to tick a box if their answer to the question was positive. The results 

of the self-assessment tests were reported to be well correlated with those of the listening 

comprehension test (r=0.87), but less well with the speaking assessment (r=0.39).

Ross (1998) reviews research on self-assessment in language testing. The combined meta­

analysis conducted by Ross summarizes the relationship between 60 correlations reported in 

the research literature. Ross analyses studies in which four second language skill areas were 

correlated with the self-assessment scales (Bachman and Palmer, 1981; Buck, 1992; Blanche 

and Merino, 1989 and others). Ross also reports the results of an empirical analysis of 

validity of a self-assessment instrument. 236 learners of English as a foreign language 

completed self-assessment of their English language skills. The results were correlated with 

those provided on the achievement test. Contrastive multiple regression analyses revealed 

differential validities for self-assessment compared to teacher assessment. Ross concludes that 

the accuracy of learners’ self-assessment is influenced by the degree of learners’ experience 

with the language skill self-assessed.

Brantmeier (2006) reviews studies on self-assessment of L2 learning abilities. She concludes 

that generally these studies (Oscarson, 1978; Krausert (1991); Hargan (1994), Birckbichler et 

al. (1993); Deville and Deville (1999); Brantmeier (2005) and others) support the use of self- 

assessment “as an indicator of second language abilities” (p. 19). Brantmeier also discusses the 

results of her research project in which she tests the reliability of self-assessment of L2 

reading skills by using a questionnaire. 71 advanced L2 learners of Spanish read a short story 

and completed three different comprehension assessment tasks. Self-assessment of L2 reading 

ability was measured before and after the reading via a 5-point scale. The Pre-reading self- 

assessment questionnaire was taken from Birckbichler et al. (1993) and Deville and Deville 

(1999), with the typical options: a) not very well at all; b) not very well; c) OK; d) well; e) 

very well. The post-reading self-assessment questionnaire was taken from Schraw et al.

(1995): “I found the passage I just read easy to understand”, with the 5 options to choose 

from: a) I strongly disagree; b) I disagree; c) I somewhat agree; d) I agree; e) I strongly agree, 

and from Tobias and Everson (1998): “How much of the passage did you understand?” with 

the following 5 options: a) I did not understand very much at all; b) I did not understand very 

much; c) I understood some of it; d) I understood most of it; e) I understood all of it.



The author reports that advanced learners failed to accurately estimate their L2 reading 

abilities which contradict earlier findings discussed in the paper. She states in conclusion that 

the results o f her study highlight the need for “a more contextualized and criterion-referenced 

self-assessment instrument”.

Rivers (2001) and Tseng et al. (2006) explored self-assessment from a psychological 

perspective. Rivers analyzed self-directed language learning behaviours of L3 learners. The 

study was based on the survey data collected from the students. All learners were reported to 

accurately assess their progress, learning styles, strategy preferences, and conflicts with 

teaching styles. Learners were found to demonstrate “a high tendency towards learner 

autonomy, requesting ...changes to every aspect of the course” (p.287)

Dickinson (1987) argues that self-assessment in Language learning is both “possible and 

desirable”. She emphasizes the importance of self-assessment within self-monitoring in 

language training since it enables learners to make judgments about the accuracy of their 

performance.

Summarizing research on self-assessment in second language proficiency, it should be noted 

that despite controversial results received from its administering, most researchers agree that 

self-assessment is an important means for the development of learners’ autonomy. Described 

by many scholars as a powerful learner-directed assessment tool, self-assessment is claimed 

to “highten learner awareness of personal strength and weaknesses, and to promote language 

acquisition” (Ekbatani, 2000). In regards to implementing self-assessment into the language 

acquisition process as an alternative or supplement to the objective testing, most scholars 

emphasize the need for improvement of self-assessment forms/tools in terms of the 

questions/statements proposed in questionnaires/self-rating scales/checklists as well as 

changes in scoring scales accompanying them.

Conclusion. As seen from the survey of research in self-assessment, most of the studies 

focused on the issues of learners’ self-evaluation of their language skills: reading, writing, 

speaking and listening. It is readily apparent that these main language skills are based on the 

knowledge of words. Therefore, it would be interesting to see how self-assessment of 

vocabulary knowledge is carried out.



1.4.2 Self-assessment in L2 vocabulary testing.

1.4.2.1 Review of different approaches and types of lexical self-assessment

Generally speaking, there has been a relative shortage of research on the issue of L2 

vocabulary self-assessment. In particular, a relatively small amount of research has been 

conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of self-assessment instruments used in testing 

learners’ vocabulary knowledge.

As noted by Oskarsson (1980), the most common (traditional) form of self-assessment of 

learners’ word knowledge consists of ordinary “paper-and-pencil” or their computer version 

vocabulary (often multiple-choice) tests scored by learners themselves with the help of an 

answer key and self-scoring answer sheets.

Most research implementing self-assessment as a measurement instrument for testing L2 

learners’ knowledge of words administered a checklist approach. Within this approach, 

learners are required to check or indicate whether they know each of the words on the word 

list. Read (1988) emphasizes the simplicity of the checklist approach. He writes: “ .. .it strips 

away irrelevant task demands that may make it difficult for.. .readers.. .to show what they 

know.” (p.23). Another advantage of the checklist approach is considered to be its capability 

to cover a wide range of words. Non-words are often included into the word list to control the 

problem of over-estimating. Nation (1990) notes the checklist with non-words proved to be 

efficient and useful in testing the vocabulary size.

Barrow et al. (1999) administer a self-checking type familiarity survey of words in an attempt 

to establish which English words are unfamiliar to the Japanese learners. Their study also 

aimed to investigate the validity and practicality of the familiarity survey as a measurement of 

vocabulary knowledge. They asked 1283 Japanese students of English to indicate whether 

they knew the word on the vocabulary list. The results showed that learners had a tendency to 

over-estimate their own vocabulary knowledge when using a self-checking list of words.

Laufer and Yano (2001) investigate how accurately learners can assess their understanding of 

words and which factors affect this accuracy. 106 learners of English as a foreign language 

from China, Japan and Israel took part in the research. The study consisted of three stages.
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At stage 1, subjects were required to read a text and complete the self-assessment form. They 

were asked to rate their understanding of each of the 20 target words on a scale from 0 to 2 (0- 

don’t understand; 1- understand approximately; 2-fully understand). At stage 2, the target 

word understanding was checked via translation/explanation test. Stage 3 repeated stage 1. 

Subjects’ scores from stage 2 were compared against the self-assessment scores obtained at 

stages 1 and 3. The authors report over-estimation in learners’ comprehension of the target 

words. They also found that this over-evaluation was related to the level o f subjects’ lexical 

knowledge as well as their cultural backgrounds.

Wan-a-rom (2010) reports the results of the case study investigating how five Thai learners of 

English self-assessed their own word knowledge in a graded reading text. In the trial session, 

the checklist was administered to 96 students who were supposed to assess their knowledge of 

the 94 content words. It had three options for learners to choose from: Yes, Not sure and No. 

The checklist was reported to provide the materials used in the main study. In the main study, 

students read a text and carried out text-based self-assessment of certain words in the text. 

They were asked to identify the unknown words in the text they had read. Observation, 

interviews and a translation test were used to investigate how self-assessment was performed 

by each of the five subjects. Wan-a-rom reports that all five learners acknowledged problems 

with the words they were not confident about. He notes that in most instances, those words 

were not identified as unknown which led to overestimating. Indeed, the overall results were 

reported to indicate that all the five learners overestimated their word knowledge when they 

carried out text-based self-assessment. Despite this, Wan-a-rom concludes that “the study 

provided evidence to support the value of self-assessment as an easy procedure to direct 

learners to an appropriate reading level” (p. 323)

Discussing a checklist format, Paribakht and Wesche (1996) point at its positive (easily 

administered, computerized, automated and self-scoring) and negative sides (unreliability, 

overestimation and lack of ability to test various aspects of word knowledge). Paribakht and 

Wesche (1996) also criticize descriptive scales used in second language acquisition “to guide 

rater judgments of vocabulary features”. They point at their ambiguous terminology and 

underlying concepts.

Meara and Buxton (1987) suggested a yes/no vocabulary test for L2 learners. In this study,



a multiple-choice test of vocabulary and a yes/no test were administered to 100 subjects. The 

yes/no test was based on 100 items with 40 non-words. The authors report that the yes/no test 

proved to be reliable in predicting those who passed the Cambridge First Certificate 

Examination. In conclusion, they state that the main advantage of yes/no tests is its ability to 

test a significant proportion of the words a learner is expected to know, which “reduces the 

risk of arbitrary sampling”(p.l50).

The idea of Yes/No tests was further developed by Meara and Jones (1990) and Meara and 

Milton (2003). Meara and Jones (1990) devised the Eurocentre’s Vocabulary Size Test which 

enables a learner’s knowledge of the most frequent 10000 words to be estimated. Meara and 

Milton (2003) designed X_Lex tests which provide an estimate of the words a learner knows 

out of the most frequent 5000 lemmatised words in each language. Each test includes 20 false 

words which help adjust a learner’s score for guessing and over-estimating.

In the studies reviewed in this section, self-assessment was used to measure the quantitative 

characteristics of learners’ L2 lexical knowledge or, in other words, to measure the size or 

breadth or range of a learner’s vocabulary. The qualitative features or depth of a learner’s 

word knowledge were not measured. According to Barrow et al. (1999), “measuring depth of 

(word) knowledge would require the use of more sophisticated recognition and elicitation 

(self-assessment) devices...” (p. 225).

Read (1989) emphasizes the importance of measuring depth as well as breadth of word 

knowledge. He carried out research into self-assessment of word knowledge via checklists 

and interviews with learners, followed by specific questions about each of the target words. 

Sixty target words of low frequency were offered to subjects in written checklist form. They 

were asked to indicate whether they knew the word, did not know or were not sure. In the 

interviews, subjects were required to “a) pronounce each word, b) explain what it meant,

c) identify the fields of study in which it belonged, d) name other words with which each was 

associated and e) indicate their knowledge of other forms of the word”. Paribakht and 

Wesche (1996) point out that though Read’s research provides valuable information for the 

development of vocabulary depth measures, no testing instrument was suggested.

Generally speaking, apart from the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) suggested by
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Paribakht and Wesche in 1993 (and developed over the period 1993- 1997) and its slight 

modifications made by a number of other researchers over time (Wolter, 2001; Rott, 2005; 

Folse, 2006; Zareva, 2007) there are no self-assessment instruments in second/foreign 

language acquisition which were claimed to measure depth of learners’ vocabulary 

knowledge. Paribakht and Wesche argue that their self-assessment tool can be used for 

measuring both breadth and depth of knowledge of words being acquired. If this is the case, 

Paribakht and Wesche’s Vocabulary Knowledge Scale might be regarded as a pioneering or 

revolutionary approach in second language vocabulary self-assessment. In fact, Paribakht and 

Wesche (1996; p.29) argue that their VKS “goes beyond the instruments currently available 

for naturalistic studies of vocabulary acquisition and instruction”.

In order to assess this claim, we need to understand the concept of depth in L2 vocabulary 

acquisition and assessment. We also need to be certain about the purpose and aims of self- 

assessment in L2 vocabulary testing. These rather important issues are considered in the 

sections that follow.

1.4.2.2 The purpose of self-assessment in L2 vocabulary testing.

Here we are discussing the purpose and aims of self-assessment in vocabulary testing. What is 

a lexical self-assessment test intended to achieve? We argue that the idea of lexical self- 

assessment is to assess the whole of knowledge about a word, i.e. to measure both breadth and 

depth.

As seen in the previous section, there are different ways of commencing self-assessment in L2 

vocabulary testing: self-scoring answer sheets, self-checking lists, word familiarity surveys, 

simple self-rating scales with typically three options (Known, Not Sure, Unknown). These 

types of L2 lexical self-assessment aim at establishing whether a particular word is known or 

unknown by the learner. They do not provide the learner with information on the qualities of 

that knowledge (i.e. do not measure vocabulary knowledge in depth). Though it is essential to 

assess size or breadth of a L2 learner’s vocabulary, it is equally important to establish how 

well the word is known. In our opinion, the L2 lexical self-assessment descriptive scales may 

be one of the possible forms of commencing lexical self-assessment comprehensively (i. e. 

measuring both breadth and depth). These self-evaluation instruments should be able to



establish how wide a learner’s vocabulary is, and at the same time inform the learner which 

areas of knowledge of a certain word they already possess and which areas require attention. 

In other words, these self-assessment methodologies should be able to embrace the whole of 

knowledge about each word tested.

Overall, we argue that L2 learners should carry out regular self-measurements (in size and 

depth) of their knowledge of the words which they acquire on a daily basis. These checks 

will highlight the areas of knowledge which need to be corrected or enhanced which, in turn, 

may accelerate the process of word acquisition in general. Emphasising the importance of 

self-measuring the depth of knowledge of acquired words it is important to be certain what 

the construct of depth implies.

In reality, the issue of “word knowledge depth” is not easy. One might ask: what does it 

imply? How well can the word be known? What are the constituents of “word knowledge”? 

Let us take a look at the concept of depth in L2 lexical acquisition in detail.

1.4.3 The concept of depth

Traditionally, in vocabulary acquisition, researchers distinguish between breadth and depth of 

word knowledge. In simple terms, breadth of vocabulary knowledge is determined by how 

many words are known, whilst depth of word knowledge is measured by how well these 

words are known (i.e. what is known about these words). The importance of distinguishing 

between these two concepts is shown in Meara and Wolter (2004; 95) “we might find learners 

with similar vocabulary sizes, but very different degrees o f organisation in their lexicons...”. 

While the concept of breadth of vocabulary knowledge does not seem to cause major disputes 

in the field, the concept and framework of vocabulary depth appear to be rather unclear.

Generally speaking, there is no consensus in contemporary vocabulary acquisition and 

assessment in regards to the definition of depth of word knowledge (as opposed to breadth). 

Though most scholars agree that lexical knowledge is a rather complex construct, the 

constituents and levels of vocabulary knowledge differ in various approaches. Moreover, as 

pointed by Nation (2001), there has been “enormous debate” about certain aspects of word 

knowledge that constitute the phenomenon “depth of lexical knowledge”.
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In fact, in L2 vocabulary acquisition, various aspects/kinds/types of word knowledge have 

been determined, such as: knowledge of meaning senses, ability to use, knowledge of 

syntactic properties, knowledge of different word forms and derivations, associative abilities 

and so forth (Cronbach, 1942; Evans et.al., 1986; Gass, 1989; Richards, 1976). Nation (1990) 

determines four dimensions of word knowledge: word’s form, word’s position, word’s 

meaning and word’s function. He also presents a list of eight word knowledge types:

1. The spoken form of a word; 2. The written form of the word; 3. The grammatical 

behavior of the word; 4. The collocational behavior of the word; 5. The frequency of 

the word; 6. The stylistic register constraints of the word; 7. The conceptual meaning 

of the word; 8. The associations the word has with other related words (pp.30-33).

Schmitt and Meara (1997) develop a word knowledge framework based on that list. They 

argue that vocabulary tests should be able to assess different aspects o f learners’ word 

knowledge rather than entirely focus on measuring their meaning knowledge.

Read (2000) investigated how well learners knew high-frequency English words (i.e. depth 

of learners’ word knowledge) by using a written version of the interview procedure described 

in his earlier work (1989). He tested various aspects of learners’ word knowledge including 

meanings, use, collocations and derived forms emphasizing the importance of establishing 

what knowledge of the target word the learners have.

Schmitt (1998) investigates this matter further. Exploring how individual words are acquired 

diachronically, he argues that it is vital to employ measurement procedures that can identify 

various degrees of lexical knowledge, and to involve tests of acquisition that are able to 

capture a wide range of word knowledge constituents, such as: spelling, associations, 

grammar forms, meaning senses, etc. Schmitt analyses two different ways of testing the 

depth of vocabulary knowledge: the developmental approach and dimension approach. 

Schmitt argues that there are advantages and disadvantages to both these approaches. Among 

the advantages of the developmental approach, he names the use of scales to describe the 

particular stages of acquisition of a word. However, at the same time, Schmitt emphasises that 

defining the stage boundaries within this approach might be vague and problematic. 

Furthermore, uneven intervals between the stages, ambiguity in determining the number of



stages required to describe the acquisition of a word, as well as lack of balanced attention to 

both receptive and productive knowledge within a scale, are mentioned as serious 

disadvantages of the developmental approach.

The dimension approach, on the contrary, receives mostly positive comments from Schmitt. 

He considers that describing word knowledge in terms of the eight categories suggested by 

Nation (1990; 30) as “the most complete and balanced” approach. It is interesting what 

characteristics of the dimension approach Schmitt names as advantages. First, it is 

comprehensiveness which implies that a researcher measures different aspects of knowledge 

of a word when assessing how well this word is known. However, at the same time, Schmitt 

notes that it could be time-consuming and quite complicated to test the knowledge of each of 

individual words according to all the parameters. Second, Schmitt notes that the dimension 

approach allows a researcher to test developmental sequence of various kinds of word 

knowledge.

The most elaborated taxonomy of what is involved in knowing a word was suggested by 

Nation (2001). In his latest classification (2001), Nation develops his earlier model of word 

knowledge (1990) subdividing its three main aspects: form, meaning and use into finer 

components. This is illustrated in Table 1-1.



Table 1-1: What is involved in knowing a word (Nation, 2001; 27)

FORM Spoken R What does the word sound like
's

P How is the word pronounced? j

Written R What does the word look like? J

P How is the word written and spelled?

Word Parts R What parts are recognisable in this word?

P What word parts are needed to express the 
meaning?

MEANING Form & Meaning R What meaning does this word form signal? j
P What word form can be used to express this j 

meaning?

Concepts & Referents R What is included in the concept? 1

P What items can the concept refer to? 1

Associations R What other words does this 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 words occur with this or

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

Constraints on use R
1

Where, when and how often would we expect to( 
meet this word?

P Where, when and how often can we use this wor

Some further consideration of Nation's categories is in order here.

Knowing the form of a word in Nation’s classification includes knowing its phonological 

form, its orthographic form and its morphological form. These three constituents of a word 

form are further subdivided into receptive (marked as R) and productive (marked as P) areas 

of knowledge each. Receptive knowledge about the spoken form of a word, for instance,



includes the ability to recognize the word when it is heard, while the productive knowledge of 

it includes the ability to pronounce the word correctly when required.

Similarly, the meaning aspect of word knowledge in Nation’s categorization is divided into 

the following three areas: form and meaning, concept and referents, and associations. Each of 

these areas is subdivided into two parts: receptive and productive. The form and meaning 

constituent indicates a close connection between these two types of lexical knowledge. It 

includes the ability to infer the meaning from the form (receptive knowledge) as well as the 

ability to select the right form to express a certain meaning (productive knowledge). The 

concept and referents element indicates the importance of a cultural dimension to the meaning 

which should be learned when the word is acquired. The associations component of the 

meaning aspect provides information for understanding relations among words in the lexicon 

which in turn might provide some insight into how the lexicon may be organized.

Finally, knowledge of how to use a word is also divided into three areas: grammatical 

functions, collocations and constraints on use. And again receptive and productive types of 

knowledge are determined in each of these areas. Grammatical functions include knowledge 

of what part of speech the word belongs to and “what grammatical patterns it can fit into” 

(2001; 55). Knowledge of collocations relates to understanding with what kind of words the 

target word is normally used and includes knowledge of patterns of collocations. And, finally, 

knowledge of constraints on word use concerns awareness of sociolinguistic factors that limit 

where and when particular words can be used.

As seen from the description, Nation’s classification of types of word knowledge is rather 

complex and rich. Indeed, a large number of qualities, 18 in total, are included in Nation’s 

framework of the construct “word knowledge”. This suggests that depth of word knowledge, 

as opposed to breadth, encapsulates all these categories determined by Nation and possibly 

more.

A different approach is offered by Daller et. al. (2007). These researchers describe word 

knowledge as a union of three main “dimensions”: breadth, depth and fluency. In this model, 

a fair amount of attention is paid to fluency as opposed to breadth and depth of word 

knowledge. This is a strange approach as it seems to imply that depth is “an aspect of passive 

word knowledge”. This would mean that the ability to use a word, which is one of the main
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aspects in Nation’s classification of word knowledge, is not considered to be a part of the 

framework of depth but fluency instead.

Reviewing research on second language vocabulary assessment, Milton (2009) points at the 

complexity and ambiguity of the concept of depth of word knowledge. He states that a variety 

of aspects of word knowledge can be included into the structure of this construct. However, at 

present, he continues, there is a lack of “clear, comprehensive and unambiguous definitions” 

of the concept of depth of word knowledge (2009; 150). Milton also points out that due to 

enormous complexity of lexical knowledge, a single test would not be able to measure all 

aspects of this construct, and multiple measures would be required instead.

There is also a viewpoint in vocabulary acquisition that depth of word knowledge or, at least 

the major part of it, should be considered as a network of links among words (Henriksen; 

1999). This is an attempt to find an answer to the question of how lexical units that construct 

the depth of word knowledge associate and interrelate with one another. These links have 

been investigated in numerous word association studies which explored either existing or 

simulated word association behaviour in L2 vocabulary acquisition (for example, Wilks, 

Meara and Wolter (2005); Wilks and Meara (2007)). Emphasising the existence of the close 

connection between breadth and depth of word knowledge, Vermeer (2001) states that “a 

deeper knowledge of words is the consequence of knowing more words, or ... the more words 

someone knows, the finer the networks and the deeper the word knowledge” (2001; 222).

This is an interesting assumption. Analysing different aspects (qualities) of word knowledge 

illustrated in Nation’s taxonomy (Table 1-1), it can be seen how such types of knowledge as 

“concepts and referents”, “associations”, “grammatical functions”, “collocations” and 

“constraints on use” might be based on the knowledge o f other words. However, word form 

and its components (“spoken form”, “written form” and “word parts”), as well as some 

qualities of the aspect o f meaning (“form and meaning” for instance), do not seem to depend 

on how well other words are known. Instead, these types of word knowledge are acquired by 

learning a word itself.

Having reviewed different approaches to depth of word knowledge we can clearly see that 

this construct is rather complex and multi-dimensional. This suggests that the adequate 

assessment of how well a certain word is known (i.e. depth of knowledge of this word) would 

imply evaluation or measurement of a large variety of aspects (types, qualities) that constitute



word knowledge. Having established that, we are now curious to investigate how depth of 

word knowledge is self-assessed and measured in L2 vocabulary acquisition and testing.

This is the target of our next chapter.
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CHAPTER TWO

Reviews of a number of studies that used the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale developed by 

Paribakht and Wesche (1993)

2.1. Reviews of VKS studies by Paribakht and Wesche

In the previous chapter, we discussed the concept of depth of word knowledge. We introduced 

different viewpoints on this rather complex construct. We highlighted the diversity of 

interpretations o f what it means to know a word. We considered Nation’s latest (2001) 

taxonomy of qualities of vocabulary knowledge noting that this classification appears to be 

the most elaborate and detailed model (suggested so far) of what might be included in the 

concept of depth.

Noting the enormous complexity of the concept of depth we raise the question of how depth 

of L2 lexical knowledge can be self-assessed and measured. Or is it generally possible to self- 

/measure the depth of knowledge of a particular word by means of a single scale? Indeed in 

order to obtain reliable information on how well (to what extent) a certain word is known, the 

whole range of qualities (types or aspects) that Nation includes in his concept of depth should 

be accurately self-/assessed.

When we look at other research on self-assessment in L2 vocabulary acquisition we 

immediately note that very little work has been carried out on this issue. Moreover, it appears 

that the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) devised by Paribakht and Wesche in 1993 is the 

only elaborated self-assessment instrument which claims to measure the quality or depth of 

L2 word knowledge. Paribakht and Wesche (1996) seem to have been rather critical towards 

the existing self-assessment methodologies in L2 vocabulary testing, pointing out that they do 

not assess the quality of knowledge of words. They argue that their VKS “goes beyond the 

instruments currently available for naturalistic studies of vocabulary acquisition and 

instruction” (1996; 29). Indeed, the VKS is well-known and the most cited self-assessment 

scale. But the question is whether it is able to measure depth of L2 word knowledge? Is it a 

new revolutionary breakthrough in second language vocabulary self-assessment?

Within the VKS methodology, Paribakht and Wesche ask learners to evaluate how well they 

know each of the proposed words, i.e. to assess their own level in vocabulary depth. Bearing 

in mind the enormous complexity of the construct of depth (discussed in the previous chapter)



we have been a bit skeptical and cautious in regards to the ability of the VKS to assist L2 

learners in self-assessing the depth of their own knowledge of words.

For this reason, we intended to review in detail a number of different studies by Paribaht and 

Wesche and also by other researchers which administered the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale 

as an assessment tool. By doing this, we intended to investigate how accurate Paribakht and 

W esche’s claims are in respect of the ability of their scale to measure depth of vocabulary 

knowledge.

Our interest in Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS methodology has also been stimulated by 

contradictive feedback the VKS has received in L2 vocabulary acquisition and testing. 

Paribakht and Wesche argue that the VKS is a workable measure of both breadth and depth of 

word knowledge. However, a number of researchers emphasise serious drawbacks of 

Paribakht and Wesche’s methodology. Read (2000), Wolter (2005; 29-33), Milton (2009;

161) point out that the full range of the scale is not used, the test is insensitive to many aspects 

of depth of word knowledge, the maximum score of 5 does not really indicate that the word is 

known to full extent. Moreover, Milton (2009; 161) concludes that “the VKS may not 

function as a scale at all, but may, ultimately, be a binary test (/ know this w ord/1 do not know 

this word ').” Furthermore, he states that the VKS was used in his own studies as a measure of 

the growth of vocabulary breadth rather than depth. These comments seem to undermine the 

significance of the VKS as a pioneering methodology for self-/measuring the quality or depth 

of word knowledge. However, we decided to keep an open mind and investigate Paribakht 

and Wesche’s methodology by analysing a number o f studies which employed the VKS as a 

measurement instrument of L2 lexical knowledge. We were interested to see how the VKS 

methodology was used in that research and whether the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale 

provided adequate and accurate information on a level of knowledge of targeted words. In 

other words, we wished to learn whether the VKS worked as a self-evaluation instrument 

especially in respect of the quality or depth of knowledge of the words being tested.

The points outlined in this section have defined our interest in Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS 

methodology. Thus, we have decided to focus on this methodology and take the VKS as a 

benchmark in our research.



The following sections review articles by Paribakht and Wesche reporting on the studies 

which involved the authors’ Vocabulary Knowledge Scale as an assessment instrument.

2.1.1 Paribakht and Wesche. 1993.

2.1.1.1 Summary

The article reports on a study of the acquisition of specific content vocabulary, discourse 

connectives and grammar knowledge by L2 learners. The study investigates the role of 

comprehension in L2 development. The objective was to explore the language learning 

outcomes (mostly gains in vocabulary knowledge) of a teaching approach based on global 

comprehension of written and oral texts.

The methodological issues discussed in this study were as follows:

—What kinds of measurement instruments and procedures can be used to track learner gains in 

specific aspects of target language proficiency?

— Can a reliable self-report scale be developed to capture different levels of knowledge of 

vocabulary items?

— Can introspection be used as a technique for exploring how learners deal with unknown 

vocabulary items while performing comprehension-based tasks?

Among the research questions highlighted were the following:

— Do learners make measurable gains in vocabulary and grammar knowledge in 

comprehension-based classes?

— Which type of vocabulary items is most easily acquired: content words or discourse 

connectives?

— Are content vocabulary items related to instructed themes, acquired more readily than those 

from uninstructed themes?

— Can different stages of vocabulary acquisition be identified?

Subjects were 37 university students from a variety of first language backgrounds. Subjects 

were divided into two groups: 19 in the Comprehension-based class and 18 in the Four-skill 

comparison class. Classroom treatment took up 54 hours. The Comprehension-based class 

concentrated on listening and reading activities on selected themes. There was no grammatical



instruction. Students practised reading skills and had to answer comprehension questions on 

the content of suggested authentic texts (1.5 hours). They also worked in the language 

laboratory listening to a recorded text or watching a video on the same theme as their current 

reading text followed by a new series of comprehension questions to answer (another 1.5 

hours). One hour a week was allocated for newspaper or magazine reading.

The Four-skill group received a special classroom treatment based on an integrated four-skill 

approach. This included grammar instruction followed by exercises on prepositions and 

vocabulary (1.5 hours a week); listening and reading materials (another 1.5 hours per week), 

writing (0.5 hour a week) and speaking (at least 0.5 hour per week) activities. Hence, in this 

group the emphasis was placed on explicit grammar instruction as well as oral and written 

production.

Two sets of instruments were used to measure vocabulary acquisition: Cloze Tests and 

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale. They were administered to both groups at the beginning and 

end of the course. Two Cloze Tests with 35 blanks each tested content words and cohesive 

markers selected by the authors from the theme-related texts. Students filled in the blanks 

from a list which included all the missing vocabulary items as well as five distracters.

A self-report Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) developed by Paribakht and Wesche was 

administered as a measurement instrument in this study for the first time. It included five 

levels of description of the target word knowledge. The levels ranged from total absence of 

knowledge of the target word and some idea of its meaning, to the ability to use the target 

word in a sentence.

The self-report categories were as follows:

1 .1 have never seen this word.

2 .1 have seen this word before, but I do not know what it means.

3 .1 have seen this word before, and I think it m eans___________ (synonym or translation).

4 .1 know this word. It m eans___________________(synonym or translation).

5 .1 can use this word in a sentence:_______________ .

Learners were required to indicate on the VKS how well they knew each of the target words. 

This was completed before the cloze tests were administered. The authors claimed that VKS 

was utilized to capture different levels of self-perceived knowledge of particular words.



26

The VKS scoring was carried out as follows. A 6-level scale was administered to score the 

results. If subjects reported their knowledge of words in categories 3-5 on the VKS, that was 

considered as evidence of demonstrated rather than perceived knowledge. In Category 3, if a 

subject provided an incorrect synonym or translation, the response was scored as category 2, 

in case of a correct answer it was scored as category 4. Category 5 was also split in.o two 

levels in order to reflect vocabulary and grammar knowledge. If the word was misused 

according to both criteria the response was scored as category 2. In case of the correct 

meaning provided only, a category 5 score was awarded. Category 6 reflected both 

semantically and grammatically correct use of the word in a sentence.

Grammatical knowledge was also measured through two different tests: a general test of 

grammatical knowledge developed by Bialystok and her colleagues in 1981 and a test on 

knowledge of common prepositions.

The statistical analyses included calculations of frequency data for VKS variables. That was 

computed for all target words in order to establish the levels of word knowledge demonstrated 

by each subject for each vocabulary item at the beginning and end of the treatment. The 

authors carried out separate calculations for discourse connectives versus content words. 

Additionally, the pre-post status of each word on the VKS was scored dichotomously in order 

to capture any gains in vocabulary knowledge. Vocabulary Knowledge scale scoring 

categories 1, 2 and 3 were combined into a “not known” category, while scoring categories 4, 

5 and 6 were allocated into a “known” category. Scores were computed for each participant 

on the total number of “known” words, both for content words and discourse connectives, at 

the beginning and end of the treatment. ANOVA analyses and t-tests were carried out on 

these scores.

Paribakht and Wesche report that subjects answered the VKS with certainty, and the results 

indicated that it had captured progression in the knowledge of the target words. The authors 

also report some variation in subject interpretation of “I think” and “I know”. They also admit 

that sentences produced by subjects in category 5 did not provide enough information to judge 

whether subjects knew a specific meaning of the target word. They report their attempt to 

correct these problems by clarifying the instructions for the VKS through emphasizing the 

key instruction words. They also added instruction for students to provide a meaning in



category 4 if they produced a sentence for category 5. However, despite the changes made to 

the initial version of the VKS, Paribakht and Wesche doubt the validity of the VKS and admit 

that a separate validity study on the VKS was needed.

The VKS assessment was followed by a number of tests: cloze tests, grammar tests and an 

introspection task. The intended analysis was to compare the other test results with those of 

the VKS as well as obtain student feedback via written comments in the introspection 

exercise.

The VKS results indicated that the Comprehension-based group achieved significant gains 

both on content words and discourse connectives in relation to the instructed themes only.

The Four-skill class, however, demonstrated gains only on content words. The 

Comprehension-based group also demonstrated significant gains on the cloze test (based on 

the instructed theme) as well as gains in grammatical knowledge.

In conclusion, Paribakht and Wesche point out that instruction influences on the level of gains 

on different aspects of language knowledge. They report superior gains by the 

Comprehension-based class in text comprehension and discourse processing.

2.1.1.2 Discussion

This section focuses on discussing the issue of appropriateness of the Vocabulary Knowledge 

Scale (VKS) in its current form developed by Paribakht and Wesche as a measuring 

instrument for this study. This includes a few points: 1) misleading instructions and vague 

categories; 2) unjustified scoring system; 3) administering a measuring instrument (the VKS) 

that had not been validated.

1) Paribakht and Wesche do not seem to provide clear instructions to learners in regards to 

how the VKS should be used, neither do they distinctively outline its categories. For instance, 

there is an obvious contradiction in their report: initially, the authors claim that learners 

responded to the VKS with certainty. According to Paribakht and Wesche, the recorded 

changes in subjects’ knowledge of the target words indicated that the VKS “captured 

progression in development of vocabulary knowledge” (p. 18). However, later on Paribakht



and Wesche admit that subjects found the instructions for the VKS confusing and misleading. 

They appeared to especially struggle with categories 3 and 4. The ambiguous instructions for 

these levels “I think I know” and “I know” are reported to cause subjects hesitation and j
ij

uncertainty. Unsurprisingly, on many occasions, subjects could not choose between these i

categories and indicate their degree of knowledge of a target word.

Furthermore, Paribakht and Wesche agree on the fact that it was necessary to merge the VKS 

categories (“known” and “unknown” words) for quantitative analysis as gains between

adjacent categories could not be demonstrated statistically. If this was the case, it is not clear j
|

why Paribakht and Wesche included such vague categories as category 2: “I have seen this * 

word before but I don’t know what it means” and category 3: “I have seen this word before. I f 

think it means_____________” into their measuring instrument in the first place. J

Also, Vocabulary Knowledge Scale categories 1, 2 and 3 are described as levels of relative j

familiarity with words for which the correct meaning is not known. It is not clear waat |

Paribakht and Wesche imply under “relative familiarity” if the correct meaning is reported or |

proved to be “not known” and none of the other constituents of the word knowledge had been j
I

tested. Furthermore, the VKS contains five levels of word familiarity. However, the I
I

assumption that the five steps have equal intervals seems to be unjustified. j

i

2) With respect to the scoring system used by the VKS in this study, Paribakht and Wesche 5

report scoring adjustments to the self-report categories. This resulted in a 6-level scale. One (

point in category one “I have never seen this word”, two points in category two “I do not 

know what it means” and two points in category three “I think it m eans...” for the wrong 

answer provided, seem to be bizarre and totally unjustified. It is hard to understand why 

negative and wrong answers should score anything but nil. :

The authors argue that category three “I think it means...” was retained for those cases when 

it was impossible to judge whether the word was known. This is an odd claim. No examples !

or further explanations were provided. Furthermore, in Category 3, if a subject provided a !

wrong translation, the response was scored as category 2; in case of a correct answer it was \

scored as category 4. This scoring method seems to be seriously problematical as well. J



All in all, the VKS assigns arbitrary scores to different outcomes, and Paribakht and Wesche 

do not justify why these scores are awarded. Indeed, the use of different scoring values seems 

to be a problem. It is difficult to interpret the data it generates. It is also difficult to judge how 

significant the gains are.

3) Paribakht and Wesche acknowledge the fact that the validity of the VKS needs to be fully 

examined. In this respect, it seems unwise to evaluate their instrument and use it as a way of 

measuring improvements at the same time. The more sensible approach would be to establish 

whether the VKS can act as a valid measuring instrument (by carrying out a validity study on 

it) before administering it in this way.

Furthermore, Paribakht and Wesche report a number of adjustments they had to make in order 

to improve the initial version of the VKS. Among them, clarifying instructions which now 

required that subjects, writing a sentence for category 5, would also provide a meaning in 

category 4. In a number of instances, sentences produced by learners for category 5 were of 

such a general character that they could not signify whether the subject knew what the target 

word meant. This modification was meant to make it easier to judge whether learners knew a 

meaning of the target word. However, subjects were still not required to supply more than one 

meaning sense for the word or produce more than one sentence with this word. Hence, this 

alteration did not really provide the vital information on the depth of learners’ meaning 

knowledge of the words being measured.

In summary, the adjustments to the VKS reported by Paribakht and Wesche failed to modify 

this measuring instrument in such a way that it would be capable of reflecting on the 

complexity of learners’ word knowledge. Although they admit that “certain refinements are 

required” (p. 18), the scale of these refinements appears to be significantly larger than 

acknowledged by Paribakht and Wesche.

2.1.1.3 Conclusion

Paribakht and Wesche show a critical approach to the self-assessment instrument they 

created. They acknowledge some of the apparent drawbacks in its structure and comment on 

difficulties in its use. However, despite the admitted downsides of their self-assessment 

instrument, Paribkht and Wesche administer the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale for measuring



gains in learners’ word knowledge. Moreover, they make general conclusions in relation to 

methodologies they are testing by means of the VKS (for instance, a teaching approach which ' 

emphasises global comprehension of written and oral texts in the current paper).

j

2.1.2 Paribakht and Wesche. 1995.

Paribakht and Wesche. 1996.

2.1.2.1 Summary

Both articles report on the same study which investigates the validity of a classification ! 

scheme for reading-related vocabulary exercise types developed by Paribakht and Wesche.

The classification scheme suggests “a hierarchy of the degree and type of mental processing 

by various kinds of vocabulary exercises” (1996; p. 155). The categories of the classification ; 

scheme are: selective attention, recognition, manipulation, interpretation, and production. The j 

exercises under these categories aimed at facilitating learners’ perception of unfamiliar target \ 

words as well as achieving higher levels of knowledge of the words in future. The authors \
I

argue that this scheme reflects a view of initial vocabulary acquisition as a multistage process \ 

which involves repeated exposures to new words in meaningful contexts (1996). j
I

The research investigates incidental learning of the target words through multiple exposures j
i

when reading. It aimed to compare vocabulary acquisition in two learning modes: through jj 

Reading Only and through Reading Plus which involved initial reading exposure followed by ! 

focused vocabulary activities. A number of questions were raised: Jj

1. Does thematic L2 reading which provides multiple exposures to the new words lead to , 

measurable gains in the knowledge of these words? j

2. Can instructional intervention enhance such incidental L2 vocabulary acquisition? j

3. What types of text-related vocabulary exercises are appropriate, and according to what 

rationale?

4. How can gains in vocabulary knowledge be measured, both in number of new words

acquired and the depth of knowledge about them? j
$

The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS), developed by Paribakht and Wesche was )

administered in this study to self-check the results in both modes. It included five self-report 

categories ranging from total unfamiliarity with the word and some idea of its meaning,



to the claimed ability to use the word with grammatical and semantic accuracy in a sentence 

(Table 2-1).

Table 2-1: VKS self-report categories, scores and their meanings

Self-report Categories Possible Scores Meaning of Scores
1.1 don’t remember having seen 
this word before

1 The word is not familiar at all

2. I’ve seen this word before, 
but I don’t know what it means

2 The word is familiar but its meaning is not 
known

3. I’ve seen this word before, 
and I think it means

(synonym or translation)

3
2

A correct synonym or translation is given 
(A wrong answer is given)

4 .1 know this word. It means_
(synonym or translation)

3
2

A correct synonym or translation is given 
(A wrong answer is given)

5 .1 can use this word in a
sentence___(Write a sentence)
(If you do this section, please 
also do section 4)

5

4

3
2

The word is used with semantic 
appropriateness and grammatical accuracy in 
a sentence
The word is used with semantic 
appropriateness in a sentence 
A correct synonym or translation is given 
A wrong answer is given

For the Reading Plus treatment, a system of vocabulary exercises was developed. The 

exercises were grouped into five categories according to “the presumed type of mental 

processing” each required.

Proposed Classification Scheme For Vocabulary Exercises:

Selective Attention: draws learners’ attention to target words (ex. Underlining, bold-facing, 

circling);

Recognition: requires association of the written target word form with at least one of its 

meanings (ex. Matching word with definition or synonym);

Manipulation: requires structural analysis of the target word to rearrange given elements (ex. 

Constructing words using stems and affixes);

Interpretation: involves semantic and syntactic analysis (ex. Multiple choice cloze exercises); 

Production: requires retrieval and production of the target word in appropriate context (ex. 

Open cloze exercises, answering a question requiring the target word).

In the Reading Plus Treatment, only three exercises of the proposed scheme were used for 

each target word.



The experiment was carried out in 1992-93. Subjects, 38 L2 students, received both 

instructional treatments and acted as their own controls. The number of the target words the 

subjects were able to recognize and the depth of their knowledge were assessed before and 

after treatments.

Target words included 28 items (12 nouns and 16 verbs) for the Reading Plus Treatment and 

30 items (12 nouns and 18 verbs) for the Reading Only Treatment. Four topics were selected 

for treatments: two topics, Media and Environment, for the Reading Plus Treatment and 

another two, Fitness and Biological Revolution, for the Reading Only Treatment. In each 

treatment, subjects received four main texts of approximately 500 words each.

The experimental procedure was arranged as follows. In the Reading Plus Treatment, students 

read the texts, answered comprehension questions and completed vocabulary exercises 

created for the target words according to different levels of the classification scheme. In the 

Reading Only Option, subjects also read texts and answered text-related comprehension 

questions. They were not given vocabulary exercises. Instead, they received another text on 

the same topic which included the same target words. After reading the new text, subjects had 

to answer a new set of comprehension questions based on the text. The authors point out that 

the number of exposures to the target words in each treatment were approximately equivalent. 

T-tests were employed by the authors to check the gains in vocabulary knowledge for both 

treatments.

Paribakht and Wesche report that the total results of the study indicated that while both 

treatments led to gains in vocabulary knowledge, the Reading Plus Treatment provided 

significantly greater improvement in the subjects’ word knowledge, both quantitative and 

qualitative. In other words, subjects acquired more words in the Reading Plus Treatment as 

well as achieving “greater depth in their knowledge of the target words”. The overall results 

for both treatments are illustrated in the table below (p.54).



Table 2-2: Overall vocabulary gains for both instructional treatments

Variables
Reading Plus Vocabulary Reading Only
N Pre Post N Pre Post

Nouns 31 47.2 69.5 27 45.0 61.2

Verbs 31 45.9 65.0 27 51.6 60.1

Total Content 
Words

31 46.4 66.9 27 48.9 60.6

Discourse
Connectives

33 51.8 64.2

These greater lexical gains in the Reading Plus Treatment were attributed to the use of 

exercises. The authors claim that suggested exercises, different in type, directed learners’ 

attention to specific lexical items. Furthermore, the exercises required learners to analyze 

meanings and functions of the target words. This, in turn, according to Paribakht and Wesche, 

required more varied kinds of processing of the words by subjects (than did multiple 

encounters through reading) which led to greater gains in learners’ vocabulary knowledge.

2.1.2.2 Discussion

This section discusses the issue of the vocabulary assessment instrument, the VKS, used in 

the study. Two points are emphasised. The first point is our argument that the VKS cannot be 

used to measure the depth of word knowledge. The second point outlines further drawbacks 

of the VKS as a vocabulary assessment tool.

1. Among the research questions set up by the authors for the current study, question number 

4 asks: How can gains in vocabulary knowledge be measured, both in number of new words 

acquired and depth of knowledge about them? Paribakht and Wesche’s answer to this 

question seems to be obvious -  using the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) which was 

elaborated by the authors themselves in 1993. However, as was specified in the research 

question, the vocabulary assessment instrument should be able to measure both quantitative 

(amount of new words learned) and qualitative (depth) gains in the word knowledge.
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As for the VKS, there is an apparent contradiction in Paribakht and Wesche’s outline of its 

functions. First, at page 48, Paribakht and Wesche claim that the Vocabulary Knowledge 

Scale (VKS) was used to track vocabulary knowledge gains in the two treatments. That 

included changes in both the number of words learned and the depth of knowledge attained. 

They argue that the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale was able to estimate gains in learning of 

particular words as well as discriminate between different levels of knowledge of these words. 

In other words, the VKS was meant to capture quantitative (number of words known) and 

qualitative (depth of vocabulary knowledge) changes in initial vocabulary knowledge. 

However, later on, at page 50, the authors admit that the VKS does not measure different 

meanings of a multiple-meaning word, neither does it measure different types of word 

knowledge.

Then, the question rises what meaning Paribakht and Wesche implied by “depth of word 

knowledge”. As discussed in the previous chapter the concept of depth is complex and multi­

dimensional. The knowledge of meaning senses of the word as well as other aspects of word 

knowledge, such as spelling, word class, derivatives, grammar characteristics etc. are essential 

constituents of the depth of vocabulary knowledge (as discussed earlier in this thesis, section 

1.4.3). The authors claim that their scale could be expanded to measure other aspects of word 

knowledge, however no further explanation or examples are provided. Furthermore, it should 

be taken into account that the more points the scale provides the more difficult it is to ensure 

that it works effectively.

2. The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale is a multi-leveled self-assessment instrument. Let’s look 

at each of its levels in turn. The first level (or self-report category) “I do not remember having 

seen this word before” is awarded 1 point with the commentary “The word is not familiar at 

all”. It is not clear why the authors chose to award 1 point for the total absence of knowledge 

of the word. Clearly, the more appropriate score for this level is 0 points since there is no 

knowledge to be assessed.

The second level “I have seen this word before but I do not know what it means” is awarded 2 

points with the explanation: “The word is familiar but its meaning is not known.” Generally 

speaking, option 2 in the self-report categories does not seem to be different from option 1, 

though awarded two points, in terms of demonstrating word knowledge. It does not seem wise



to make conclusions whether the word is familiar to the student judging on their comment that 

they have seen the word before. Since none of the aspects of word knowledge, such as 

spelling, derivatives, grammar forms, etc. has proved to be known by the subject or even 

claimed as known, it does not seem right to state that the subject is familiar with the word. It 

may be the case that the learner got the target word mixed up with a different vocabulary item 

or chose this option simply because it sounds “more knowledgeable” than option 1 and does 

not involve any checks of the actual word knowledge. Furthermore, it does not seem 

reasonable to award two points for non-existing knowledge of the word. In fact, two points 

implies that this knowledge is twice the zero knowledge recorded previously.

The third level: “I’ve seen this word before, and I think it means_______________

(synonym or translation)” and the forth level: “I know this word. It means_______

(synonym or translation)” are awarded the same three points for the correct answer and 

unjustified two points if the supplied synonym or translation was incorrect. Again, it is far 

from clear why Paribakht and Wesche need to differentiate between the statements “I think it

m eans....” and “It means ” which represent different levels of word knowledge in their

elicitation scale. It does not seem logical to emphasise this difference since degrees of 

certainty in the knowledge of the target word are not reflected in the score.

As for the fifth and final level “I can use this word in a sentence:_______________  (Write a

sentence.) If you do this section, please also do section 4” which is supply a correct synonym 

or translation for the target word. Five points (the maximum score) are awarded for using the 

word with semantic appropriateness and grammatical accuracy in a sentence. Bearing in mind 

that Paribakht and Wesche reward total absence of knowledge of the target word with one 

point (Level 1) and a disputable trace of this knowledge with two points (Level 2), five points 

does not seem to be a fair score for a complete right answer provided. Also, I must stress that 

the maximum score of five points does not reflect on students’ knowledge of different 

meanings of the same target word, neither does it show their knowledge of different aspects of 

the word knowledge. And again, the VKS does not justify the scores awarded.

Generally, the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale suggested by Paribakht and Wesche does not 

take into consideration the complexity of vocabulary knowledge, the numerous aspects (such 

as, spelling, derivatives, synonyms, etc) which should be tested as integral constituents of



word knowledge. A further problem here is the fact that Paribakht and Wesche are both 

evaluating their scale and using it as a measurement instrument to investigate the assumptions 

of their research. This seems to be an odd approach. The normal practice would be to 

establish that the instrument actually works before it is utilized in this way.

2.1.2.3 Conclusion

In conclusion, we would like to note that self-assessment of vocabulary knowledge is an idea 

with great potential. We believe self-assessment might become an effective and reliable 

instrument of measuring learners’ word knowledge. Having said that, we need to emphasize 

that the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale used in this study suffers from several drawbacks:

1) the outlined self-report categories do not reflect learners’ actual levels of word knowledge;

2) the scoring system is not motivated;

3) the meanings of scores do not always correspond to the descriptions of the categories (e.g. 

self-report category No2);

4) the knowledge of different meaning senses of the target word is not tested;

5) the knowledge of different aspects of word knowledge is not assessed.

2.1.3 Wesche and Paribakht. 1996.

2.1.3.1 Summary

The article surveys second language vocabulary measures, “depth” and “breadth” tests, and 

describes the measuring instrument, the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS), developed by 

Paribakht and Wesche. The authors argue that it was designed to assess levels of familiarity 

with the target words. The article is based on theoretical speculation around Paribakht and 

Wesche’s VKS. No experimental research is reported here.

Analysing the existing measuring instruments, Wesche and Paribakht point out that they all 

focus on breadth vs. depth. Among the breadth measures, they discuss the following 

vocabulary testing methods:

1) identification of written synonyms or definitions for each target word, such as a multiple 

choice test; 2) writing a dictated test containing target words; 3) C-tests requiring learners to



fill in the missing half of every other word in some sentences of a text; 4) listening tests — 

judgment of real words; 5) matching tests; 6) error recognition; 7) compositions; 8) oral 

interviews with vocabulary components; 9) checklists; 10) descriptive scales. The last two 

methods estimate the self-perceived knowledge of certain words.

Describing tests using the checklist format Wesche and Paribakht note that learners have to 

indicate whether or how well they know each word on the list presented. In other words, it is a 

kind of self-reporting test: “known” versus “unknown” or “real” versus “nonsense” words.

The imaginary words are included for adjusting scores against overestimates: “a correction 

factor based on a percentage of these is calculated into the final score” (p. 20). Wesche and 

Paribakht emphasise the positive sides of a checklist format: easily administered, 

computerized, automated and self-scoring. However, at the same time, the authors point out 

that the checklist tests are seriously criticized for the following shortcomings: unreliability, 

overestimation and lack of ability to test different aspects of word knowledge.

Another instrument for self-perceiving measurement of the word knowledge discussed by 

Wesche and Paribakht, is descriptive scales. They review the use of descriptive scales which 

is mostly to guide rater judgments of vocabulary features. They present Fulcher’s (1988) 

criticism of this instrument. Fulcher (1988) argues that the terms in descriptive scales are not 

specific and the underlying concepts are too vague.

Continuing to speculate on vocabulary breadth measures, Wesche and Paribakht note that 

these evaluating instruments seek to assess the size or range of the students’ vocabulary 

measuring demonstrated or self-perceived knowledge of particular (target) words. However, 

the authors emphasise that these breadth measuring instruments would be of limited use in 

measuring how much is known about the target words. For this purpose, vocabulary depth 

measures are used.

The paper discusses a number of issues related to partial knowledge of words, aspects and 

levels of word knowledge. Summarizing research on depth of vocabulary knowledge, Wesche 

and Paribakht note the importance of partial knowledge of words for L2 users. They mention 

various aspects of word knowledge described in lexical research, such as: meanings, 

appropriate uses, syntactic properties, forms and derivations, association network and
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connotations. They also speculate on different levels of vocabulary knowledge ranging from 

initial recognition of the form of a given word, to an understanding of its meanings in context,; 

to the ability to use this word in context. They briefly describe levels in the word knowledge 

suggested by Beck, Perfetti and McKeown (1982): unknown, acquainted and established s 

knowledge. Wesche and Paribakht cite some rare efforts to assess different kinds of word j 

knowledge. They describe Nation’s (1990) four dimensional table of word knowledge 

measuring form, position, function and meaning. They outline the previous attempts to elicit 

self-assessment of vocabulary knowledge by Read (1989) pointing out that no testing 

procedure was suggested. They go on to describe word associates’ tests carried out by Read 

(1993 and 1994) which investigate different kinds of word knowledge categories of 

familiarity with given words, ranging from being able to define the word, through selecting an 

appropriate use, to being able to use it (Cronbach, 1942). j

I
They also describe the four-point self-assessment scale proposed by Dale (1965) to use with 

LI students. These stages are:

Stage 1: “I never saw it before.”

Stage 2: “I’ve heard of it, but I don’t know what it means”.

Stage 3: “I recognize it in context -  it has something to do w ith..

Stage 4: “I know it”. !

Having analyzed the research carried out in this field, Wesche and Paribakht propose their 

own instrument for sell-assessing learners’ vocabulary knowledge, the Vocabulary ]
I

Knowledge Scale (VKS). The authors claim that the VKS captures certain stages in initial 

development of core knowledge of particular words. These stages, according to Wesche and j 

Paribakht, represent gains which are large enough to be meaningful on a self-report scale but f  

too small to reflect changes in the actual knowledge. This seems to be vague and arbitrary as i
I

the border line between “large enough” and “too small” is totally unclear. j

In the VKS description, Wesche and Paribakht state that the instrument is based on a scale j
|

which combines self-report and performance items to establish both self-perceived and * 

demonstrated knowledge of particular words. The levels of the self-report scale range from < 

total unfamiliarity, through recognition of the word and some idea of its meaning, to the 

ability to use the word with grammatical and semantic accuracy in a sentence. The VKS ■ 

seems to bear some resemblance to the Dale’s scale (1965) described earlier. However, I

!



Wesche and Paribakht argue that their scale was developed without knowledge of the latter. 

The article briefly describes a pilot study in which the VKS was used for the first time (see 

Paribakht and Wesche, 1993). The authors continue describing the VKS and present its 

elicitation scale and the five scoring categories:

VKS Elicitation Scale Self-Report Categories 

Self-report Categories

1 .1 don’t remember having seen this word before.
2 .1 have seen this word before, but I don’t know what it means.
3 .1 have seen this word before, and I think it means____________

(synonym or translation).
4 .1 know this word. It means________________________________

(synonym or translation)
5 .1 can use this word in a sentence:___________________________

(Write a sentence.)
(If you do this section, please also do Section 4).

The VKS scoring categories and meaning of scores are shown in table 2-3.

Table 2-3: VKS Scoring categories: meaning of scores

Self-report Categories Possible Scores Meaning of Scores
1.1 don’t remember having seen 1 The word is not familiar at all
this word before
2. I’ve seen this word before, 2 The word is familiar but its meaning is not
but I don’t know what it means known
3. I’ve seen this word before, 3 A correct synonym or translation is given
and I think it means 2 (A wrong answer is given)

(synonym or translation)
4 .1 know this word. It means__ 4 The word is used with semantic

(synonym or translation) appropriateness in a sentence
3 A correct synonym or translation is given
2 (A wrong answer is given)

5 .1 can use this word in a 5 The word is used with semantic
sentence___(Write a sentence) appropriateness and grammatical accuracy
(If you do this section, please in a sentence
also do section 4) 4 The word is used with semantic 

appropriateness in a sentence
3 A correct synonym or translation is given

2
A wrong answer is given

With regards to the scoring system, Wesche and Paribakht state that VKS scoring uses a 

combination of self-reported and demonstrated knowledge. They carry on explaining



40

the meanings of scores: “Elicitation categories 1 and 2 lead to level 1 and 2 scores 

respectively. Category 3 may lead to a score of 2 (if the synonym or translation is wrong) or 

of 3 (if it is correct). Wrong responses in category 4 and category 5 likewise result in a score 

o f 2”. (p.30). Furthermore, if category 5 is chosen to report the knowledge of a word meaning 

but the word is inappropriately used in a sentence, a score of 3 is awarded. A score of 4 is 

awarded if the word is used with semantic appropriateness in the context but with some 

grammar errors. A score of 5 indicates that the word is used both semantically and 

grammatically correctly in a sentence.

In order to determine the extent to which self-report data might be relied on, the self-report 

scores were correlated with the actual scores for demonstrated knowledge of the target words. 

The authors claim that these scores were highly correlated (.96/.97 by text and by theme). 

Wesche and Paribakht also report on a VKS reliability estimate through test-retest 

administration at a Canadian university during the 1992 ESL summer courses. They claim 

that the resulting Pearson test-retest correlation was .89 for the 24 content words and .82 for 

the eight discourse connectives. However, later on, in Validity section, citing the validity 

analysis of VKS results with the Eurocentres 10k Vocabulary Size Test, Wesche and 

Paribakht present the results which show low correlations between VKS and EVST scores.

In conclusion, Wesche and Paribakht admit a large number of limitations for the use of the 

VKS and speculate about a possible extension of the scale. However, at the same time they 

insist that the VKS captures initial stages and levels in word learning. They emphasise that an 

advantage of the VKS over the YES/NO type of self-assessment tests is the possibility of 

verifying actual knowledge against perceived knowledge.

2.1.3.2 Discussion

This part of the review highlights the issue of inconsistency and ambiguity in descriptions of 

tools and terminology used in the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale developed by Wesche and 

Paribakht. It discusses a number of examples of this ambiguity and inconsistency within the 

scale: 1) scoring system; 2) terminology; 3) inconsistent claims in regards of VKS abilities.

1) Let us take a look at their scoring system, for instance. Undoubtedly, a scoring system is 

one of the vital mechanisms in any assessment instrument. However, Paribakht and Wesche’s 

scale suffers from a number of drawbacks, some of which are discussed in my reviews of



Paribakht and Wesche’s earlier studies (1993). The VKS scoring presented in the current 

report does not appear to follow a logical sequence. Thus, for instance, self-report category

No 4: “I know this word. It means____________  (synonym or translation)” may lead to a

score of 2 (if the synonym or translation is wrong), a score of 3 (if it is correct), and also to a 

score of 4 (if the word is used with semantic appropriateness in a sentence). There is an 

obvious lack of correspondence between the description of self-report category No 4 which

states: “I know this word. It means_______ ” (only one meaning is required!) and the score of

4 awarded for the ability to use the word in a sentence which is not required within this 

category. Furthermore, Wesche and Paribakht note that in some situations, unconverted self- 

report categories can be used as scores (p.34). This adds even more confusion to the scale’s 

scoring system.

2) The inconsistency can also be traced in the terminology used for the VKS, for example the 

notions: “section, “category” and “level”. They seem to substitute each other in different parts 

of the VKS description. Although it might be guessed that the notion “level” corresponds to 

the notion “scoring category”, since Wesche and Paribakht state that elicitation categories 

lead to particular level scores. However, no explanation is provided. Moreover, the terms 

“category” and “level” seem to be used interchangeably in the authors’ descriptions of the 

scale.

Furthermore, Wesche and Paribakht report their “striking finding” discovered during the VKS 

testing. The scale was administered twice within two weeks using the same target words. The 

authors note that more than 50 percent of the subjects who chose category 1(“I have never 

seen this word before”) in the first round, chose it again in the second round rather than the 

expected category 2 (“I have seen this word before but I don’t know what it means”). This 

raises a question of vague category descriptions when learners struggle to differentiate 

between very similar categories of the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale.

3) In this study, Wesche and Paribakht declare that the primary goal in developing the VKS 

was to capture initial stages in word learning. In other words, according to Wesche and 

Paribakht, the VKS could capture progression in the development of knowledge of particular 

words at the initial stage. Generally speaking, the VKS sought to reflect gains in vocabulary 

knowledge during a brief instructional period. However, later on, in the same report, and in
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their previous (1993) and subsequent studies in which the VKS was used as a measuring 

instrument, Wesche and Paribakht argue that the VKS was used to measure depth of word 

knowledge. There seems to be a contradiction here. It is readily apparent that gains at initial 

stages of development of the word knowledge represent superficial (initial) information about 

the word. Hence, it seems unwise to speculate on the depth of knowledge of the word at this 

stage.

Furthermore, reviewing the research on the depth of vocabulary knowledge, Wesche and 

Paribakht emphasise the importance of measuring various aspects of word knowledge, such 

as: meanings, grammatical properties, derivations, association network and collocations.

They acknowledge the point that the depth of word knowledge is determined by the fact of 

how well learners know different aspects of this knowledge. In other words, it is defined by 

how much information they possess in regards to the words claimed as known.

Bearing this in mind, it needs pointing out that the VKS in its form suggested by Wesche and 

Paribakht does not tap different meanings of the same word, neither does it tap knowledge of 

other different aspects of word knowledge. This was admitted by the authors themselves 

(p.33). However, if this is the case, the VKS can hardly be referred to as a depth measuring 

instrument. Although, Wesche and Paribakht argue that an extension of the VKS might 

improve its ability to measure more constituents of learners’ word knowledge, they also admit 

a number of difficulties this might lead to, e.g. reduction of administrative feasibility and 

scoring difficulties. Furthermore, it might not be wise to entirely agree with Wesche and 

Paribakht’s claim that the VKS captures certain stages in initial development of knowledge of 

given words. The initial development of knowledge about a certain word might not 

necessarily begin with acquiring its meaning senses (the VKS assessment is based on). Quite 

the contrary, totally different aspects or components of knowledge of a particular word, its 

sound or written form for instance, may be learned first.

2.1.3.3 Conclusion

In conclusion, we emphasise that Wesche and Paribakht’s VKS suffers from a lack of 

consistency as well as inadequate use of notions. Moreover, there is an apparent contradiction 

in regards to the VKS description. These issues need further consideration and alterations.



The limitations of use of the scale are pretty obvious and admitted by the authors themselves.

2.1.4 Paribakht and Wesche. 1997.

2.1.4.1 Summary

The article reports on a number of studies conducted by Paribakht and Weche. They explore 

the issue of instructional intervention aimed at supporting the process of word learning 

through reading. The classroom experiments reported here involve instructional procedures 

which were designed to increase the salience and cognitive processing of the words 

encountered by L2 students in reading texts. The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale was used in 

these studies to track the acquisition of the targeted words.

The purpose of this research was to investigate the role of various vocabulary instruction 

techniques that were based on reading texts. The research question was: Can tasks be 

designed that will increase the effectiveness of vocabulary learning through reading practice? 

In other words, the authors investigate whether reading comprehension accompanied by 

vocabulary exercises would lead to greater gains in selected words than reading additional 

texts. There were four hypotheses outlined for the studies. Among them, were the following: 

under the same time conditions, gains for the reading plus vocabulary instruction will be 

greater than for the reading only treatment; vocabulary gains will be both quantitative (the 

number of words known to some degree versus not known) and qualitative (increased depth 

of knowledge of the target words).

The studies were conducted in the context of the comprehension-based ESL program at the 

University of Ottawa. Subjects, students at the bilingual University of Ottawa’s Second 

Language Institute, were exposed to each of the two instructional treatments: Reading Only 

conditions and Reading Plus vocabulary instruction. In the Reading Only treatment, students 

read selected texts on two themes and answered comprehension questions. After reading each 

main text subjects also read a supplementary text which included the target words from the 

main text. In the Reading Plus treatment, subjects likewise read selected texts on two themes 

and answered comprehension questions. Then instead of reading supplementary texts they 

completed a series of vocabulary exercises based on the target words from the main texts.

The Vocabulary Knowledge 5-point scale was used as a measuring instrument to elicit self­
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perceived and demonstrated knowledge of the targeted words. Again, subjects served as their 

own controls. They were given a list of target words and asked to indicate their level of 

knowledge for each word. They were also required to demonstrate their knowledge for self- 

report levels 3-4. The scores for a word and the self-report categories are illustrated in table 2- 

1 (P.31).

As seen from the table, wrong responses in self-report categories 3, 4, or 5 led to a score of 2. 

A score of 3 was awarded for an appropriate synonym or translation in self-report categories 3 

or 4. A score of 4 was given if the word was used in a sentence which demonstrated subject’s 

knowledge of its meaning in that context but with incorrect grammar (e.g., a target noun used 

as a verb: “This famous player announced his retire”). A score of 5 was awarded for both 

semantically and grammatically correct use of the target word. This table differs from the one 

published in Wesche and Paribakht (1996) (Table 2-3, p.39) in which an obvious error

occurred for self-report category No 4: “I know this word. It means_________  (synonym or

translation)”. The authors claimed the response may lead to a score of 2 (if the synonym or 

translation is wrong), a score of 3 (if it is correct), and also to a score of 4 (if the word is used 

with semantic appropriateness in a sentence). The score of 4 was given for the ability to use 

the word in a sentence which was not required within that category. However, as we can see 

that was amended in the version of VKS used in this study.

Paribakht and Wesche report a pilot study carried out with 17 students in 1992. The materials 

were based on four themes and included two main reading texts and four additional texts for 

the Reading Only treatment. The word list consisted of 77 Reading Plus treatment words and 

61 Reading Only treatment words. Paired t-tests were administered on the pre-post data. The 

authors report significant gains on the Reading Plus treatment word list (p < .05). They claim 

that the vocabulary enhancement techniques used in the study promoted increase in the 

acquisition of the targeted content words. However, the authors did not seem to administer [ 

their Vocabulary Knowledge Scale in this pilot study as no reference to the VKS is provided, j
I

The main study, reported next, was carried out in 1993. This study was also reported in 

Paribakht and Wesche (1995 and 1996) and has been reviewed earlier in our research. 

However, since we discuss the information on the VKS provided in this article, a brief recap 

of this experimental study is necessary here. Thirty eight subjects were involved in two

j



treatments: the Reading Only mode and the Reading Plus treatment.

In the Reading Plus treatment subjects read the given texts and answered the comprehension 

questions at home. In class, the comprehension exercises were corrected, and the vocabulary 

exercises for the given texts were completed and corrected. Vocabulary exercises in the 

Reading Plus were arranged into five categories: selective attention, recognition, 

manipulation, interpretation and production.

In the Reading Only treatment, subjects also read the selected texts and answered the 

comprehension questions at home, followed by correction in class. However, the vocabulary 

exercises were replaced by supplementary texts accompanied by the comprehension 

questions. That was completed in class. The idea of these additional texts was to expose the 

subjects to the target words again through reading and completion of the comprehension 

questions.

Gains in subjects’ word knowledge were measured using the VKS and t-tests. The following 

results were reported by the authors:

1. Both treatments produced gains for all types of the target words.

2. The Reading Plus treatment brought significantly greater gains for content words than the 

Reading Only.

3. Gains in the Reading Plus treatment were greater for content words than for discourse 

connectives.

4. Vocabulary gains were both quantitative and qualitative.

At the end of the instructional period, subjects were asked to indicate the usefulness of 

vocabulary activities on a 5-point scale and explain their reasons for their ratings. Subjects 

were also asked to state how many new words they had learned. The questionnaire included 

the following types of vocabulary exercises offered to the subjects:

A. Read word list and notice the same words in the text (selective attention).

B. Match word list with list of definitions (recognition).

C. Find words in the text and match them to definitions (interpretation).

D. Replace words with target words from text (interpretation).

E. Classify connectives by type (interpretation).



F. Unscramble words to form sentences (production).

Paribakht and Wesche report that in general, subjects found the vocabulary exercises 

suggested by the authors helpful and useful, and produced the following order of usefulness: 

B, C, D, A, F and E. They also stated that the percentage of the target words students thought 

they had learned ranged from 30 to 100, averaging 65. That matched teachers’ estimates. 

Students in the Reading Only treatment acquired a number of target words. However, their 

knowledge of many of those words was described as the knowledge at the recognition level. 

While in the Reading Plus treatment, learners were reported to have learned more words and 

reached higher levels of knowledge of these words.

The overall conclusion was that focused vocabulary instruction provided by Paribakht and 

Wesche based on theme-related reading texts appeared to be more effective than reading 

comprehension alone.

2.1.4.2 Discussion

This part of the review further discusses one of the major weaknesses of the VKS: the fact 

that it does not reflect on the variety of aspects of word knowledge. This becomes an even 

more serious drawback of Paribakht and Wesche’s self-assessment scale in the light of their 

repeated claim that the VKS was used to measure the depth of the subjects’ word knowledge. 

The authors claim that the VKS revealed dramatic decreases in the number of words allocated 

under category 1 (never seen) in both treatments. Most of those words are reported to have 

moved to category 2 (seen but still unknown) after the Reading Only treatment. It is not clear 

why Paribakht and Wesche call this category the recognition level knowledge. It is 

understood that the word placed into this category remains unknown to the subject. 

Furthermore, an even higher number of words are reported to have moved to categories 3 

through 5 after the Reading Plus treatment. Based on this data, Paribakht and Wesche claim 

that many subjects in the Reading Plus treatment passed the recognition level for most of the 

target words. Again, this claim does not seem to be correct. Let’s take another look at 

category 3: only a simple translation of a target word is required here. Hence, technically this 

stage in subject’s knowledge should still be regarded as the recognition level knowledge.

Moreover, the conclusion drawn by Paribakht and Wesche from this data is even more



unsubstantiated. The authors claim that judging from the word relocations shown on the scale, 

subjects in the Reading Plus treatment achieved greater depth in their knowledge of the target 

words. Surely, moving from category 1 (never seen before - totally unknown) to category 3 or 

category 4 or even category 5 is moving from “unknown” to “known to some extent”. This 

does not seem to indicate the depth of knowledge of a word. Furthermore, assessment of the 

latter is meant to involve measuring different features or constituents of the word knowledge 

(as discussed earlier in this thesis, section 1.4.3) However, as argued in our previous reviews 

and admitted by the authors themselves, the VKS, in its current state, does not measure 

different features of word knowledge.

With regards to the importance of measuring various types of word knowledge, the authors 

list a number of errors made by learners while completing the VKS. Had they been 

investigated in more detail, those errors would have provided valuable information on how 

different aspects of word knowledge established themselves when a new word was learnt. 

However, no further analysis was carried out. For instance, explaining the scoring system 

Paribakht and Wesche wrote: “A score of 4 is given if the word is used in a sentence 

demonstrating the student’s knowledge of its meaning in that context but with inaccurate 

grammar” (p. 180). “Inaccurate grammar” sounds like a very general statement. Inaccurate 

grammar might imply a variety of errors within a large number of aspects of word knowledge 

which need to be tested separately in order to establish the depth of this knowledge. Let’s take 

a look at some errors cited by the authors: “This famous player announced his retire. ” This 

example indicates a lack of knowledge of the derivative forms for the verb to retire. It also 

hints that the learner might have failed to determine the word class of this target word. Thus, 

this error points, at least, at two aspects of the word knowledge: derived forms and word 

classes. Had Paribakht and Wesche analyzed this data separately and reflected on the results 

in their categories and scoring system, they could have measured the developing knowledge 

of the target words more precisely. Furthermore, had that been achieved, the VKS would have 

been of more use in terms of assessing the depth of word knowledge. Similarly, an error 

“losed” for “lost” could be considered as a valuable source o f grammar information on the 

target word “to lose”. That should have been reflected on the VKS and analyzed in more 

detail.

Overall, these errors appear to be a good source of information on how learners acquire new



words and how the word knowledge develops. Unfortunately, Paribakht and Wesche did not 

provide a list o f the most common mistakes that occurred in students’ self-report categories. 

However, judging by the list of the target vocabulary items selected for each text, such as to 

arouse, to loosen, to be aware of, to trigger, behaviour, disapproval, retaliation and others, 

the data collected by the authors might have shown gains in different aspects of the word 

knowledge if analyzed separately. Furthermore, it would be interesting to see how errors 

spread over different word classes and whether more than one meaning sense had been learnt. 

Moreover, since the focus of this study was vocabulary acquisition through reading, it would 

have been beneficial for the research to establish how different aspects of word knowledge 

were acquired in different Reading Treatments. Since Paribakht and Wesche report superior 

gains in the Reading Plus treatment, it may be reasonable to investigate whether these gains
fs

occurred in different aspects of word knowledge and how it is compared to the results in the j
j

Reading Only treatment. In this respect, post-VKS interviews might shed some light on these ! 

issues.

2.1.4.3 Conclusion

Having reported significant gains in vocabulary knowledge in both Reading treatments, 

Paribakht and Wesche did not provide sufficient evidence of qualitative changes which were j 

claimed to have occurred in the developing knowledge of the targeted words.



2.2 General conclusions on the structure and use of Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS

The survey of Paribakht and Wesche’s studies which administered the Vocabulary 

Knowledge Scale designed by the authors highlights a number of common problematic issues 

in regards to the VKS methodology. These issues are summarized in the current chapter.

2.2.1 Issue 1.

The VKS as a valuating and evaluated instrument at the same time.

In this section, we argue that it does not seem wise to evaluate the instrument and use it as a 

way of measuring improvements at the same time.

As admitted by Paribakht and Wesche (1993-1997), the validity of the Vocabulary 

Knowledge Scale was tested while it was used as a measurement instrument to verify 

hypotheses or collect data which were not directly related to the VKS itself. This approach 

does not seem to be justified. Furthermore, this seems to be a serious issue for the following 

reason. In the case of employing a measurement instrument which has not passed all the 

preliminary checks on validity, any information collected by means of this instrument can 

hardly be regarded valid or reliable. Let us recap a number of instances, illustrating this issue.

The study conducted by Paribakh and Wesche in 1993 investigates a teaching approach based 

on global comprehension of written and oral texts using the VKS as a measurement 

instrument. In that study, however, at the same time, Paribakht and Wesche doubt the validity 

of the VKS and admit that a separate validity study on the VKS was needed. For that reason, 

the assessment by the VKS was followed by a number of tests. The intended analysis was to 

establish the validity of the VKS results by comparing them with the results of the other tests. 

Discussing the results of that study Paribakht and Wesche acknowledge the fact that the VKS 

required “certain refinements”. The adjustments were made. However, despite the authors’ 

earlier comments, no separate validation study on the VKS was conducted. In subsequent 

studies, Paribakht and Wesche continue using the scale as a means of verification. Thus, for 

instance, in their study, published in 1997 (4 years after their first admission that the VKS 

needed separate validity checks), Paribakht and Wesche test the validity of a classification 

scheme for reading-related vocabulary exercise types developed by Paribakht and Wesche. 

And again, the VKS was used as a validation instrument despite the fact that it had not 

undergone validity checks itself, in the first place.



Conclusion. It is important for the researcher to employ recognized (acknowledged) means of 

assessment in their research in order to be able to argue the validity of the results obtained.

2.2.2 Issue 2

The VKS as a self-assessment instrument to measure the depth of word knowledge.

This section argues that the knowledge assessing functions of the VKS are very limited. 

Briefly, they consist of measuring knowledge of one meaning sense of the given word as well 

as the ability to use that word in the meaning sense tested, in a sentence.

The claim regarding the ability of the VKS to measure depth of word knowledge appears to
s

be unjustified due to the following reason. As discussed earlier (section 1.4.3 of this thesis) the 

phenomenon “depth of word knowledge” implies the whole range of information about the 1 

word in question, in other words, all aspects or kinds of knowledge in regards of this I

particular word stored in the lexicon (Nation, 1990 and 2001). In this respect, it seems the I 

more questions asked about the word (by the researcher), a more accurate picture o f learners’ J 
knowledge of this word emerged. Paribakht and Wesche, however, ask two questions only: |

Question N ol is: Can you provide a translation or a synonym for a given word? And Question
|

No 2: Can you write a sentence with this word? These questions do not seem to completely | 

cover even two types of word knowledge. Question No 1 aims at checking knowledge of h
I).

only one meaning of a target word. Likewise, question No 2 requires learners to produce a 

sentence with the word illustrating one of its meanings only. Thus, the two kinds of 

knowledge measured by the VKS are: knowledge of one meaning sense (including 

polysemous words) and knowledge of how to use this word in a phrase. This does not seem to 

incorporate even minimum information about the target word. Despite the fact that Paribakht 

and Wesche speculate about a variety of word knowledge types while surveying research on ; 

depth of vocabulary knowledge (1996), the diversity and complexity of the phenomenon > 

“word knowledge” has not been reflected in the framework of their scale. In other words, 

none of the further aspects of word knowledge, such as further meaning senses (for 

polysemous words), inflectional and derivational forms, word class belonging, 

synonyms/antonyms, words’ sound and written forms, and so forth are assessed by Paribakht 

and Wesche’s VKS. Though the authors claim that their scale could be expanded for more 

precise word knowledge testing, no further information is provided.



Also, discussing the issue of word knowledge depth, Wesche and Paribakht (1996) emphasise 

the importance of identifying partial knowledge of words which is meant to be elicited by 

means of their VKS. However, again, the questions: How much knowledge? and which 

knowledge is enough?... remain unanswered.

What we should be looking for here are measurement procedures that could capture degrees 

of knowledge of various word knowledge aspects, in other words, establish how deep this 

knowledge is, for each of the targeted words. Indeed, in order to reveal how much is known 

about a certain word different aspects or types of this knowledge should be measured by a 

self-assessment scale. Provided this information is gathered and evaluated, further 

conclusions on the depth of lexical knowledge could be drawn.

Furthermore, in the discussion sections of our survey, we noted a contradiction between 

Paribakht and Wesche’s claims that:

1) the VKS aimed at capturing gains at initial stages of development of knowledge in regards 

to a particular word and

2) the VKS is able to measure depth of word knowledge.

To start with, it does not seem reasonable to speculate about depth of the knowledge at the 

initial stages of its development. Also, the initial knowledge of a word might not be limited to 

the word’s meaning knowledge, the VKS focuses on. The acquisition of foreign language 

words might begin with learning their written or sound forms or inflectional or derivation 

forms and so forth. Thus, in order to be able to measure qualitative gains in vocabulary 

knowledge the VKS needs facilities to assess knowledge of various constituents of word 

knowledge. However, in its current state, the VKS is unable to provide detailed information 

on how much knowledge about the word has been acquired. Paribakht and Wesche’s scale, 

however, can be used to measure the growth of breadth (once the other problematic issues 

discussed below have been solved) rather than depth.

Conclusion. It does not appear to be possible to measure depth of word knowledge (in the 

sense determined by Nation, 1990; 2001 and agreed by other scholars in the field, see section

1.4.3 of this thesis) by means of the VKS, which is contrary to Paribakht and Wesche’s claim. 

In order to assess the depth of knowledge of a certain word, valid measurements of various 

constituents of that knowledge would be required.
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2.2.3 Issue 3

The self-report categories designed by Paribakht and Wesche.

This section discusses unreliability of the VKS categories. It is difficult to differentiate 

between some of these categories and, more importantly, test their validity.

The proposed self-report categories do not seem to reflect learners’ actual levels of word 

knowledge. Moreover, learners, as acknowledged by Paribakht and Wesche (1993), found 

some categories confusing and misleading. Let’s take a closer look at the VKS self-report 

categories again.

Let’s start with Category 2, for instance: “I have seen this word before, but I don’t know what 

it means.” The question arises: How valid are the responses in this category? There are no 

means of verifying learners’ judgments about their knowledge of the target words in this 

category. Generally speaking, even the definition (the wording) of this category appears to be 

problematic. The question arises whether it is really important to establish the fact that the 

learner has seen the word before if they are not required to provide any kind of knowledge 

regarding this word. The description of learners’ knowledge in this category “The word is 

familiar but its meaning is not known” is also problematic, since none of the components of 

word familiarity are even tested. Furthermore, there does not appear to be any essential 

difference between Category 2 and Category 1: “I don’t remember having seen this word 

before” with the conclusion: “The word is not familiar at all” . In both cases, the word is 

technically unknown. In this respect, we need to emphasise that although it is a good idea to 

record a vague sense of familiarity with a word, more distinctive categories as well as clear 

instructions for learners are required.

Another example of problematic self-report categories in the VKS is Category No 3 opposed 

to Category No 4. Category 3 states: “I have seen this word before, and I think it means. 

Category 4 declares: “I know this word. It means...” This is another attempt by Paribakht and 

Wesche to elicit different degrees of certainty in subjects’ knowledge o f a certain word. 

However, according to Paribakht and Wesche’s report (1993), their subjects struggled with 

those categories. The authors note that on many occasions, learners could not choose between 

categories 3 and 4 and were unable to specify their degree of knowledge of a given word.

The problem here is the fact that knowledge and certainty are two separate dimensions,



whereas Paribakht and Wesche treat them as a single continuous one.

Paribakht and Wesche also report difficulties in carrying out a statistical analysis of the data 

provided in adjacent self-report categories on the VKS which forced the authors to combine 

the data collected into two categories only: “known” vs. “unknown”.

In addition, Paribakht and Wesche do not seem to have carried out qualitative analysis of the 

data on different degrees of learners’ confidence in their knowledge of words. This raises a 

question regarding Paribakht and Wesche’s idea to include the certainty dimension in their 

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale, in the first place.

Conclusion. Paribakht and Wesche’s format of the self-report categories within the 

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale consists of a series of similar categories which do not reflect 

learners’ actual knowledge o f a word. The designed categories are confusing for learners and 

misleading for researchers in data analysis.

2.2.4 Issue 4

The problematic scoring system.

This section shows that the application of the VKS scoring system provides misleading results 

which are difficult to interpret.

This issue is closely related to the previous issue - issue No 3: problematic self-report 

categories. As seen in the previous section, the self-report categories in Paribakht and 

Wesche’s VKS do not appear to be reliable in assessing learners’ word knowledge. The 

scoring criteria for these categories also suffer from a number of problems. There seems to be 

a considerable amount of subjectivity in scoring. Let’s take a look at the following extracts 

from the scoring table:

1)1 point is awarded at Level lfor total absence of knowledge. The explanation of meaning 

for this score states: “The word is not familiar at all”. The question is why Paribakht and 

Wesche award points for “0” knowledge. Logically, if the word is totally unfamiliar to the 

learner, they should be awarded 0 points for not knowing this word at all.



2) 2 points are awarded at Level 2 for the claim: “I have seen this word before but I do not 

know what it means”. Two points in category 2 implies that this knowledge is twice “the j
j

zero” knowledge recorded in category 1? However, besides the knowledge of meaning senses, 

the learner is not required to self-assess or demonstrate any other type of knowledge of the 

word. Thus, at Level 2, the learner does not provide any information of the word. Hence, 

awarding 2 points just for a learner’s claim that they have seen this word before, does not 

seem to be justified. Clearly, the more appropriate score for the both levels (Level 1 and Level

2) would be 0 points, since the knowledge, if any, is not self-/assessed. However, it should be 

noted that a learner might have been able to provide some information in regards of the word 

claimed as seen before (for instance, its sound or written form, word class or grammar forms, 

etc.). That information (if correct) would have been worth some points. Unfortunately, that 

was not requested within Category 2 or any other category of the scale.

3) 2 points are also awarded in self-report categories 3 and 4 for a provided wrong answer. 

And, again, it seems unwise to reward learners for wrong information provided in their self- 

assessment test. Furthermore, in general, unjustified (discussed under issue 3) creation of 

similar self-report categories causes confusion within the scoring system applied to these 

categories. In category 3, a learner guesses that they have seen the word before, and might 

know what this word means. In category 4, a learner claims that they are definitely familiar I

with the word and able to provide a synonym or translation for this word. In both categories, \
\

however, the right answer receives 3 points, while a wrong response scores 2. The question is : 

why Paribakht and Wesche do not differentiate between degrees of certainty in terms of ' 

scoring points awarded.

Overall, there does not appear to be a considerable gap in terms of scoring points between J

“entirely unknown” awarded 1 point and “well known” awarded 5 points. ?

It has also to be noted that the scoring scale in Paribakht and Wesche’s study published in 

1996 suffers from a breach of logical sequence. In that scale, there is an obvious contradiction 

between the description of Category 4 and scores awarded in that category. A general serious 

issue is that the scores are not properly defined over a given set of words. For instance, in case 

of 20 words tested and the score of 10 points received, it is not clear what the scores mean 

since any combination of points that adds up to 20 is possible.



Conclusion. The scoring criteria for Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS do not appear to have been 

logically thought through. Illustrations as above suggest that the scoring system suffers from 

serious defects and, therefore, requires serious attention in terms of its structure and scoring 

criteria.

2.2.5 Issue 5

Confusing and misleading instructions for the VKS.

On numerous occasions as reported by Paribakht and Wesche, subjects admitted that they 

were not able or struggled to understand the instructions. That might have had a negative 

impact on the overall data provided.

And again, this issue is closely related to issue No 3: unreliable self-report categories. As 

reported by researchers who employed the VKS in their studies, learners struggled to make 

their choice between the VKS categories. Thus, the vague instructions for categories 3: “I 

think I know” and 4: “I know”, for instance, were reported to cause subjects hesitation and 

uncertainty. Other examples of ambiguous instructions include category 2: “I have seen this 

word before but I don’t know what it means” as well as Category 1 which states: “I don’t 

remember having seen this word before44. Surely a simple straightforward instruction for 

category 1, such as, for instance: I am not familiar with this word, would not cause any doubt. 

Similarly, the instruction for category 2 :44I have seen this word before but I don’t know what 

it means” could be changed as follows: “The word looks familiar. Although I am unable to 

explain its meaning, I can provide some information about this word”.

In many instances, as acknowledged by Paribakht and Wesche, subjects could not choose 

between the VKS categories and indicate their degree of knowledge of the target word. The 

existence of such cases suggests that there are serious weaknesses in the instructions to the 

self-report categories.

Conclusion. Generally speaking, the design of the overall scale needs to be reassessed in 

terms of developing self-report categories which would be able to test more aspects of word 

knowledge, with clear instructions.



2.2.6 Issue 6

Ambiguity and inconsistency in using notions and terminology.

This section argues that a number of notions in Paribakht and Wesche’s framework of the 

VKS appear to be totally mixed up. This confusion makes it difficult to judge the results 

reported by the authors.

The notions used by Paribakht and Wesche: “Levels and scoring levels”, “Known and 

unknown categories”, “Unknown and recognition levels of knowledge” seem to cause 

confusion in the framework of their approach. Thus in Paribakht and Wesche’s study 

published in 1993, the authors state that they developed a five-level description Vocabulary 

Knowledge Scale (p. 15). However, on the next page they claim that the adjustments, they 

made, resulted in a 6-level scale. Further information indicates that Paribakht and Wesche II
might have meant the creation of 6 scoring levels. However, if that was the case, it is not cleaL

I
what each of the levels indicates. Paribakht and Wesche report that they split category 5 into

j
two levels, to reflect both semantic and grammatical abilities to use a target word in a I

sentence. In this case, category 1 choice seems to correspond to level 1: “The word is not j

familiar at all”; category 2 indicates level 2: “The word is familiar but its meaning is not j

known”. However, it is not clear which level is indicated by category 3. As stated in the |

framework of the VKS, a response in category 3 could be scored either as category 2 or ;
i

category 4: “A correct synonym/translation is given”. This suggests that a category 3 response 

can be regarded as indicator of either level 2 or level 4. Assuming that category 4 signifies 

level 4 and category 5 is split into level 5 (semantic knowledge of the use of the target word 

in a sentence) and level 6 (semantic knowledge and grammatical exactness), it is apparent that 

level 3 is missing.

More confusion is caused by the way Paribakht and Wesche use the notions “Known and I

unknown categories”. The researchers note (1993, p. 17) that categories 1, 2 and 3 were 

grouped into a “not known” category, while categories 4, 5 and 6 were combined into a 

“known” category. However, as we remember, there are only 5 self-report categories on the 

scale (1993, p. 15). Did the authors mean “levels” or “scoring categories” rather than 

“descriptive categories”? No explanation was provided. Furthermore, category 3 can hardly 

be placed in the “unknown category” group since a correct response in this category is also 

possible. Likewise, “unknown and recognition levels of knowledge” appear to be used



interchangeably by the authors in respect of categories 2 and 3 of the Vocabulary Knowledge 

Scale. Similarly, categories 1, 2 and 3 of the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale are described as 

levels of “relative familiarity” with words for which the correct meaning is not known (1993; 

p. 17). It is not clear what Paribakht and Wesche imply under “relative familiarity” since 

category 1, as we remember, states “The word is not familiar at all.”

Conclusion. Paribakht and Wesche should have been more cautious about the terminology 

they used. Ambiguity and inconsistency in using notions and terminology make it difficult to 

understand the authors’ approach.

2.2.7 General conclusion

The issues discussed in this section indicate that Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS methodology 

does not appear to be as advanced as it has been claimed to be by its authors. The main 

problem is that the VKS does not seem to provide sufficient and accurate information on how 

well a word is known (i.e. the depth of knowledge of a particular word). It also suffers from a 

number of technical problems highlighted in this section. However, having noted that, it 

should be acknowledged that the VKS is the first serious attempt in L2 vocabulary 

assessment, a pioneering initiative, to design a measurement instrument which would allow 

learners to self-assess the quality of their own lexical knowledge. Generally speaking, the 

VKS can be regarded as another methodology for evaluating breadth of vocabulary 

knowledge rather than depth.

The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale was employed by some other researchers as an evaluating 

instrument in their own studies. We are now interested to explore why other scholars adopted 

the VKS in their research, and whether the VKS methodology has been developed over time. 

In the next section, we will review a number of other highly cited studies that used the VKS 

approach to evaluate L2 vocabulary knowledge. We will investigate whether any alterations 

to the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale improved the original methodology suggested by 

Paribakht and Wesche.



2.3 Reviews of some other studies that employed Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS as a self- 

assessment instrument

This section explores how other researchers use Paribakht and Wesche’s Vocabulary 

Knowledge scale in their studies. We are interested to know whether and how they modify the, 

original scale to adapt it to the purposes of their research. We are curious to see whether the 

VKS works in those studies. It is essential to note that although Paribakht and Wesche’s 

studies were referred to and cited in many research papers, there were only a small number of 

studies which employed the VKS as a measurement tool. In this section, we are reviewing 

four different papers by Wolter (2001), Rott (2005), Folse (2006), and Zareva (2007).

2.3.1Wolter, B. 2001

23.1.1 Summary

This study explores the possibility of LI and L2 lexicons being structurally similar. The 

author suggests that depth of individual word knowledge might determine a degree to which a. 

certain word is integrated into the mental lexicon.

The paper begins by reviewing previous research on the structure of the L2 mental lexicon. 

Wolter states that a large majority of studies in the field support the view that the L2 mental |
I

lexicon is fundamentally different from that of the LI. He argues against this viewpoint by f 

claiming that the data obtained through word association tests for native speakers (which 

backs up this point of view) was limited to fairly common prompt words. He carries on trying 

to prove his point by citing the results obtained by Postman (1970) and Stolz and Tiffany 

(1972). These studies found out that when responding to low-frequency (and presumably less 

familiar) prompt words native speakers produce a large number of non-native responses 

including clang associates.

Summarizing findings in the field, Wolter argues that there is generally strong evidence for a 

structurally similar LI and L 2 mental lexicon:

1. Both native speakers of English and L2 learners demonstrate syntagmatic-paradigmatic 

shifts in responses.

2. They both produce clang responses, mediated responses, and completely unrelated (to the



prompt words) responses.

3. A large diversity of responses can be found in the data of word association tests collected 

for native and non-native speakers.

The purpose of this study was to devise and test a model of the L2 mental lexicon based on 

word associations of native and non-native speakers. The hypotheses of the study were as 

follows:

1. The L2 mental lexicon of a non-native speaker is structurally similar to the LI mental 

lexicon of a native speaker.

2. Depth of word knowledge is a key component for determining the degree of integration for 

the individual words in both the LI and the L2 mental lexicon.

Wolter continues by asking a question regarding the factors of word arrangement in both 

lexicons. Among these factors, he names word frequency, language proficiency and the so 

called underlying factor which is depth of individual word knowledge. Wolter presents his 

own model for the last factor: a depth of individual word knowledge model. He argues that 

this model (DIWK) views the word connections as conditioned by how well particular words 

are known to a particular learner. Describing the model, Wolter sets up a number of 

assumptions:

1) The mental lexicon of all learners is unstable: new words are acquired, some previously 

known words are lost and generally, words are known to different degrees at any time.

2) The mental lexicon is not a fixed structure. It is no more than “the sum of its parts” 

(individual words).

3) Words in the mind do not all possess the same status.

Developing these ideas, Wolter points out that words in the mental lexicon might be acquired 

individually and undergo developmental shifts separately from other words in the lexicon. In 

this sense, he suggests that one should view the mental lexicon as “consisting of a core 

vocabulary containing well-known words and several layers of peripheral vocabulary 

consisting of words that are known to varying degrees...” (p.47) Furthermore, he argues that 

the proximity to the core vocabulary determines how well the particular word is known. This 

leads him to a further assumption that paradigmatic associations would be predominantly 

formed between words in the centre circles, syntagmatic responses — between words slightly



60

further out and phonological associations -  between words on the periphery. Therefore, the 

circles or layers of DIWK are as follows (moving from the centre): well-known words; fairly 

well-known words, moderately well-known words, slightly known words; unknown words. 

These issues were investigated in the course of Wolters’ experimental study reported in this 

paper.

The subjects for this study consisted of 13 Japanese speakers of English as a second language 

and 9 native speakers of English. The group of NNS participants included University students 

and ESL teachers. The native speakers served as a control group and also provided data for 

analysis. The methodology of the study was as follows. The aural-oral method of collecting 

data was administered within a word association test. Two lists of prompt words selected 

from word frequency data (from the Bank of English corpus) were used in this study, one for 

both groups of participants (48 words) and the other for the native speakers only (48 j

additional words of low frequency). All responses on the word association test were classified ̂ 

as “paradigmatic”, “syntagmatic” or “clang-other” responses or “no response”. The scoring 

procedure for responses was based on the assumption that a paradigmatic response was j
. I

superior (an indicator of a higher degree of lexical or cognitive development) to a syntagmatic 

response, which, in turn, was regarded to be superior to a clang or nonsensical response. j
Hence, a paradigmatic response received a score of 3, a syntagmatic response a score of 2, {

I
clang-other responses were awarded a score of 1. If the subject failed to respond they were j

I
given a score of 0. 1

A depth of individual word knowledge test in the form of Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS was 

used to establish how well each of the participants knew each of the prompt words. The 

underlying hypothesis was that DIWK scores would correspond with “a particular word’s 

integration into the mental lexicon” (p.53). Furthermore, Wolter assumes that this, in turn, 

would account for patterns of response type and the connections between the words in the 

mental lexicon indicated by the response types. Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS with a scoring 

scale of 1 —5 was selected to assess the DIWK. It was slightly modified by Wolter in terms of 

replacing seen with heard since the test was applied orally. Wolter claims that the maximum 

score of 5 would indicate that the word belongs to the core of the mental lexicon, a score of 4 

would signify that the word is fairly known, a score of 3 would show that the word is 

moderately well known, a score of 2 would demonstrate that the word is only slightly known



and a score o f 1 would represent an unknown word outside the mental lexicon. In Wolter’s 

study, the VKS was applied immediately after the association test was completed. Each 

participant received a copy of the scale, and had to rate each of the words on the word 

association test according to the scale. The words were presented in random order using the 

oral-aural method: PWL 1 for the NNS group of participants and PWL 2 for the NS group.

The first hypothesis was that the two groups (non-native speakers and native speakers) would 

not show a significant difference in patterns of responses within each category of the VKS. To 

test this hypothesis, patterns of responses between groups for each VKS category were 

compared and analyzed. The second hypothesis of the study was that depth of word 

knowledge is a key factor in determining the structure of both LI and L2 mental lexicons. In 

order to check the second hypothesis, the mean proportion of response types (paradigmatic, 

syntagmatic, clang-other and no response) was assessed in relation to the five VKS scoring 

categories. The key assumption was th a t"... VKS scores would have a significant effect on 

how participants in both groups tended to respond” on the association test (p.56).

However, contrary to expectations, the results for NNS and NS groups appeared to be 

different. Despite the fact that both groups showed a tendency to respond in accordance with 

the VKS scoring patterns (p<.001), Wolter admits some variation between the two groups, 

particularly in respect of the well-known prompt words. The native speaker group produced a 

significantly greater proportion of paradigmatic as well as syntagmatic responses than the 

non-native speaker group. All in all, he acknowledges that the two groups did not supply 

enough data to support the hypothesis that the LI and L2 mental lexicons are structurally 

similar, especially with regards to well known words. Furthermore, Wolter reports three 

general patterns in distribution of responses within each VKS category:

1) the similarity in patterns of responses in regards to the words which were not well known 

(for example, VKS categories 1 and 2);

2) the high proportion of clang-other responses produced by the NNS group for moderately 

known words (VKS category No 3) which was not the case within the NS group. This led the 

author to the conclusion that phonology plays an important part in structuring the NNS mental 

lexicon for moderately known words.

3) the proportion of paradigmatic to syntagmatic responses in VKS category No 5 was 

described as “a mirror effect” (a reversal of each other) for the two groups. The native
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speakers provided 48.9% paradigmatic and 39.8% syntagmatic responses, while the non­

native speakers showed the preference for syntagmatic responses 54.1% over paradigmatic 

responses 35.4%.

Thus, in conclusion, Wolter states that the syntagmatically dominated L2 mental lexicon can 

be regarded as an underdeveloped form of the LI mental lexicon. The phonological 

connections between words in the L2 mental lexicon have priority over semantic connections 

for moderately well-known words. However, as more knowledge of the word is gained, the 

syntagmatic connections start to dominate.

Wolter’s overall conclusion is that L2 mental lexicon is structurally different but not I

necessary functionally inferior to the LI mental lexicon. He points out that L2 mental lexicon 

is not randomly structured, but there are significant differences between these lexicons.

2.3.1.2 Discussion

In this section, the issue of appropriateness of administering Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS for 

measuring the depth of individual word knowledge is raised. Arguing against this, we 

consider two points: 1) aspects of word knowledge tested in the study and 2) the scoring 

system administered.

1) As stated in the summary section, Wolter argues that the depth of individual word 

knowledge (DIWK) determines a degree of integration of a particular word into the mental 

lexicon. Hence, according to Wolter, DIWK indicates the location of an individual word in 

the mental lexicon. Thus, DIWK is central for Wolter’s theoretical framework, and the way it j 

is measured might account for the credibility of the whole concept tested. How was DIWK 

measured in this study? It was measured by means of Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS only.

Let’s briefly recap the procedure. The results o f the VKS testing were compared against those 

obtained from the word association test in order to check the model of the mental lexicon 

suggested by Wolter in this study. In order to investigate Wolter’s assumptions, the results of 

the association test were compared against the results of the VKS. The main emphasis was 

placed on the VKS scoring categories 3: “A correct synonym or translation is given” and 5: 

“The word is used with semantic appropriateness and grammatical accuracy in a sentence”.



Thus, in measuring depth of individual word knowledge, Category 3 was meant to indicate 

that the word was moderately known, while category 5 was sought to represent a well-known 

word in the core of the mental lexicon. With regards to the results of the association test, a 

paradigmatic response was supposed to indicate that the word is known to the highest degree, 

that is, according to Wolter, located in the core of the lexicon. Likewise, a syntagmatic 

response was thought to indicate that the word is located somewhere in the middle layers of 

the mental lexicon. Hence, in Wolter’s framework, paradigmatic responses ought to signify 

that the word belonged to category 5 while, a syntagmatic response could be considered as an 

indicator that the word belongs to category 3. However, as seen from the summary, that 

turned out not to be the case: Wolter’s assumptions were not supported by the results of his 

experimental study. However, a possible explanation of this failure might lie in the way 

DIWK was measured in the first place. As usual, within the VKS, the subjects were asked to 

indicate how well they knew each of the target words by simply providing a translation or a 

synonym for the target word and by using the word in the meaning (provided in category 3 or

4) in a sentence.

Analyzing the description of Scoring Category 3, the question arises: “If a learner is able to 

provide as little information about the target word as one of its meaning senses, would it be 

enough evidence to conclude that the word is moderately known?” And, furthermore: “Would 

there be enough evidence to make conclusions regarding the place of this word in the mental 

lexicon?” Similarly, for Scoring Category 5, the question is: “If a learner is able to use a 

target word (apparently, in one of its meaning senses only) in a sentence, would it be enough 

information to claim that the word is well-known? .. .and, moreover, to conclude that the 

word is in the core layers of the mental lexicon?” Thus, generally speaking, in this study, the 

depth of individual word knowledge (DIWL) was checked by requesting subjects to submit 

one meaning of a word and demonstrate the ability to use it in a sentence. However, it does 

not seem reasonable to make any judgments in regards to the learners’ DIWL on the basis of 

this limited data (see our discussion on the concept of depth in section 1.4.3). There is even a 

possibility that learners can produce sentences without actually knowing what a word means. 

W hat’s required here is a valid measurement o f the various kinds/aspects o f individual word 

knowledge for each of the target words. Our review of studies on depth of L2 vocabulary 

knowledge (section 1.4.3) suggests that if a wider range of the constituents of individual word 

knowledge are tested, then more accurate information on the depth of this knowledge would



be obtained.

2) The second point against the appropriateness of administering Paribakht and Wesche’s 

VKS in this study is a certain amount of subjectivity in scoring. Wolter points out that it was 

vital for the DIWK test to provide a wide range of DIWK scores. That was not achieved in his 

study, however. Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS scores range from 1-5 (not really a wide 

range), from which 1-2 scores indicate absence of knowledge of a given word. In particular, 

we argue for inappropriateness of VKS scoring category 2 (“The word is familiar but the 

meaning is not known” as discussed in my previous reviews) in the scoring system. 

Furthermore, we totally disagree with the Wolter’s claim that a score of two represents a 

slightly known word. If a learner is unable to provide any evidence of his slightest knowledge 

or has not even been asked for that evidence (apart from a simple translation) it does not seem 

right to declare the word to be known (even to a slight degree). Moreover, the whole scoring 

system seems to indicate that full knowledge of a word implies only a small step forward 

from “no knowledge”.

Generally speaking, since the depth of individual word knowledge was not assessed 

adequately, the assumptions of the study could not have been checked in full. In other words, 

had the DIWK been measured in a different (assessing more aspects), more precise way, the 

outcomes of the study might have been totally different. And, moreover, the results of the 

association test could well be considered as indicators of the word location in the mental 

lexicon. In this respect, it seems worthwhile to re-test the hypotheses of the study using 

different DIWK measuring instruments.

2.3.1.3 Conclusion

It does not seem wise to make any kind of conclusions regarding positions of words in the 

mental lexicon on the grounds of the results of this study. The VKS (in its original form) 

which was used to measure the depth of individual word knowledge, failed to provide valid 

evidence for the hypotheses of the study because:

1) it did not test different kinds of word knowledge and

2) its scoring system appeared to be subjective and inaccurate. It failed to provide a sufficient 

range of scores in DIWK measurement.



2.3.2 Rott, S. 2005

2.3.2.1 Summary

The study explores why certain vocabulary interventions are more facilitative for word 

learning than others. The author investigates the effect of word processing strategies 

employed by second language learners on establishing and strengthening lexical form- 

meaning connections as well as text-comprehension. Two conditions were created: reading a 

text with 1) multiple-choice glosses (MCGs) and 2) single-translation glosses (STGs).

The study addresses a number of issues, among them the following:

1. What are the qualitative characteristics of word processing strategies of L2 readers who 

encounter MCGs as compared to readers who encounter STGs?

2. What is the effect of the gloss condition on the robustness of entries in the mental lexicon?

3. What is the effect of the gloss condition on text comprehension?

The incentive of the current study was to record quality and quantity of word processing 

strategies as learners established form-meaning connections during subsequent encounters 

with a new word.

The methodology of the study was as follows. Rott asked 10 English learners of German to 

read a short story which contained four unknown German words each repeated four times.

The input passage was an adapted Chinese tale “Shade for Sale”. Besides the four target 

words, seven further words were glossed to assist with text comprehension. All subjects read 

the same text and were randomly assigned to one of the two treatment conditions: the 

multiple-choice gloss condition (MCG) or the single-translation gloss (STG) condition.

In the multiple-choice gloss condition, the text was enhanced with multiple-choice glosses for 

each of the four target words at their first occurrence which were placed in the margin of the 

corresponding passage. Seven additional glosses chosen for the most difficult words served as 

distractors so that the subjects did not focus exclusively on the target words. The target words 

and the additional glosses were bolded in the text. Each gloss had four options: the correct 

meaning of the word, two additional meanings (quite close to the correct one), and a “don’t 

know” choice. Subjects were asked to circle the option whose meaning fits best in the context.

In the single-translation gloss condition, learners received the same text, however this time it 

was enhanced with glossed Language 1 translations rather than multiple-choice glosses, for



each of the four target words at their first occurrence only. Likewise, in this condition, the 

target words and the seven additional glosses were bolded and placed in the margin of the 

text. After the reading, in order to ensure that subjects processed the reading text for meaning,* 

they were asked to retell the content of the text in writing. Rott recorded the strategies that 

students used to handle these words using a think-aloud procedure. All think-aloud protocols 

were analyzed for subjects’ processing behaviour. Later on, in order to assess an immediate 

vocabulary knowledge gain, two tests were administered to the subjects: a slightly modified 

version of Paribakht and Wesche’s Vocabulary Knowledge Scale followed by a word 

recognition test (a multiple-choice test which was the exact copy of the multiple-choice 

glosses in the treatment passage).

The adapted version of the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale was as follows:

— a) I don’t remember having seen this word.

— b) I have seen this word but I don’t know what it means.

— c) I think it means_______________________(English translation).

— d) I know this word. It means_________________ (English translation).

— e) I can also use this word in a sentence in German.

In computing gains in subjects’ word knowledge, the individual categories of the VKS were 

added up separately. One point was awarded for a correct answer, 0 points — for an incorrect I 

response. j

The word recognition test was administered immediately after the VKS, and was aimed at J 

further assessing “the recessive word gain”. Retrieval clues were provided in the form of 

multiple choices. Generally speaking, this test might be regarded as a follow-up check for the 

results provided by the VKS.

The experimental procedure included three phases. At phase 1, participants completed the 

vocabulary checklist test to ensure that the target words were totally unfamiliar to all the 

subjects. At phase 2 (a week later), subjects received the treatment text without glosses. They 

were asked to read the text silently. Then, Rott demonstrated to participants what it meant to 

think aloud. After that, the main treatment was administered, and subjects were engaged in a 

think-aloud procedure. That was followed by the retelling of the content of the text in writing, 

which, in turn, was immediately followed by two vocabulary tests (VKS and WRT).



At phase 3 (four weeks after), the same vocabulary tests were administered unannounced.

The results were stated as follows. The think-aloud protocols were reported to show that 

learners used only a limited number of strategies. These strategies were combined into two 

categories: meta-cognitive word processing behavior (the glosses, monitor and verbalization) 

and semantic elaboration (for example, the use of the context, a synonym or background 

knowledge). Subjects in the multiple-choice gloss condition were reported to integrate meta- 

cognitive and semantic-elaborative processing strategies when establishing a connection 

between the lexical form and its meaning. In contrast, subjects in single-translation gloss 

condition were identified as users of meta-cognitive strategies in order to process the target 

word.

The results of the vocabulary tests were reported to demonstrate that subjects in both 

conditions performed very similarly on the immediate post-test. On the VKS, for the majority 

of the target words, readers demonstrated receptive word knowledge by translating the target 

words in English (VKS level c/d: 60% in the MCG and 55% in the STG condition). For the 

VKS level e — the ability to use the word in a sentence in German, the results were a little 

lower (55% in the MCG and 45% in the STG condition).

On the subsequent word recognition test, subjects were reported to reach a ceiling effect of 

90% (MCG) and 95% (STG) of correct answers. However, the retention scores appeared to be 

different. On the VKS, Rott recorded a decrease in target word knowledge over four weeks. 

Though the subjects in the MCG condition performed slightly better in categories c/d and e 

on the VKS than those in the STG condition, their target word knowledge also dropped 

(categories c/d: from 60% to 55%; category e: from 55% to 45%). At the same time, the 

VKS results revealed that category b scores increased notably in both conditions. It signified 

that after four weeks subjects were only able to state that they had seen the word before.

General conclusions were as follows. Both, single-translation and multiple-choice glosses 

triggered essential learning mechanisms. In both conditions, learners established initial form- 

meaning connections which were measured immediately after the reading treatments. 

However, subjects who read the text enhanced with multiple-choice glosses were reported to 

retain significantly more word knowledge than those in the single-translation gloss condition.



On this basis, Rott argues that multiple-choice glosses triggered additional learning 

mechanisms that fostered word-retention. In general, the conclusion was that glossed j

sentences received significantly more attention and proved to be useful in directing readers’ j
]

attention to key ideas of a text. Furthermore, Rott states that multiple-choice glosses proved to 

be more effective in eliciting strategies than strengthening the links between form and 

meaning.

2.3.2.2 Discussion

This part of the review analyses of how Rott altered the original VKS by Paribakht and 

Wesche for the purposes of her research. As mentioned above, Rott’s VKS includes the 

following five categories:

— a) I don’t remember having seen this word.

— b) I have seen this word but I don’t know what it means.

— c) I think it means______________________ (English translation).

— d) I know this word. It means_________________.(English translation).

— e) I can also use this word in a sentence in German.

To compare with the original version by Paribakht and Wesche:

1 .1 have never seen this word.

2 . 1 have seen this word before, but I do not know what it means.

3 . 1 have seen this word before, and I think it m eans_______________ (synonym or

translation).

4 . 1 know this word. It m eans___________________ (synonym or translation).

5 . 1 can use this word in a sentence:_______________ .

As we can see, only minor verbal changes were made to the original VKS (Paribakht and 

Wesche) by Rott (for example, in Paribakht and Wesche’s version, category 1) sounds: “I 

have not seen this word before” compared to Rott’s category a): “I don’t remember having 

seen this word”). It is not clear why Rott altered the wording of the original VKS since the 

meaning of descriptions for VKS categories do not appear to have changed.



Having noted that, it is important to point to considerable differences in the scoring systems 

of the two versions. While Paribakht and Weshe use a 5-level scoring scale, Rott suggests 

only 3 levels to score the results of her research. She adds up all the individual categories of 

the VKS separately, awarding one point for a correct answer and 0 points for an incorrect one. 

Consequently, unlike Paribakht and Wesche, Rott established three levels (instead of 5) of 

word gain from the results provided on the VKS. They were as follows: Level 1 = category

b). Responses at this level indicated that subjects recognized the word form but not its 

meaning. Level 2 = category c) and category d). These categories were combined into Level 2 

since subjects’ responses on those two categories were alike. Rott confessed that subjects did 

not make a distinction between their levels of certainty of word knowledge (“I think” and “I 

know”). This is a very fair comment, emphasised by us in our reviews on Paribakht and 

Wesche’s Vocabulary Knowledge Scale. Once again, category 3: “I think it means...” proved 

to be pointless as a separate category in the framework of the VKS. At this level, the subject 

was reported to gain receptive knowledge and could provide an English equivalent.

Level 3 = category e). The author reports that at this level, subjects gained additional 

syntactic knowledge about the target word and were able to use it in a sentence in German. 

She also emphasises the fact that none of the students chose category a) I don’t remember 

having seen this word. Something seems to be missing here. There are five self-report 

categories in Rott’s VKS, and only three levels. As we see, Rott does combine two categories 

(c and d) into one level (level 2), however there is still no level for self-report category a). As 

we remember, in the original VKS, self-report category 1: “I  have not seen this word before” 

(which corresponds to category a) in Rott’s VKS) represents Level 1 (out o f possible 5) —

The word is not familiar at all. It’s not clear why Rott does not suggest any level (for 

instance, Level 0) to embrace self-report category a).

Generally speaking, there is no use changing the VKS scoring categories if the list of self- 

report categories remains the same. In other words, the categories which are not going to be 

scored should not be retained in the scale. Otherwise, it is difficult to interpret the final 

results.

Furthermore, as seen from the description, in Rott’s scale, category e) (Level 3) does not 

reflect on semantic and grammatical criteria in subjects’ word knowledge. In Paribakht and 

Wesche’s VKS the score of 4 was awarded in cases when the word was used with semantic



appropriateness in a sentence. The score of 5 was given for the use of the word with semantic ; 

appropriateness and grammatical accuracy in a sentence. However, it is understood that in 

Rott’s scale, semantically and grammatically correct use of the word in a sentence was j

awarded the score of 1. Likewise, if the word was misused according to both criteria the ,

response was scored as 0. However, in case of correct semantic use but failure with grammar, 

the response was still scored as 0. Within this approach, even fewer aspects of word j

knowledge seem to have been taken into account by the researcher while measuring levels of 

gains in learners’ vocabulary knowledge.

Moreover, it is unclear whether 1 point was granted to the subject for a choice of category b: 

“I have seen this word but I don’t know what it means”. If that was the case, it did not appear 

to be reasonable. Having chosen category b), the learner did not demonstrate any knowledge 

of the word, either receptive, or productive. Rott’s claim that category b) responses indicated 

subject’s ability to recognize the word form seems to be purely subjective. In addition, 

clearly, a score of 1 obtained in category b) cannot be considered the same value as a score of 

1 received in category d) or e), for instance.

On the other hand, if a choice of category b) received 0 points on Rott‘s scale, it still did not 

seem to be entirely fair. A refusal or inability to provide any answer (category b) and 

an attempt to submit the answer (but failure) in categories c/d and e were not rewarded in 

favour of the latter. This does not appear to be justified either. A learner should always be 

encouraged to make an effort and recall the maximum information they possess about the 

word. Furthermore, if category b) was not awarded any scoring points, it is not clear why it 

was labeled as Level lin  subjects’ word knowledge achievements. In addition, the scoring ! 

system of Rott’s VKS suggests that full knowledge (category e) is only 1 point forward from j 

total absence of knowledge (category a).

Basically, all this confusion within the scoring system does not promote Rott’s version of the 

VKS. Generally speaking, the simplifications made by Rott to the scoring system of the VKSi, 

did not improve the accuracy in measuring gains in learners’ word knowledge. Quite the 

contrary, these alterations seem to have brought more confusion and mismatches between 

self-report categories, levels o f knowledge and scoring categories within Rott’s VKS.



2.3.2.3 Conclusion

The alterations to the original VKS, mostly in terms of the scoring categories did not add 

value to the original version of the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale. Rott’s version of the VKS 

seems to suffer from most of the drawbacks inherent to the original VKS, Rott’s version of 

the VKS measures even fewer aspects of learners’ word knowledge.

2.3.3 Folse, K., 2006

2.3.3.1 Summary

This study investigates the effect of the type of written exercise on L2 vocabulary retention. 

Target vocabulary was practiced under three types of written exercise conditions: one fill-in- 

the-blank exercise, three fill-in-the-blank exercises and one original writing exercise.

A modified version of Paribakht and Wesche’s Vocabulary Knowledge scale was used to test 

the meaning of the target words and usage of the word in student-written sentences.

Subjects were 154 ESL students representing 14 different native languages and functioning at 

3 different levels of proficiency: 50 - lower intermediate, 51 - upper intermediate and 53 

advanced level students. 15 target words, all verbs, plus 3 distractors (18 in total) were 

divided into 3 equal groups. The distractors were never right answers and were added to the 

list of target words to reduce guessing. Subjects practiced each word group under one of the 

three exercise conditions. Folse emphasizes the fact that all of the target words were supposed 

to be unknown to the participants. A pilot test with 11 advanced ESL students was conducted 

to ensure that the words would be unknown by the actual subjects. A mini-dictionary (4 

pages) was created for this study to provide input for the meaning of each of the 18 words.

Three written exercise conditions were administered in the study. In Condition 1, subjects 

were required to fill in the blanks in 5 provided sentences with one of the six target words 

shown in a table. Each word was used once. Under Condition 2, the words were practiced in 

three different exercises. However, each of those exercises was similar to the exercise in 

Condition 1. In Condition 3, subjects were asked to write a sentence with each of the target 

words.



The pre-test and post-test vocabulary knowledge was assessed by means of a modified 

version of the vocabulary knowledge scale originally suggested by Paribakht and Wesche. 

Unlike the original scale, the modified version of the VKS included 3 levels of word j

knowledge (or self-report categories). The scoring system graded from 0 to 2. One point was j

awarded for providing a correct meaning. Another point was granted for producing a correct 1 

sentence with the target word. j
I$
1

Modified Vocabulary Knowledge Scale: 1

1 .1 don’t know what this word means. i

2 .1 know this word. It means__________________

(provide an English synonym or a translation in your native language).

3 .1 can use this word in a good example sentence. Write your sentence here.

(If you do No3, you must do No2 also.)

For the pre-test, participants completed the VKS for 24 words. This included 15 target words,

3 distractors and 6 easy words. After the pre-test was completed, “a filler activity” (an 

association test) was used in order to distract subjects and decrease the chance of 

remembering the words from the pre-test. The following day, subjects completed another 

word association task before they started on the actual exercise treatment. Participants 

received a mini-dictionary and a task booklet with three different exercise conditions. After 

completing the exercise treatment (40 minutes), students were given 30 minutes to complete i 

the post-test which was exactly the same as the pre-test. Participants were awarded a score of 

0, 1, or 2 for each target word. At level 2 of the VKS, participants were asked to provide an 

English synonym or a LI translation. One point was given for the correct answer. The third j 

level requested a written example sentence with the target word. Two points were awarded foi| 

a good example. It was explained to students that if they chose option 3 they also had to 

complete option 2. Strict and Lenient scoring were applied to interpret the data obtained.

Folse points out that incidental learning (which was the matter of investigation in his study) 

cannot be full or deep learning. Thus, any learning that took place under the circumstances 

was not expected to be comprehensive or deeply processed learning. Taking this fact into 

account, lenient interpretation was used to reveal smaller increments of learning. For instance 

Folse reports a case when a student translated the word toil as work instead of work hard or 

work with great effort. Emphasising the fact that learning often occurs in increments, Folse



awarded this response a 1 in Lenient scoring (0 in Strict scoring). Follow-up interviews were 

conducted to clarify any questions raised by subjects’ responses in the VKS.

A repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on the data with regards 

to the effect of exercise conditions. The results are shown in table 2-4.

Table 2-4: Descriptive statistics for retention (Lenient Scoring) by exercise type

Condition n Mean Standard Deviation

1 (one completion) 154 2.18 2.36

2 (three completions) 154 4.78 2.78

3 (original sentences) 154 2.39 2.48

The main effect of exercise type was reported statistically significant, F (2,306) =87.01,

p< .0001.

The overall conclusion of the study was: vocabulary exercises which required multiple 

encounters with- or multiple retrievals of the target words (for example, multiple sentence- 

completion exercises) proved to be a strong factor in L2 vocabulary learning regardless of the 

type(s) of exercises involved. The mean score for subjects who completed three fill-in-the- 

blank exercises was 4.78, compared to 2.39 for those who wrote sentences and 2.18 for 

subjects who did one completion exercise. This gives Folse grounds to argue that multiple 

encounters using fill-in-the blank activities appeared to be a more effective and efficient L2 

vocabulary learning task than writing original sentences.

2.3.32 Discussion

This section discusses the measuring instrument, a modified version of the VKS, used in the 

study to measure breadth and depth of word knowledge. Two points are highlighted: 1) self- 

report categories or levels and 2) the scoring system of Folse’s version of the VKS.

1) The original VKS by Paribakht and Wesche contains 5 self-report categories (see Table 2- 

1, p. 31). Let us compare it against Folse’s 3-level version of the VKS (Folse uses word 

“levels” for “self-report categories”) shown in table 2-5.



Table 2-5: Modified vocabulary knowledge scale by Folse:

Level Level Description Scores

1 I do not know what this word means. 0

2 I know this word (the correct synonym/translation is given) 1

3 I can use this word in a sentence (correctly used in a sentence) 2

As we can see Folse removed self-report categories 2 and 3 from the original scale: the 

categories that indicated learners’ certainty in their word knowledge. This implies that the 

author does not consider that a learner’s vague sense of familiarity with a word is worth 

recording. This simplification, however, does not make the VKS any more effective in 

measuring learners’ knowledge of the words being acquired. That is to say, these alterations 

do not enable the VKS to measure the depth of subjects’ knowledge of the target words which 

is contrary to Folse’s claim. The author argues that the VKS was used in his study to measure 

breadth and depth of word knowledge (p.289) before and after the treatment. Folse argues that 

the suggested version of VKS was able to detect even small gains in learners’ word 

knowledge. However, the paper does not provide any results of the VKS testing.

Judging on the levels descriptions, we can note that Folse’s VKS superficially tests only two 

constituents of word knowledge: meaning and ability to collocate (in its simplest form). In 

other words, general conclusions regarding subject’s word knowledge are drawn from the fact 

whether they can remember a word meaning and whether they can use it in a simple sentence. 

It is understandable that in the case of incidental learning students might not instantly acquire 

such aspects of word knowledge as: grammar characteristics or ability to derivate.

Nevertheless, some other types of word knowledge, for instance, the word form or knowledge 

of more than one meaning (where applicable) could have been included in subjects’ self- 

assessment reports within the VKS. That would have created extra levels within the modified 

version of the VKS suggested by Folse and led to more accurate testing o f gains in subjects’ 

word knowledge.

Let’s take a look, for instance, at perspectives of developing and measuring the multi­

meaning aspect of word knowledge in Folse’s study. Describing the mini-dictionaries created 

for this study, Folse pointed out that they contained pertinent information regarding the



meaning of each of the 18 target words. The definition was followed by two sentences 

illustrating the target word. The entry for the verb bolster was given as an example: 

bolster (verb) To support; to make something feel strong again.

Example Sentence 1. When Joe was in the hospital, I sent a nice card to bolster his spirits. 

Example Sentence 2. The players practiced very hard to bolster their chance of winning. 

Immediately questions arise: If a target word has more than one meaning, are all of them 

shown in the mini-dictionaries used in the research? Are illustrative sentences on each 

meaning provided? Unfortunately, Folse does not present any examples of entries for 

multiple-meaning words from his mini-dictionaries. Neither does he provide any information 

on these types of words listed in his mini-dictionary. What was, for instance, the entry or 

entries for the word to burst (one of the 15 target words)? According to Collins dictionary and 

thesaurus (2000), the verb to burst possesses the following 4 meanings:

1. To fly asunder

2. To break into pieces

3. To rend

4. To break suddenly into some expression of feeling.

Does Folse’s mini-dictionary contain all these four entries or does it provide only one 

definition chosen by the author? If there is only one definition, on what grounds has it been 

selected?

Similarly, it is far from clear what entries were provided for the word to ponder:

1. To muse, meditate. 2. To consider, deliberate (on)?

Or to launch: 1. To set afloat. 2. To set in motion. 3. To begin. 4. To hurl, send?

Generally speaking, the multi-meaning aspect of word knowledge was not discussed in the 

paper or reflected in the levels of his Vocabulary Knowledge scale. Also, the question of 

collocations arises: Do the examples of sentences shown in Folse’s mini-dictionaries (only 

two for each entry) cover all principal collocations with the introduced word (for example: to 

launch a spacecraft; to launch a course or to launch into an argument)?

This information is crucial for establishing associative links between the new words being 

acquired and those stored in the mental lexicon. Had that been reflected in the VKS levels, it 

would certainly have improved the original version of the scale.
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2.Similarly, the scoring system of Folse’s VKS suffers from a number of drawbacks. Let’s 

compare this scoring scale illustrated in table 2-6 with the original one by Paribakht and 

Wesche presented in table 2-1 (p. 31).

As we can see the scoring systems of these two versions of VKS differ considerably. On the 

positive side, it should be noted that Folse abolished a number of totally unjustified scores 

from Paribakht and Wesche’s original version. They are:

a) 1 point — “The word is not familiar at all” in category 1

b) 2 points -  “The word is familiar but its meaning is not known” in category 2

c) 2 points -  “A wrong answer is given” in category 3

d) 2 points -  “A wrong answer is given” in category 4.

Thus, in Folse’s version of VKS, points are awarded for demonstrated rather than perceived 

knowledge. On the one hand, this seems to make the scoring system fairer since the actual 

knowledge only is rewarded. However, on the other hand, the VKS scoring remains quite 

ambiguous in terms of learners’ final scores. Thus, for instance, if a learner scores 18 points 

on an 18 item test suggested by Folse, this score might be the sum of different combinations. 

This could be 18 words -  one point, or 9 words -  two points, or various combinations of 

ones, twos and zeros that add up to 18. It makes it impossible to interpret the summary data. 

Furthermore, the alterations and simplifications made by Folse did not improve the scale’s 

ability to measure the depth of learners’ word knowledge (contrary to Folse’s claims). For 1

instance, it failed to reflect on the cases when/if the participant was able to retrieve more thar| 

one meaning or produce a number of collocations with the target word. An alternative scoring 

scale could have been used to detect these larger gains in vocabulary knowledge, such as: |

— I don’t know what this word means — 0 points j

— I know this word. It means.... — 1 point for each meaning provided. I

— I can use this word in a sentence — 2 points for each sentence created.

i
Furthermore, additional 0.5 points might have been awarded for each correctly produced wor^ 

form. Since the knowledge of the word form is one of the constituents of the word knowledge 

and could be acquired incidentally, it was worth testing. That might have provided more 

precise information on the gains in subjects’ word knowledge. However, this would need 

further elaborating and discussing in terms of presenting the summarized results.



2.3.3.3 Conclusion

The modified version of the VKS created by Folse to assess knowledge of the words acquired 

incidentally, does not appear to have improved the original VKS. In particular, more testing 

levels (to measure the depth of learners’ word knowledge) as well as a better elaborated 

scoring system are required. Overall, it is essential to provide students with comprehensive 

(on various aspects of knowledge of a given word) information on each target word during a 

treatment period, for instance, well-constructed mini-dictionaries. It is also equally important 

to comprehensively measure the word knowledge acquired.

2.3.4 Zareva, A. 2007

2.3.4.1 Summary

The study analyses quantitative and qualitative characteristics of the patterns developed by L2 

learners to structure their lexical knowledge. The word association test was administered to 

investigate how L2 learners organize their lexical knowledge.

First, Zareva reviews lexical research on the use of word association tests (WA). She focuses 

on distinctions LI researchers make between qualitative and quantitative features of WA 

domains. She points out that those distinctions have been overlooked in L2 research. Then, 

she carries on speculating about the ways WA tests have been administered in L2 research 

and findings in regard to L2 learners’ vocabulary structure. Finally, she reports on her own 

study on the issues related to the organization of the L2 mental lexicon. Zareva raises a 

number of questions which guided her research:

1. Where should the difference between NSs’ and L2 learners’ mental lexical structure be 

looked for?

2. How does an increase in language proficiency affect the organization of L2 learners’ lexical 

knowledge?

3. Do the quantitative and the qualitative features of the mental lexicon interact?

4. Which set of features is more sensitive to an increase in language proficiency?



5. Do WA tests have potential for use as assessment tools?

The quantitative characteristics of the WA domains of 3 groups of subjects (native speakers 

(NSs), L2 advanced and L2 intermediate learners) were compared. Associative strength, size 

of the associative domain and heterogeneity of the response domain were measured. The 

quantitative features were tested in the following way:

--associative strength was measured by response commonality;

— size of the associative domain was measured by total number of responses;

-  heterogeneity of the response domain was measured by number of different responses.

The qualitative patterns of WAs: proportion of paradigmatic; proportion of syntagmatic and 

proportion of phonological associations were examined. The qualitative and the quantitative 

characteristics of the WA domains of the three groups were compared in order to investigate 

the strength of the relationship between them. Eighty-seven adults (NSs (n=29) and L2 

learners of English (n=58) took part in the research. The L2 subjects were divided into two 

groups based on their performance on three proficiency tests: an advanced group (n=29) and 

an intermediate group (n=29).

The procedure was as follows. The participants completed in writing a vocabulary test 

containing 73 sample words (SWs) selected from a learner’s dictionary (Hornby, 1978) by a 

spaced sampling procedure - “systematic sampling with a random start“(p,132). Each SW 

was accompanied by a modified version of the VKS (Paribakht and Wesche, 1993), referred 

to in the study as “a word familiarity scale” (p. 133). Into her version of VKS, Zareva includes 

four main options which, she argues, are meant to identify four degrees of word familiarity. 

They are as follows:

1)1 have not seen this word before;

2) I have seen this word before but I don’t remember what it means;

3) I think this word means_______________ (provide a synonym or brief explanation);

4) I know that this word means______________ (provide a synonym or brief explanation).

The fifth option — I associate this word w ith_________  was added by the researcher to

collect WA data.

The subjects were required to produce three associations if they stated their familiarity with 

the SW in option 3 or 4. They were asked to respond to every SW according to its lexical



category. The target words were presented in alphabetical order with their lexical categories 

stated next to them. A total of 7854 WAs were collected during this study.

All the associations generated by the subjects were combined into a total list (one for each 

group, three in total). An association was included in the list if the subject responded 

correctly to the lexical class of the target word, along with, at least, one of its meanings in 

option 3 or 4 of the word familiarity scale. For example, for the target word hard, which was 

specified as an adverb, synonyms like strenuously, laboriously, persistently provided by 

participants in option 3 or 4 and all associations (generated in option 5) following such 

synonyms were included in the analysis.

Zareva provides her list of criteria for scoring quantitative and qualitative characteristics of 

subjects’ WA responses. Two one-way ANOVAs were administered to compare the 

quantitative and qualitative associative patterns submitted by the three experimental groups. 

The author reports that overall, the results of the analysis confirmed differences in the 

quantitative features of NSs’, L2 advanced and intermediate learners’ mental lexicons. 

However, she points out that the size, commonality and heterogeneity of the advanced 

learners (in contrast with the L2 intermediate learners) meaning connections closely 

resembled “the NSs’ quantitative patterns of associative links” (p. 140). At the same time, she 

argues that differences between the NSs’ and the L2 learners’ mental lexicons can be revealed 

primarily at an intermediate level of proficiency. She continues by pointing out that smaller 

vocabularies (she suggests, 6000 words for an intermediate level) are likely to be 

characterized by “fewer links among words, a lower degree of commonality and lesser 

heterogeneity of meaning connections” (p. 144). In contrast, she states, larger vocabularies 

(over 9000 words) have significantly richer connections in respect to size, commonality and 

heterogeneity.

With regards to the qualitative features o f subjects’ lexicons, Zareva reports that no 

phonological associations were found among the responses generated to known words. On 

these grounds, she concludes that word familiarity is “the factor that motivates the elicitation 

of more phonologically than semantically or syntactically linked associations” (p. 140).

The overall conclusion was that the study proved the existence of quantitative but not 

qualitative differences in the patterns developed by subjects to structure their lexical



knowledge. Zareva reports that the quantitative differences appeared to be most prominent in 

the intermediate group. As for the qualitative aspect, adult L2 learners like NS indicated a 

preference for paradigmatic rather than syntagmatic connections for familiar words.

2.3.4.2 Discussion  f
!

This section discusses the modified version of the VKS altered and administered by Zareva in
1

her study. Zareva points out that the “word familiarity scale” (as she refers to VKS) was used , 

in her study to establish subjects’ levels of familiarity with the target words. In her version of 

the VKS, Zareva retains the four self-report categories suggested by Paribakht and Wesche.

However, the fifth category o f the original VKS: “I can use this word in a sentence_____

Write a sentence.” (Paribakht and Wesche, 1993) is omitted. At the same time, a new 

category: “I associate this word w ith...” was added by the author pursuing the goals of her 

word association study. Thus, category 5 in Zareva’s VKS is a word association task which 

appears to be compulsory for those subjects who submitted their answers in categories 3 and

4. What follows from here is the fact that the status of Category 5 in Zareva’s scale is entirely 

different from that in the original scale. In other words, Category 5 on Zareva’s scale cannot 

be regarded as a separate higher level of the scale, unlike Category 5 in the original version of 

the VKS by Paribakht and Wesche. This decision to replace the original Category 5 does not 

seem to be justified. Had Zareva retained this category within the VKS, it would have been 

possible to explore how different levels of word familiarity influenced the characteristics of 

L2 WA domains.

It’s clear from the beginning that the main focus o f Zareva’s study was associative abilities of 

the L2 mental lexicon. The question is: how the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) fits into 

the frame of this WA research. Zareva notes that the self-report categories of the VKS were 

used to establish whether the subject was familiar with the words, selected by her for the wore 

association test. As stated in the summary, subjects were instructed to indicate on the word 

familiarity scale whether they knew each of the given words. Only if the subject submitted 

their response in option 3 or 4, they proceeded to the next stage: a word association test. 

Immediately a question arises: how Zareva graded the answers provided in option 3 :1 think

this word means_______ (provide a synonym or brief explanation) compared to option 4 : 1

know that this word means_________ (provide a synonym or brief explanation), provided the)



were both correct. In other words, what criteria applied to differentiate the confident answer 

(option 4) from the uncertain one (option 3)? Similarly, it is not clear what impact option 2 

had on the research: I have seen this word before but I don’t remember what it means.

Bearing in mind that only correct answers in option 3 or 4 allowed students to participate in 

the main part of the study: the WA test (category 5), the retention of categories 2 and 3 within 

“the word familiarity scale” seems totally pointless.

Therefore, it is not clear why the author chose VKS to establish subjects’ familiarity with the 

words rather than assigning, for instance, a simple translation test. Self-report categories 2 and 

3 on Zareva’s VKS do not seem to be included in the data analysis in any way. Moreover, 

degrees of certainty in the word knowledge (shall I say meaning knowledge) which are meant 

to be revealed in those categories do not appear to play any part in the framework of Zareva’s 

study.

Also, it is not shown in the research how participants responded within the self-report 

categories. Furthermore, no scoring system was suggested within Zareva’s version of the 

VKS: subjects’ responses provided on the scale (excluding Category 5) do not appear to have 

been scored in any way. In section “Scoring procedures”, Zareva describes norms for 

compiling a list of word associations generated by the participants in option 5, however, 

scoring for the first four levels of “the word familiarity scale” is not considered by the author. 

This must have occurred due to the fact that the researcher focused entirely on learners’ 

correct translations/explanations for the given words and completely ignored other responses 

submitted in categories 1—3. And again the question of VKS appropriateness for this study 

arises. Without doubt, it would have been beneficial for the research had the author given 

more thought as for her choice of the assessment tools as well as consistency in their 

application throughout the study.

2.3.4.3 Conclusion

Briefly mentioned in the section “Materials and procedure”, the VKS appear to be totally 

unconnected to the rest of the study. Since the information provided by students within the 

self-report categories was neither scored, nor included in any kind of analysis, it seems 

unreasonable to employ this instrument for the goals of the research.
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2.3.5 Conclusion on the use of VKS by other researchers.

In this section, we investigated how Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS had been used by other j 

researchers in the field. We were curious to learn why they employed VKS as a measurement 

instrument in their studies. We intended to investigate whether and how they developed the 

original scale to adapt it to the purposes of their research. It has been of particular interest to j

see whether any alterations to the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale improved the original 

methodology suggested by Paribakht and Wesche. In order to achieve this, we have reviewed, 

a number of highly cited studies that used the VKS approach to evaluate L2 vocabulary 

knowledge: four different papers by Wolter (2001), Rott (2005), Folse (2006), and Zareva ;

(2007). The analysis of these studies has shown a common trend which will be discussed 

below.

As seen from these papers, Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS was used by the aforementioned 

scholars either to establish whether particular words were known by the subjects (Zareva) or s 

to measure how well the words were known (Wolter) including vocabulary knowledge gain ii] 

treatments (Rott) and incidental gain (Folse). None of these researchers explain why they [ 

decided to employ the VKS in their studies. Their decision might have been influenced by theI
claims Paribakht and Wesche made in regards of the abilities of their VKS: to measure both j 

breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge. It is understandable that such a comprehensible j 

measurement instrument as Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS was claimed to be, would be of
jj

particular interest to researchers in terms of collecting complete and accurate information j

about L2 learners’ knowledge of words. However as seen from our reviews this does not 

appear to be the case. In none of the studies reviewed, does the VKS seem to be the right j

choice of the measurement instrument within the framework and goals of those studies (see j

relevant discussion sections). Moreover, we had the impression that the wrong conclusions 

may have been drawn (e.g. Wolter’s study) due to a wrong choice of the assessment 

methodology.

Has the VKS been developed over time? The original self-assessment scale was used either 

unchanged (Wolter), slightly modified (Rott) or significantly altered (Folse and Zareva).

Thus there have been some rare attempts to adjust the VKS to the goals and aims of particula 

studies. However, as argued in our reviews the alterations made to the VKS by these 

researchers do not appear to have improved the original. The altered scales seem to suffer



from the same problems as Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS, i.e. 1) no accurate, substantial 

information on vocabulary depth, 2) confusion and mismatches within self-report categories 

and scoring systems, 3) unclear instructions. At the same time, the reviews of these studies 

show that changes made to the VKS by the aforementioned researchers (mostly in terms of its 

simplification) led to even more confusion and ambiguity within its levels or self-assessment 

categories and scoring.

Also, the simplified versions of the VKS appear to provide even less data on how well a 

certain word is known by a learner since less information on word knowledge gets extracted 

and analysed (e.g. Folse’s scale abandons the dimension of certainty in knowledge whilst 

Zareva replaces the aspect of use with the aspect of association knowledge and abandons the 

scoring system within her version of the scale). Thus, the ability of the VKS to measure depth 

o f learners’ word knowledge has not been improved as it remains insensitive to many 

constituents of vocabulary depth (see section 1.4.3 of this thesis).

Our overall conclusion is that Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS does not develop over time. The 

alterations made to the original VKS by other researchers, mostly in terms of simplification of 

its self-assessment categories and scoring system did not add value to the original version of 

the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale.

2.4 General conclusions

In this chapter, we have reviewed in detail a number of studies by Paribakht and Wesche, 

which develop and administer the VKS methodology. We have also reviewed a number of 

highly cited studies in which adaptations of the VKS have been used to evaluate L2 learners’ 

vocabulary knowledge. All these studies appear to be problematical in one or more respects. 

The main issue seems to be that the VKS simply does not adequately measure the depth of a 

subject’s word knowledge. Clearly, then, there is a need for further research into self- 

assessment of vocabulary knowledge, and the next section of this thesis will attempt to do this 

through a serious of experimental reports.
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CHAPTER THREE
Self-Assessment of L2Vocabulary Knowledge J

Introduction J
i

General Methodology administered in this research

In the series of studies we run within this thesis, we have adopted the case study research 

methodology. There are a number of reasons why we have administered this approach. I

First of all, due to the nature of our research, we have been looking for a research method ? 

which would allow us to investigate the complexity of single cases in full detail. In contrast 

with large-scale experimental studies, case study is described as a study of particularity and 

complexity of a single case when a holistic, in-depth investigation is required (Stake, 1995; 

Yin, 2003; Duff, 2007). Since, in our research, we intended to explore the complexity of : 

learners’ individual word categorizations, a case study approach seemed to be ideal for the j 

purposes pursued.

Secondly, we were interested to examine each learner’s detailed explanations o f the ways thei 

measure and classify their vocabulary knowledge. And again, a case study approach appears j 

to perfectly suit this purpose. As noted by Stake (1995) case studies are designed to bring out 

the details from the viewpoint of the participants. Gall et al. (2003) describe case study ! 

research as “in-depth study of instances of a phenomenon in its natural context and from the \ 

perspective of the participants involved in the phenomenon” (p.436). j

Thirdly, the case study approach allows the researcher to focus on a particular issue or issues 

that are fundamental for understanding the system that is being investigated. In our studies, 

these issues are quantitative and qualitative features of the categorization systems of lexical 

knowledge of our participants.

The case study methodology allows the experimenter to test the existing hypotheses and, at 

the same time, it generates new ideas, sometimes counter-evidence to existing viewpoints anc 

claims (Duff, 2007). In our research, we were attempting to find some evidence in support of, 

our critics of the existing self-assessment methodologies which, in our view, provide rather 

superficial information in regards to the depth of L2 learners’ vocabulary knowledge.



Also, a case study approach seems to create an ideal research environment for carrying out a 

detailed longitudinal examination of a single case. According to Stake (1995) in-depth 

longitudinal examination of single cases provides an ideal way of systematic observing, 

analysing and reporting results over a long period. Indeed, we believed it would be more 

feasible at the final stage of our research to investigate a chain of possible changes in a 

learner’s categorization systems of her L2 lexical knowledge by using a longitudinal design.

In this thesis, we report on six case studies: two - multiple and four -  single case studies. A 

multiple-case design has been used in our study to trace “numerous sources of evidence 

through replication” (Stake, 1995). In general, multiple-case design is claimed to enhance and 

support the evidence obtained in these studies which may not be captured through full-scale 

experimental research (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). In this study, we were interested to 

investigate how different learners measure and classify their own knowledge of the same 

proposed words. In order to achieve this target we intended to compare and analyse 

categorization systems of vocabulary knowledge created by different subjects in our first 

multiple case study (reported in Chapter 3).

Besides these major advantages of the case study methodology there are also a number of 

other reasons why we have adopted the case study approach in this thesis, rather than the 

more traditional approach that make use of large subject groups. One of them is purely 

pragmatic — it is extremely difficult to get hold of large numbers of learners of Russian in 

Wales, particularly learners of Russian who are not beginners, and this effectively precludes 

an experimental approach to the questions we are interested in. The other reasons are: the 

possibility of investigating research questions on a larger number of words; one-to-one 

interactions (subject—researcher) in order to better understand subject’s responses and no 

time restrictions.



Experimental Study 1

3.1 Introduction

Having analyzed Paribakht and Wesche’s approach to self-assessment of L2 lexical 

knowledge we established a number of weak points in their methodology which were ]

discussed in the previous chapter. Our main argument relates to the fact that Paribakht and 

Wesche’s VKS cannot be used to measure depth of lexical knowledge (which is one of I 

Paribakht and Wesche’s major claims in relation to their scale) since it focuses on testing onl)j 

two types of learners’ word knowledge: meaning and use. We felt that a self-assessment j 

methodology should be able to assess considerably more types or aspects o f the learners’ 

word knowledge than the aforementioned two. This is especially important if the target of 

self-assessment is to measure the depth of learners’ lexical knowledge (see section 1.4.3 of 

this thesis: the concept of depth). We also felt that the best way to explore this issue would be 

to ask learners themselves to rate their knowledge of words. ;

I
The experimental work, reported in the six chapters that follow and the appendix at the end of 

this thesis, presents our attempt to establish how learners themselves self-assess their L2 

vocabulary knowledge. The research is based on the information provided by learners of j 

Russian as a second or foreign language. We chose Russian because it is one of the so-called 

“unusual” languages: there is an apparent shortage of research on Russian (as a foreign j 

language) language vocabulary acquisition. Our choice is also explained by the fact that the j 

author of this thesis is a native Russian speaker with a large experience of teaching Russian to 

foreigners.

Our research is very exploratory and unique in terms of engaging learners themselves in 

investigating how they classify their own knowledge of words. This information might assist I 

in understanding how learners perceive and structure their knowledge of words. Furthermore,: 

we believe that “this look from inside the system” might enable us to better understand how 

word knowledge is acquired and develops. This has never been explored before. However, w  ̂

are certain that this information is vital for establishing how lexical self-assessment I

instruments should be structured. i

This chapter presents our first attempt to explore how learners classify their L2 lexical



knowledge. We intended to establish whether learners of Russian would differentiate between 

various aspects of lexical knowledge or simply focus on their meaning knowledge. Thus we 

asked the participants to categorize their knowledge of Russian words. The purpose was to 

explore how self-report categories suggested by our learners while assessing their own 

knowledge of certain words, would differ from the self-report categories developed by 

Paribakht and Wesche within their Vocabulary Knowledge Scale.

Bearing in mind the self-assessment categories suggested by Paribakht and Wesche, we posed 

a number of questions.

Research Questions

1. How many self-report categories will be created by the learners in order to classify their 

knowledge of the given words?

2. Which criteria/features will be considered by the subjects when they assess their own 

knowledge of words? Will learners entirely focus on their meaning knowledge (Paribakht 

and Wesche’s viewpoint) or will they look into other aspects of word knowledge?

3. How do different degrees of certainty about the knowledge of a target word (which 

received a lot of attention in Paribakht and Wesche’s scale) manifest themselves in self- 

assessment categories created by learners?

4. Will categorizations submitted by different learners differ from each other in terms of their 

quantitative and qualitative features?

These questions guided our current study.

3.2 Study

3.2.1 Method

3.2.1.1 Target Words

Fifty Russian words were used in this study. The words were selected from the Word 

Frequency List (Vakar, 1966; also checked with ArpaeB et. al., 1977) and fell under the 

following 3 levels: 2k, 3k, 4k. Each word was typed onto a single card: 50 cards in total. The 

target words represented four parts of speech: nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs. These 

words are shown in table 3-1 in the alphabetical order.
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Table 3-1: Targe W ords
BepuyTbCH
To return

)KypHaji
Magazine

M up
Peace; World

riocjiaTb
To send; to move

CjiynaH
Case; event; 
oppo rtun itv; chan c e

EUniHHyTb
To look at (perf)

3aBH/tOBaTb
To envy

HajteaTbCH
To hope(for); to 

rely(on); to hope(to

rioCJieZtHHH
Last; the latest; the 
latter; worst

CodpaHue 
M e e t i n g ;  a s s e m b l y ;  

c o l l e c t i o n

B3flTb
To take (perf)

3aMy>K
Ma rry(fema I es)

HaxoxtHTb
To fin d

FIpeiiJiaraTb
To offer; to 
propose; to set 
(put); to order

CuacTbe
Happiness; luck

Bpau
Doctor

3BOHHTb
To ring

Hy>KHbIH
Necessary

ripH/tyMaTb
To think (of); 
to imagine

TepHTb
To lose

Bee
Everything

Ka>K£bIH
Every; everyone

OOtflCHHTb
To explain (perf)

FIpHHHMaTb
To take; to accept; 
to admit; to recieve

Ye3>KaTb
To leave

21,0 pora
Road; journey; way

KpaCHBblH
Beautiful(fine)

flOBTOpHTb
To repeat; to revise

ripom aTb
To forgive; to remit

y j t H L t a

Street
/IpporoH
D ear; expensive

KpacHbiu
Red

I l o Z t H H M a T b

To raise; to pick up; 
to stir up; to 
improve

ripHMO
Straight, directly; 
frankly; really

YMepeTb
To die

A ym a
Soul; spirit

KyrnaTb
To eat

FI03BOJlHTb
To allow

Pa3roBapuBaTb
To talk (speak)

Y MHTb
To learn; to teach

>KnaTb
To wait; to expect

JIe>KaTb
To lie (to be 
situated)

riojiyHHTb
To receive

C ep/m e
Heart

MecTHbiii
Honest

>KHTb
To live

J I h u o

Face; exterior; 
person; identity

n o p * m o K

Order; succession; 
manner; customs

Cn/teTb
To sit; to fit; to be in 
prison

MuTaTb
To read; to give a 
lecture

3.2.1.2 Participants

Participants in this study were 12 Russian foreign language students: males and females 

attending Russian language courses at Cardiff University. Students' proficiency levels ranged 

from lower intermediate - Year 2 (5 people) to upper intermediate - Year 3 (7 people). The 

subjects were from a variety of LI backgrounds: English, Italian, Portuguese, Spanish, Arabic 

and Polish.

3.2.1.3 Procedure

Participants received 50 cards each, with one target word printed on a card (50 words in total) 

They were asked to divide this pile of cards into groups according to how well they thought 

they knew a word on the card. Participants were not advised on which type of criteria they 

should base their categorizations. The time allocated for the self-assessment task was 30 

minutes. Each subject had two desks at their disposal to provide maximum space for their



creativity. No discussion between subjects was allowed.

After all the words on the cards had been divided into categories, subjects received strips of 

paper of different colour and were required to label each of the created groups. They were 

asked to explain the criteria they chose for their classifications. At the end, subjects filled in 

the final form and copied the categories they had created, onto the form. Since some of the 

labels contained vague explanations we asked a number of students to clarify their labels and 

explain the categories they had created. That was recorded.

3.2.2 Results

Addressing the research questions formulated in section 1 of our current study, we asked the 

subjects to categorize the targeted words according to how well they knew them. The basic 

results are presented in tables 3-2 through 3-3. Table 3-2 shows the total number of self-report 

categories created by the subjects.

Table 3-2; Number of self-report categories suggested by the subjects.
Year 2 
Subjects

No of 
Categories

Year 3 
Subjects

No of 
Categories

TS 11 OP 7
BG 8 ID 6
JM 6 SM 6
HE 5 AC 6
SL 5 RP 4

MB 3
CH-M 3

As seen from the table, most subjects created rather a large number of categories. In fact, the 

average number of the submitted categories was 6 (5.83) which is more than included in 

Paribakht and Wesche’s scale. Three subjects arranged the targeted words into more than six 

categories (with the largest number of categories, namely eleven, produced by subject TS). At 

the same time, another three subjects managed to create just four or three categories.

The summarized analysis of the qualitative characteristics of the submitted categorizations is



illustrated in table 3-3. This table demonstrates how often a particular criterion was mentioned 

in the subjects’ descriptions o f the self-report categories they created.

Table 3-3: Distribution of features among the categories submitted by the subjects
Subjects Meaning Use Word

Class
Grammar
Info

Written
Word
Form

Sound
Word
Form

Multiple-
meaning

Four
Skills

Certainty
in
Knowledge i 
+ Guessing

+ - + - + - + - + - + - + - + - +
' ]

TS 6 1 3 4 6 1 6
2 |

JM 5 1 3 1 1 1 1 4 2
SL 3 1 1 2 2 2
HE 1 2 1
BG 2 2 3 2 2 1

RP 2 1 2
OP 5 2 6 2

SM 4 2 1 1 1 1 2
AC 2 1 1 1 1 1

MB 2 1 1 1 2
ID 3 1 1 2 2 2

CH-M 2 1 1 1 1

-l-indicates that certain features were mentioned in a positive context; - signifies that certain 
features were mentioned in a negative context.

As seen from the table, subjects referred to a large number of different features when 

categorizing their knowledge of words. In fact, nine different descriptors were used by the 

learners to characterize their knowledge of the given words. The main features subjects’ 

classifications are based on seem to be meaning knowledge and confidence in knowledge.

The second main block of classification criteria includes grammar knowledge, word class and 

use in a sentence. In general, all the features listed in table 3-3 seem to fall into two main 

dimensions: familiarity and certainty in knowledge. Overall, as indicated by the data, the 

number of features engaged by our subjects to describe their knowledge of words 

significantly exceeds the number of self-assessment criteria considered by Paribakht and 

Wesche. The results obtained in this study and their implications will be discussed in the 

section that follows.

3.3 Discussion



This section discusses the self-report categories suggested by our subjects while self-assessing 

their knowledge of the given words. First, we will look at the general characteristics of the 

sets of categories created by our learners. Then, we will compare the categorization systems 

to detect their differences.

3.3.1 General characteristics of the self-rating categorizations submitted by the subjects 

In an attempt to find answers to the questions posed in this study we examined the 

classification systems created by the learners. First, we were interested to investigate the 

quantitative features of the created categorizations. As seen from table 3-2, our subjects 

created a fair amount of categories. The average number of the proposed categories was 6 

which is more than suggested by Paribakht and Wesche. Furthermore, seven out of twelve 

subjects submitted six or more categories, with one learner having classified their targeted 

word knowledge via eleven categories. This individual variation in regards to the number of 

the created categories raises a question in relation to an individual approach in lexical self- 

assessment.

Second, we intended to establish which criteria or features would be chosen as grounds for the 

subjects’ categorizations of the targeted words. The results of this study seem to indicate that 

learners rate their knowledge of words in different ways. This means that learners use a 

variety of criteria to describe their knowledge of words. This also means that different 

learners use different sets of classification criteria. In regards to the former, it should be noted 

that despite a large variety of features our learners refer to, all descriptors seem to fall within 

the two dimensional space: 1) aspects of knowing a word and 2) degrees of confidence in 

knowledge (Table 3-3). Evidently, the most common way of rating was consideration of both 

dimensions.

Interestingly, most of the descriptions for the created categories referred to more than one 

feature. For example, in the description: “Can spell these words, use in a sentence, can 

recognize written and in speech and translate...”, at least four different features can be 

determined. They are: meaning, use, written forms/spelling and language skills. Tables 3-4 

through 3-5 illustrate further examples of distribution of features among the categories 

submitted by different subjects.
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Table 3-4: Distribution of features among the categories in the set submitted 

by subject TS

No of 
the
Category

Features referred to

1 Grammar, word class, certainty
2 Grammar, use
3 Grammar, certainty, use
4 Grammar, certainty (-), use, meaning
5 Word class, meaning, grammar, certainty (-)
6 Meaning, grammar, certainty (-)
7 Meaning, certainty (-), grammar(-)
8 Word class, meaning, certainty (-)
9 —

10 Word class, meaning, certainty (-)
11 Meaning (-)

Note. (-) indicates that the feature was used in a negative context.

Table 3-5: Distribution of features among the categories in the set submitted

by subject JM

No of the 
Category

Features referred to

1 Word class, grammar, meaning, use, lang. skills
2 Meaning, use, lang. skills
3 Spelling, use, meaning, lang. skills
4 Meaning, lang. skills, spelling (-), certainty (-)
5 Meaning, certainty (-)
6 Meaning (-)

Note. (-) indicates that the feature was used in a negative context.

As seen from these tables, descriptions of the created categories are normally based on a 

combination of different features. Moreover, category 1 in JM ’s classification system refers tc 

five different features. These multi-featured descriptions of the self-rate categories might be 

taken as evidence for the existence of some kind of links among different aspects of word 

knowledge. Furthermore, it might be the case that one feature triggers another or a set of 

others linked to a particular word. And eventually, the whole range of information that is 

stored in the mental lexicon in regards to the selected words becomes unveiled. However, this 

needs further exploring on a larger set of words.

Another interesting finding relates to the use of features in a negative context. The data 

presented in tables 3-3 through 3-5 indicate that on a large number of occasions, learners

i



referred to the criteria (in their category descriptions) within which they were unable to 

provide information on the word. For instance, one of the subjects wrote: “I know what this 

means but can’t put it into different cases without help”. As seen from this description, 

characterizing their knowledge of certain words, the subject considered the grammar aspect as 

a criterion for the particular categorization, pointing out that they were unable to perform 

certain grammar operations with the words allocated under that category.

Another interesting point that is worth noting is creation of categories (within the submitted 

systems) that contain just one or two of the targeted words. This might indicate that learners 

consider a fair amount of properties for each of the targeted words while measuring their 

knowledge of those words. Moreover, this might imply that learners examine each word 

separately. Indeed, our subjects tended to determine certain features in their knowledge of a 

word rather than grouping words according to pre-selected features.

Overall, the results of this study seem to indicate that most of the learners used a 

comprehensive (or multi-featured) approach while assessing their knowledge of words. 

Though meaning knowledge appears to be one of the major criteria for learners’ 

categorizations (as shown in table 3-3), a large number of other constituents of word 

knowledge (Schmitt, 1998) also received some degree of learners’ consideration. Moreover, 

in a number of cases when meaning senses were indicated as totally unknown, learners still 

assessed and categorized their knowledge of words on the grounds of some other criteria (e.g. 

“Words I do not know the meanings of but can say what part of speech they belong to”). This 

suggests that words might be found in the lexicon by their different properties which, in turn, 

implies that these properties should be determined and tested within the process of self- 

assessment of learners’ knowledge of a word. This may be achieved by developing a new 

comprehensive approach to the L2 vocabulary self-assessment which would aid learners in 

estimating the depth of their word knowledge. In summary, the experimental data obtained in 

this study suggests that self -assessment of L2 vocabulary knowledge is considerably more 

complex than the abilities of the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale by Paribakht and Wesche and 

its current modifications. In other words, self-report categories of a vocabulary knowledge 

self-assessment instrument should be designed in such a way as to enable learners to reflect 

on different aspects or features while assessing their knowledge of words.



The third question posed in our study addresses the issue of certainty in knowledge. It is 

noteworthy that this dimension was used as a major (together with meaning knowledge) 

classification criterion by our subjects. The learners expressed different degrees of certainty ir 

knowledge of a word or a particular aspect o f  knowledge o f  a word, e.g. “Words I think I 

know one m ean ing .. .”, “ I would guess that these are masculine words but I would not be 

confident about this.” Different degrees o f  confidence in knowledge are reflected in the 

“positive” and “negative” columns in table 3-3.

Interestingly, one classification was based purely on the subject’s certainty in her meaning 

knowledge of the target words:

—  1. I know; 2. Have a good idea; 3. A pretty good guess; 4. No idea 

A number of subjects tended to distinguish between slight degrees in their word knowledge: 

—Familiar words vs. Less familiar words 

—Confident vs. Fairly confident

This might imply that different degrees of certainty expressed by subjects in their word 

knowledge descriptions indicate different phases in the development (or regress) o f  that 

knowledge. If this is the case, different degrees of certainty about the knowledge o f  the target: 

word should be reflected in the scoring system in order to obtain a more complete picture of 

the depth of a learners’ word knowledge. However, if a learner claims that he might know th« 

word but fails to demonstrate any actual knowledge, they should not be awarded a score 

higher than if they admit a lack of knowledge. This is contrary to Paribakht and W esche’s ! 

approach.

3.3.2 D ifferences between the subm itted categorizations.

The fourth question of the present study required a comparison between the created 

classifications. In the previous section, we discussed general (common) characteristics of the 

submitted categorizations. Here, we will focus on their differences. When twelve 

categorizations are compared, the results reveal some differences in quantitative and 

qualitative features of these classifications. In relation to the quantitative differences, we note 

that the numbers of self-rate categories in the submitted categorizations fall within the range 

from 11 to 3 (Table 3-2). However, as stated in the results section, half of the submitted 

classifications contain 5 to 6 categories.



As for the qualitative differences of the created categorizations, they appear to be quite 

distinctive. The data obtained in this study indicate that different learners use different sets of 

classification criteria i.e. refer to different features. Though all subjects accept meaning 

knowledge and certainty in knowledge as criteria for their categorizations, other features do 

vary.

Let’s take a look at tables 3-3 through 3-5. As seen from the tables, subject TS, for example, 

classifies her word knowledge according to the grammar aspect, subject JM evaluates his 

abilities within the four language skills, subject SL and subject RP categorize according to 

their certainty in their knowledge, subject HE refers to phonological information while 

subject OP categorizes according to word class. The individual variation revealed in our study 

is a rather important finding since it indicates that self-assessment methodologies should 

approach the issue of lexical self-assessment on an individual basis.

Summarizing the discussion held in this section, it must be noted that the process of self­

categorization o f learners’ word knowledge appears to be considerably more complex than 

generally assumed in the field. Though it is hard to make generalizations on the basis of the 

results obtained from a small group of subjects, the findings of this study seem to have some 

rather important implications for lexical self-assessment and vocabulary acquisition in 

general.

3.4 Conclusions

This study was our first attempt in exploring how learners categorize their own knowledge of 

words. The data indicates that a variety of features were taken into account when learners 

assessed their word knowledge. This has never been noted in previous research and runs 

counter to the general assumption in the field.

The findings of this study are encouraging since they substantiate our idea of the complexity 

of the process of lexical self-assessment. In light of the insights gained in this chapter, it 

seems reasonable to continue investigating the way/s learners classify their knowledge of 

words.
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Having discovered some connections among different features of word knowledge, we intend 

to further investigate those links via new case studies on a larger set of selected Russian 

words. However, first, in light of the fact that meaning knowledge seems to be one of the 

leading criteria for arranging words into self-rate categories, we are interested to explore in 

more detail how learners themselves measure their meaning knowledge. We intend to test this 

aspect of word knowledge in detail in the next chapter.



CHAPTER FOUR

Self-Assessment of Meaning Knowledge of Selected Polysemous Words 

Experimental Study 2

4.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, we discussed the findings of our first experimental study into the 

issue of lexical self-assessment. We found that learners were generally very good at 

categorizing their knowledge of words. The classification systems submitted in the previous 

study on average appear to be more complex, in terms of their quantitative characteristics, and 

comprehensive (i.e. multi-featured) compared to the self-assessment scales developed in the 

field so far. However, the individual variation between the characteristics o f the subjects’ 

categorization systems indicates that further research on a larger set of words will be required. 

This will be commenced in studies three through six of our research.

The current study, however, focuses on self-assessment of meaning knowledge. Furthermore, 

we are curious to establish how L2 learners will measure their knowledge of polysemous 

words. There are two reasons for investigating this matter. First, before we continue to 

explore the way/s learners self-categorize their knowledge of words, we are interested to 

establish the reliability of data obtained through lexical self-assessment. Due to the fact that it 

is literally impossible, within the scope of this thesis, to test the reliability of self-assessment 

of each of the word knowledge types, we chose meaning knowledge.

Second, as indicated in the previous study, meaning knowledge appears to be the main 

criterion used by the learners to categorize their knowledge of words. Furthermore, it is 

relatively easy to validate the results of self-assessment of meaning knowledge by comparing 

them against the data obtained in the subsequent assessment. In addition, a high percentage of 

Russian words are polysemous (with meaning senses not often obviously related to each 

other) which is important to bear in mind when learning or teaching Russian.

Thus the object of the present study is self-assessment of multiple-meaning knowledge. We 

felt that self-measuring the multiple-meaning knowledge is an important part of evaluating the 

depth of learners’ lexical knowledge (see section 1.4.3 of this thesis). Thus, we were curious 

to explore how learners themselves perceive their knowledge of multiple-meaning senses.



In this study, we intended to establish whether learners of Russian would be able to correctly 

measure their multiple-meaning knowledge of certain words.

By addressing this issue, our goal was to collect evidence on the prospects of using self- 

assessment for measuring learners’ meaning knowledge, multiple-meaning knowledge in 

particular. We hypothesized that when asked to assess how many meaning senses of a given 

word are familiar to them, L2 learners will provide reliable information in regards to their 

multiple-meaning knowledge.

While the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale by Paribakht and Wesche (at least its original 

version) does not measure multiple-meaning knowledge, we feel that it is vitally important to 

obtain this data in order to establish the full picture (or the depth) of learner’s word 

knowledge. In summary, the current study addresses the following questions:

Research Questions

1. Will learners of Russian be able to recall more than one meaning of a polysemous word 

when required?

2. Are learners of Russian able to provide reliable information regarding their meaning 

knowledge?

Thus the purpose of this study was to establish whether learners are able to assess their 

knowledge of multiple meanings. We believed that this information would provide some 

indications of how L2 learners perceive their knowledge of multiple meaning senses.

i



4.2 Study

4.2.1 Method

4.2.1.1 Target words

The target words were selected from the Russian Word Frequency List from levels: 2k, 3k, 4k 

and 5k (Vakar, 1966; also checked with ArpaeB et. al., 1977). The chosen words possessed at 

least two major meaning senses, which were verified by the Oxford Russian Dictionary 

(2000). Because the study explored multiple- meaning knowledge we needed to be sure that 

the participants were exposed to the words during their course of study. Therefore, the 

initially selected words were compared against the vocabulary in the Russian language 

teaching materials which were used to teach students on Russian courses at Cardiff 

University. The finally selected 20 words possessed at least two major meaning senses 

(checked with the Oxford Russian Dictionary, 2000) which were thought to be familiar to the 

students. These words are shown in table 4-1.



1UU

Table 4-1: Target words and their meanings

Word Meanings

1. JIhuo l.Face; 2.Exterior; 3.Person; 
4.1dentity

2. ,Hppora l.Road; 2.Journey; 3.Way (route)

3. Mnp 1 .World; 2.Peace

4. Co6paHHe 1.Meeting; 2.Assembly; 3.Collection

5. riopa^oK 1.Order; 2.Succession; 3. Manner; 
4.Customs

6. Mecau; 1 .Month; 2.Moon

7. PyHKa l.Hand; 2.Handle(arm); 3.Pen

8. B3rjiaA 1.Glance; 2.0pinion

9. R3BIK l.Tongue(anat.); 2.Tongue(cul); 
3.Language; 4.Clapper; 5.Prisoner; 
6.Sole

10. Cbct 1.Light; 2.Daybreak; 3.World; 
4. Society

11. IIpaBO l.Law; 2.Right; 3.Really

12. CoBeT 1.Advice; 2.Conference; 3.Council; 
4.Harmony

13. Benep 1.Evening; 2.Party

14. Bha l.Look; 2.Shape; 3.View; 4.Prospect; 
5.Sight; 6.Type; 7.Specious; 
8.Aspect(gram)

15. IIhclmo 1.Letter; 2.Writing; 3.Script; 
4.Style(of painting)

16. Yhhtb l.To teach; 2.To be a teacher; 3.To 
say; 4.To learn

17. 3/JOpOBbIH 1.Healthy; 2.Health-giving;
3.Robust; 4,Strong(sound); 5.Good at

18. Ta^cejibm 1.Heavy; 2.0ppressive(smell); 
3.Hard(difficult); 4.Slow(brain), 
5.Severe; 6.Serious(bad); 
7.Painful(heavy);
8 .Difficult(personality); 
9.Ponderous(heavy)

19. IIOJIHblH l.Full(of); 2.Stout(plump)

20. riOBTOpHTb l.To repeat; 2.To revise



4.2.1.2Participants

Nine Russian foreign language students attending the Advanced Russian language course at 

Cardiff University took part in this study. All students had been studying Russian as a foreign 

language for at least three years prior to the experiment. They represented different 

backgrounds and ages. Their proficiency levels ranged from intermediate to advanced. A 

variety of the first language backgrounds were represented here: English, French, Italian and 

Bulgarian.

4.2.1.3Procedure

The assessment was conducted in three steps. The first step was a self-assessment. In order to 

determine how many meanings of the target words the subjects knew, they were asked to fill 

in the self-assessment forms. Learners were requested to place a tick mark in the column 

which showed the number of meaning senses they thought they knew, ranging from 0 to 3+. 

For example, if the learner was not familiar with the word, they were supposed to choose the 

first column —“0 meanings”. However, if a subject knew (or believed that they knew) one, 

two, three or more meanings of the target word, they had to choose their option and place a 

tick mark in the corresponding column.

At the second stage, learners were required to demonstrate their actual meaning knowledge. 

The same clean forms were given to subjects, however, this time they were requested to write 

down the meanings of the words which they had marked as known on the self-assessment 

form at the first stage. They had to provide all of the meanings they could think of, for each 

target word. No prompts were given.

Finally, the test-takers were asked to produce sentences with the target words: one for each 

meaning named by them on the assessment form. The format of the assessment was explained 

in detail. The Russian word “Koca” (plait; scythe; spit) was used as an example and we went 

through “the entire battery” for this word. Students were not allowed to discuss the task or 

target words. Neither were they allowed to consult a dictionary. There was no time-restriction.



4.2.2 Results

The research questions posed in this study address the issues of learners’ abilities to self­

measure and demonstrate L2 multiple-meaning knowledge. We needed this information in 

order to argue our point regarding the importance of measuring multiple-meaning knowledge 

within lexical self-assessment methodologies. The results of the self-assessment and actual 

assessment of the subjects’ multiple-meaning knowledge including their ability to use 

identified meaning senses in a sentence are presented in Table 4-2. This table shows the 

number of occasions on which students indicated that they knew 0, 1, 2 or 3 (or more) 

meaning senses of the twenty targeted words.

Table 4-2: Total results for nine subjects

Task 0 meanings 1 meaning 2 meanings 3+ meanings

Self-Assess. 9 35 101 35

Assessment 12 42 94 34

Use in Sent 17 55 90 18

In the actual assessment, the participant scored “0 meanings” if they did not provide any 

answer at all or if all the meaning explanations submitted by the participant were incorrect. 

Further on, erroneous responses were deducted from the total number of responses received. 

In the “use in a sentence” section, no attempt to create a sentence or complete misuse of the 

target word was regarded as “0 meanings”. Any misuse of the target word (in any of its 

meanings) was considered as a failure for that particular meaning and the sentence was 

deducted from the total number of sentences provided. The individual results for each of the 

nine participants are shown in table 4-3.



Table 4-3: Individual results for nine subjects: self-assessment vs. assessment (use in a 
sentence is not included)

words GC ID SQ DG KC DT LC VL PO
sa a sa a sa a sa a sa a sa a sa a sa a sa a

1 (4) 2 2 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 1 1 1 3 2 1 1
2(3) 2 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 2 1 1 2 2 1 1
3(2) 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 3
4(3) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 0 0 2 2 1 1
5(4) 3 2 0 0 3 2 3 3 1 1 2 2 0 0 2 2 1 0
6(2) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 2 2 1 1
7(3) 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 1 1 1 2 2 3 3 2 2
8(2) 2 0 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 1 2 2 1 1 2 2 0 0
9(6) 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 2 2 3 3 2 2
10(4) 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 1
11(3) 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 0
12(4) 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 1
13(2) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 1 1
14(8) 2 2 3 3 2 1 3 4 3 3 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1
15(4) 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 3 3 1 1 1 1 2 3 1 1
16(4) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
17(5) 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1
18(9) 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 3 2 2 3 2 0 0 2 1 0 0
19(2) 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 0 1
20 (2) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 0 2 2 0 0
M ean 2.1 1.95 2.2 2.2 2.4 2.25 2.4 2.45 2.2 1.95 1.7 1.6 1.05 1.05 2.05 2.0 1.1 1.0

Note. SA- known meanings in self-assessment, A-known meanings in assessment. Numbers in
brackets (1(4); 2(3); 3(2) etc.) show the total number o f  meanings o f a target word.

Table 4-3 indicates that the participants were generally very good at assessing their multiple- 

meaning knowledge. As seen from the table the mean scores from the self-assessment task 

were very close or matched those from the actual assessment. Though subjects failed to 

submit more than three meaning senses (apart from one case) where required, they 

demonstrated that they were generally able to provide information regarding their knowledge 

of multiple meaning senses as well as retrieve those meanings in the actual assessment.

To summarize the results of the actual (demonstrated) knowledge we used the following 

scoring system. If the participant provided the correct meaning sense for the given word and 

used it correctly in a sentence, they were considered to demonstrate Productive Knowledge 2 

and were awarded 2 points. In case the participant submitted the correct meaning sense for the 

target word but failed to use it correctly in a sentence, their response was regarded as
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Productive Knowledge 1 and was awarded 1 point. Unknown meaning senses received 0 

points. The Meaning Proportion was calculated by dividing the learner’s total score for each 

word by the number of possible points (number of meaning senses multiplied by 2 points 

each). The results for each of the nine participants are shown in table 4-4.

Table 4-4: Meaning proportion

words GC ID SQ DG KC DT LC VL PO
1 .38 .50 1.0 .50 .50 .25 .25 .50 .25
2 .67 .83 1.0 1.0 .67 .67 .33 .67 .33
3 .50 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 .75 1.0 1.0 1.0
4 .50 .64 .50 .67 .67 .33 .00 .67 .33
5 .50 .20 .50 .75 .25 .50 .00 .50 .00
6 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 .50 1.0 .50
7 .67 .83 1.0 1.0 .33 .33 .67 1.0 .50
8 .00 1.0 1.0 .50 .50 1.0 .25 .75 .00
9 .25 .50 .50 .42 .42 .33 .33 .42 .33
10 .75 .37 .50 .13 .25 .50 .25 .38 .25
11 .33 1.0 1.0 1.0 .67 .67 .67 .50 .00
12 .50 .75 .75 .63 .38 .25 .25 .50 .25
13 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 .50
14 .19 .31 .22 .44 .38 .25 .12 .12 .20
15 .63 .50 .75 .50 .63 .25 .25 .63 .25
16 .38 .50 .50 .38 .50 .25 .38 .50 .38
17 .30 .50 .40 .40 .40 .40 .20 .20 .20
18 .22 .22 .22 .28 .22 .22 .00 .22 .00
19 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 .75 1.0 .00 1.0 .50
20 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 .50 .00 1.0 .00
Mean .54 .71 .74 .68 .57 .52 .32 .63 .29

As seen from the table, the average meaning proportion was .60. A meaning proportion of

1.00 was diagnosed in 46 instances. There were 56 instances of a meaning proportion higher 

than .7. However, as indicated in the table, the majority of cases fell in the .2 to .6 range. The 

implications of these results will be discussed in the next section.

Pursuing the objective of our study, we analyzed the relationship between the self-assessment 

and assessment scores. In order to compare the results of learners’ self-assessment of their 

own meaning knowledge against the results of the actual assessment of this knowledge, 

Pearson’s correlation test was administered in this study. We did not run paired T-test or 

ANOVA in this study due to the small number of subjects. Table 4-5 shows the mean scores 

for self-assessment and actual assessment.



Table 4-5: Mean scores for self-assessment, assessment and difference.

Self-assessment Assessment Difference

Mean
Score

1.91 1.83 .078

SD .528 .513 .094

As indicated in the table, the mean number of the self-assessment was very close to the mean 

number of the actual assessment. Furthermore, the statistical analysis revealed high 

correlation between the self-assessment and assessment scores: Pearson’s correlation 

coefficient r  = .984 which suggests a very strong positive relationship. The correlation was 

statistically significant: pc.OOl. The strength of the relationship between the self-assessment 

and assessment mean scores is further demonstrated by figure 4-1.

Figure 4-1: Self-assessment of multiple meaning knowledge (mean scores) vs. 

Assessment of multiple meaning knowledge (mean scores)
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Self-assessment and assessment mean scores are shown on the vertical axis with a range of 

1-2.4. The subjects (from 1 to 9) are shown on the horizontal axis. As we can see, the match 

between these two curves is apparent.

Thus the finding of this study (though carried out on a small number of subjects) confirms 

the research hypothesis in regards to the validity and reliability of self-assessment of Russian



language learners’ multiple-m eaning knowledge.

4.3 Discussion

This section deals with two issues posed as questions in the introduction section o f  the current 

study: demonstration of multiple-meaning knowledge and the ability to self-measure that 

knowledge. We will start by discussing the results received from the self-assessment and the 

teacher’s assessment. Then, we will speculate on the reliability of the data obtained from the 

lexical self-assessment. Finally, we will talk about the limitations of this study.

4.3.1. Self-assessm ent vs. assessm ent

The study focused on self-assessment and assessment of knowledge of meaning senses of 

twenty Russian words by nine learners who had been studying Russian as a foreign language 

at Cardiff University. This study sought to identify how participants would respond on both 

(self-assessment and assessment) tasks since the importance of knowledge of more than one 

meaning of Russian polysemous words had not been emphasized to learners before, in the 

course of study. We felt that self-assessment of multiple-meaning knowledge should 

constitute an important part of the lexical self-assessment system. Our study was especially 

important in the light of the common tendency in L2 vocabulary self-assessment research to 

ignore (i.e. not to test) the knowledge of more than one meaning senses of polysemous words

The data collected in this study also shows whether learners of Russian were able to retrieve 

different meaning senses of a polysemous word as well as use their knowledge in practice.

In terms of demonstrated multiple-meaning knowledge, the responses submitted appear to be 

a little disappointing. As noted in the results section, the average meaning proportion was .60 

This indicated that in many instances, only partial meaning knowledge was achieved which is 

quite low for advanced students. A meaning proportion of 1.00 was diagnosed in 46 instances 

That suggested that all of the meaning senses for a target word were known productively and 

used correctly in sentences. In other words, in 46 instances, the meaning knowledge of certaii 

target words was achieved to full productive mastery. In all the other cases, the knowledge of 

meaning senses was regarded as incomplete or partial. On the positive side, there were 56 

instances of a meaning proportion higher than .7. However, as noted above, the majority of 

cases fell in the .2 to .6 range. Generally, the target words with fewer meaning senses seemec



to have been mastered the best: for example, nearly all the participants demonstrated full 

mastery of the words: Mup (world and peace) (No 3), Mecni  ̂(month and moon) (No 6) and 

eeuep (evening and party) (No 13) (Table 4-3). On the other hand, the subjects fell far behind 

with 4- or more- meaning words, especially a 9-meaning word THHcejibiH (No 18) or an 8- 

meaning word bha (No 14). Typical recall for those words was just 2 to 3 meanings. Sadly, 

none of the participants demonstrated the knowledge of all of the 76 meaning senses of the 20 

targeted words. Overall, despite the fact that the average meaning proportion appeared to be 

higher than .5, the multi- meaning knowledge of the Russian vocabulary appeared to be low 

for the level tested.

However, at the same time, the data suggest that on most occasions, learners did manage to 

produce more than one meaning sense of the target polysemous words. Table 4-2 

demonstrates that the number of occasions on which students indicated that they knew (self- 

assessment) and provided (assessment) two meanings of the target words was considerably 

greater than that for one meaning: 101 (SA) vs. 35; 94(A) vs. 42. The number of cases when 

learners stated that they knew and/or submitted 3 or more meaning senses for the given words 

was also considerably high: 35 (SA) and 34 (A). Generally speaking, while assessing their 

own knowledge of meaning senses, all the subjects (but one) chose a “more than one 

meaning” option and “three or more meanings” option at least for one of the target words. 

Only 3 participants admitted that they did not know one (ID) or a number (PO and LC) of the 

target words. In the assessment, the results were similar. As seen from table 4-3, 100% 

provided two or more meaning senses for at least one of the target words. Moreover, it is 

worth noting that among the submitted meanings, there were also those of low frequency, for 

example, R3biK -prisoner who would speak or npaeo-really( No 9). Also, we have to bear in 

mind that only productive knowledge was tested. This means that some of the meaning senses 

might have been known to a different extent at the receptive level and might have been 

recalled after prompts had been demonstrated or in a context. This implies that learners’ 

knowledge of all meaning senses of polysemous words can and should be self-/measured, 

otherwise only partial information of learners’ word knowledge is extracted.

Unfortunately, the multiple-meaning knowledge did not receive proper consideration in 

Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS. This is one of the arguments against their claim regarding the 

ability of their self-assessment instrument to test the depth of lexical knowledge.
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It was also desirable within this study to measure learners’ abilities to use target words in 

sentences. It is always important that learners show their abilities to use words appropriately 

in speech and writing rather than just explaining what a word could mean. Hence, we 

intended to establish whether learners who submitted correct meaning senses for the given 

words, were able to create sentences with these words in all their different meanings. The 

results (Tables 4-2 and 4-3) showed that on most occasions, learners were able to support the 

meaning senses, provided by them on the assessment form, with sentences illustrating these 

meanings: 4(P1) vs.90 (P2) for two meaning senses, 16 (PI) vs. 18 (P2) for three meaning 

senses. This suggests that learners mastered words in their certain meanings to a higher 

productive level (P2).

There were a number of occasions in which learners did not seem to give the correct meaning 

sense/s of the target word on the assessment form, however, later on, they used the word 

correctly in a sentence. In these cases, we asked the subjects to provide the meaning/s again. 

If the student proved their knowledge of the meaning in question by explaining it or by 

translation, the meaning sense was regarded as known and 2 points were awarded.

The implication of these results is the necessity of testing and self-testing learners’ abilities to 

use a polysemous word in a sentence in each of its meanings. And again, it should be noted 

that contemporary self-assessment approaches do not appear to pay enough attention to this 

aspect of word knowledge. However, evidently, this information is vital for measuring the 

depth of the learner’s knowledge of a certain polysemous word.

4.3.2 Reliability of the self-assessment results

In this study, we attempted to investigate the issue of self-assessment of multiple-meaning 

knowledge. Tables 4-3 and 4-5 illustrate how self-assessment results related to the results of 

the actual assessment. Even visual inspection of the means reveals a possible trend between 

the self-assessment and assessment scores. Figure 4-1 also shows an apparent match between 

the self-assessment and assessment curves. Furthermore, this is supported by the statistical 

analysis. A strong positive relationship between the self-assessment of multiple-meaning 

knowledge and the demonstration o f this knowledge is confirmed by the results of Pearson’s 

correlation test (r = .984; p< .001). Moreover, for two subjects (ID and LC), the complete 

match between the mean numbers of self-assessment and assessment was recorded.



Furthermore, for another three subjects (DG, VL, PO) the difference between the means was 

.05. Evidently, only 19 cases (1%) of overestimating of the target word meaning knowledge 

were noted. There were also 5 cases (0.3%) of underestimating of meaning knowledge. 

Furthermore, there was generally a high level of consistency in subjects’ responses to the 20 

content words tested.

It must be noted that though we cannot generalize the results received from nine subjects 

tested on twenty words, the trend for further research can be outlined. The findings of the 

present study clearly suggest that self-evaluation of meaning knowledge can be considered as 

a reliable, workable assessment instrument in measuring learners’ word knowledge.

In summary, the implications of these findings seem to be as follows. The results obtained in 

the current study provide new insights into the self-assessment of word knowledge. It is clear 

that learners tend to assess their knowledge of different meaning senses (rather than just one) 

of the word. In light of these results, it seems unfortunate that this aspect of word knowledge 

has been neglected in self-assessment instruments designed so far. Evidently, this important 

constituent in the structure of vocabulary knowledge should be tested separately.

4.3.3 Limitations

In this study, we have come across some difficulties. First, it was not always easy to 

determine the learners’ knowledge of similar meaning senses of the same word. It also 

appeared to be difficult for subjects themselves to differentiate between similar meaning 

senses of a Russian polysemous word. It surfaced during the experiment that some meaning 

senses (different dictionary entries) of polysemous Russian words are regarded as the same 

meaning of a similar English word. Due to those lexical differences between Russian and 

English, subjects seemed to struggle to determine whether it was an additional explanation (a 

synonym) of the same meaning of a target word or a different meaning sense. Another issue 

that caused problems for our subjects was the fact that in Russian, a number of meaning 

senses of some polysemous words manifest themselves in set phrases (or idioms) only. This 

makes it literally impossible for a learner to produce that type of meaning sense unless they 

are familiar with a certain expression that meaning is used in. Second, of course, there was 

some degree of subjectivity on both sides (the researcher and the subjects) in measuring and



scoring the subjects’ multiple-meaning knowledge.

4.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, we investigated how learners themselves assess their meaning knowledge of 

L2 polysemous words. In summary, the data collected shows that all the participants indicatec 

that they knew more than one meaning of at least one of the targeted words. Furthermore, 

they could readily provide two or more meanings for these words. The data also show a good ‘t 

match between the knowledge of a word’s meaning senses and the ability to use the word in | 

its different meanings in a sentence.

Furthermore, the data strongly suggest the reliability of the information (though obtained 

from a small number of subjects) provided from self-measuring of multiple-meaning 

knowledge (r = .984; p<.001). This implies that multiple-meaning knowledge should be 'j 

included into lexical self-assessment methodologies as one of its targets.

Having stated the importance of measuring multiple-meaning knowledge within lexical self- 

assessment approaches, we are now interested to explore other criteria (or features) of 

learners’ categorizations o f their lexical knowledge. Thus in the next chapter, we will 

continue exploring the issue of self-classification on a larger set of words in order to obtain a 

more detailed picture of this process and its outcomes.



CHAPTER FIVE
Self-Categorization of L2 Word Knowledge 

Experimental Study 3

5.1 Introduction

In the previous studies, we explored how learners of Russian self-classified and self-assessed 

their lexical knowledge and multiple-meaning knowledge in particular. We established 

(though on small numbers of subjects) that learners were able to self-measure their knowledge 

of multiple-meaning senses and provide reliable information in regards to their knowledge. 

Now we are curious to investigate which other features (besides meaning knowledge) will be 

used by learners to categorize their knowledge of words.

The study reported in chapter 3 showed that the categories learners use to describe their own 

vocabulary knowledge are rather more complex than researchers assumed them to be. The 

majority of the subjects, tested in our first study, created more than five categories which is 

more than the number of categorizations suggested in the VKS approach. Many of these 

classifications were complex in terms of their qualitative features as well. It is also 

noteworthy that there was little overlap between categorizations used by different subjects -  

though some subjects referred to grammar aspect or word class, the subjects did not use these 

features systematically. The only features that appeared in the categorizations of all the 

subjects are meaning and certainty in knowledge.

As seen from above, the data we have collected in our research so far is rather interesting. It 

challenges the common assumptions in the field in regards to the existing methodologies in 

L2 lexical self-assessment. This suggests that this matter is worth pursuing further.

In the current study, we intend to receive more data on the issue of self-categorization of L2 

vocabulary knowledge. We decided to test a single subject. This learner acted as part of the 

group in study 1. Our intention here was to compare categorizations produced by the same 

subject when tested under different experimental conditions (i.e. as part of the group of 

subjects vs. single subject).We also decided to increase the number of target words to 200 

which include the original 50 words used in study 1. The advantage of using 200 words rather
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than 50 lies in the opportunity to reveal smaller categorizations (probably containing just one 

word) which would not normally surface when a small number of words are categorized. We 

also assumed that a larger set of words might reveal new qualitative features in subjects’ 

classifications. We also hope that a one-to-one experimental condition will create the right 

environment for the participant to relax and at the same time focus entirely on the task.

Generally speaking, by making all these alterations we intended to explore the process of L2 j
i

lexical self-categorization and its outcomes in more detail since we believed that the new ]
I

experimental conditions might provide more evidence on how L2 word knowledge is :

measured and categorized by learners.

Similar to our previous studies, this research was carried out on the basis of Russian as a 

second or foreign language. Since the Russian language (the Slavonic language group) is 

regarded to be an unusual language (as it differs significantly from Western European 

languages) it was of particular interest to see how an English native speaker would rate their 

knowledge of 200 Russian words.

We continue to investigate the issue raised previously in our research that is the assessment 

criteria considered by learners while measuring their own knowledge of words. We are 

looking for an answer to the question: “Will learners focus entirely on their meaning 

knowledge (Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS approach) or will they look into the other aspects 

of their word knowledge?”

Summarizing the above, the current study aimed to establish how learners classify their own 

knowledge of words. We needed that information in order to establish how self-assessment of 

word knowledge is carried out and which features of that knowledge receive priority in the 

learner’s mind. It was interesting to see whether the self-report categories suggested by the 

subject in the current study would differ (quantitatively and/or qualitatively) from the 

categorizations produced by the learners in our previous study. Furthermore, it was 

worthwhile to compare the classification system created by the subject in the present study 

against the set of categories he suggested previously, in study 1, when he acted as part of the 

group of subjects.



Research Questions

In summary, the current research was led by the following questions:

1. Will the learner be able to create a larger number of categories while assessing his 

knowledge of a larger number of words?

2. Will the newly created categories refer to a wider range of features?

3. Will the status (i.e. the original location) of the target words used in study No 1 change 

when self-assessed by the subject again in this study?

5.2 Study

5.2.1 Method

5.2.1.1 Target Words

Two hundred Russian words were selected for this study. They fell under the following 5 

levels of the Word Frequency List: lk, 2k, 3k, 4k and 5k (Vakar, 1966; also checked with 

ArpaeB et. al., 1977). In order to ensure that the targeted words match the subject’s level of 

proficiency, the selected words were compared against the vocabularies in the teaching 

programs for the Russian language courses at Cardiff. Each word was typed onto a separate 

card. There were 200 word cards in total including fifty target words used in study No 1 

(Chapter 3). The target words were selected from the four word classes: nouns, verbs, 

adjectives and adverbs. The words are presented in table 5-1.



Table 5-1: Target Words
B p a n  doctor 

CM aCTbe happiness 

JIh iiO  face, person  

C jiy n a f i  ca se ,event 
j f o p o r a  road, way 

A y in a  soul, spirit 
M a p  world, peace

C o S p a tu ie
meeting;assembly 
XCypHaJl magazine 

C e p ^ U e  heart 
IIopaziO K  
order ;manner 

Y jIH U a street 
Pa3roBapH BaTb  
to talk
I I p e ^ j ia r a T b  to offer 
IlpHHHIViaTb to
accept
T ep H T b  to lose 
IIOAHHIMaTb to raise 

IIpuA yiv iaT b  to
devise
y HHTb to learn, teach 
J leacaT b  to lie 

H H TaTb to read 
C w aeT b  to sit 
IIOBTOpHTb to repeat 
C neiU H T b to hurry 

nO JiyH H Tb to receive 
HaxOAHTb to fin d  
y e 3 ac aT b  to leave 
3K,aaTb to wait, to 
expect
Il03BOJIHTb to allow  

3BOHHTb to ring 

K y u ia T b  to eat 
BepHyTbCH to return 

B 3flTb to take (perf) 
B 3rJlH H yTb to look at 
06bH C H H T b 
to explain
y M e p e T b  to die (perf) 
3aB H /10B aTb to envy 

IIoC JiaT b  to send 

H a^eflT bC fl to hope 

n p O IU aT b  to forgive

HeCTHblH honest 
/to p o rO M  dear 

K paC H B blH  beautiful 
IIoCJieAHHH last; 
latest; the latter 
KaW AblH every(one) 

Hy>KHblif necessary 

K paC H blH  red 

B e e  everything 

npH M O  straight 
3aMy>K marry (fern) 
B e n e p  evening, party  

3aBOA plant (factory) 
K an H T aH  captain 

A p y r  friend  
MOJIOAOH young 

y rOJI comer, angle 

OTAbIX rest 
B onpO C  question 

K 0 H e i| end  

CoBCeM entirely 

THXO quietly 

E blC T po  quickly 

M oJlO fleu  well done 
C oB eT  advice, council 
C B eT  light; world  
B3rJIHA look, view, 
/feT H  children 
)K lI3H b life 

MyJKHHHa man 
C p a 3 y  at once 
y  IiaCTb to fa ll  (perf) 

y p O fl ugly person 
O T flblX aT b to rest 
C jiy m a T b  to listen 

P y K a  arm, hand 
JIlOAH people 
BpeM H time 

IIp aB O  law, right 
HeJIOBeK person  

H r p a  game

EOJie3Hb illness 

T o p o fl city, town 

H3BHHeHHe apology 
IIOApflA in succession 

F jl3 3  eye 

n o /U M C b  signature 

C T p a H a  country 

C n p aseA JiH B b iH  just, 
true (correct)
3eMJIH earth, soil 

CJIOBO word 

IIpaB H JlO  rule 

O rO H b  fire  

^KeHU|HHa woman 

B m CCTO instead  
MOCT bridge 

MeCTO place, seat, room 

H O Ta note
y^OBOJlbCTBHepleasure 
M bIC JIb thought 
H aC T b p a r t ,section, unit 

K H H ra  book 
H apO A  people  
B e m b  thing 
BejlHKHH great 
IIOCT post, fasting  

PyK aB  sleeve 
C oJIH lie  sun 

3 p n  in vain 
y c n e T b  to manage 
H a y K a  science 

/ly x O T a  stuffiness 
C H H TaTb to count; to 
consider
IIo-BCHKOMym any way 

O ahA K O  however 
M e iu a T b  to prevent, to 
disturb, to stir, to blend
P e u iH T b  to decide; to 
solve
IIpOCH Tb to ask (beg) 
ZtaBaTb to give 
CTOHTb to stand
H a3bIB aTb to call (name

I l o p a  i t ’s time 

C A blU iaT b  to hear 

rOCyAapCTBO state 

IlHCbMO letter, 
manuscript, writing 
X03HHCTB0 
housekeeping 
O 6m eC T B 0 society 
B hA  look, view, form  

PyH K a pen, arm 
EoflTbC fl to be afraid 
K aM eH b stone 

n p n r j i a u i a T b  to 
invite
OTBeTHTb to answer 

T y T  here 

/] ,aa(e  even 
C yuiecT B O B aT b to
exist
rOAOC voice 
E e p e r  shore 
F lyT b  way, journey 
/I,B epb  door 

BOHHa war 
ToJIbKO only 

/teJlO matter, 
business, deed, cause 
IlO M em aTbC H  to be 

C orjiacH T bC H  to 
agree
IIO M O m b help 
B03MeCTHTb to
compensate 
T p y A  labour, work 
C H Jia  force  
IIOHTH almost 
3aHHMaTbCH 
JteH b rH  money 
O fijiaC T b region,field 

IlH C aT ejIb  writer 
C n p a u iH B a T b to  ask 

BHAeTb to see 

XOTeTb to want 
M O H b to be able 

PHAOM near 

BpOAe like, as i f  
Ee3yCJ10BH0 
absolutely____________

Z tyw aT b  to think \ 
3 H aT b  to know  j
P o acaT b  to give birth 

M0J10A&Kb youth  

O 6 p a3 0 B aH H e  ; 
education j
Il0JI05KeHHe position, 
3H aH H Tb to mean 

IIOHHM aTb to 
understand 
K a3aTbC fI to seem  

ClVIOTpeTb to look 

2KiiTb to live I
IIpHXOAHTbCH to f i t l  
to fall, to have to 
OCTaBaTbCH to stay ( 
^KeHHTbCfl to marry 

CHOBa again 
JlK)6HMbIH favourite  

J\OM HUlHHUdomestic 
/JOBOJlbHblH 
satisfied, contended  
3AOpOBblif healthy 

B03M03KH0 maybe 
/teHCTBHTeJIbHO 
really
BlVieCTe together 
I lp a B b lH  right, 
correct
/teTCKHH children's j 
H oB blH  new  
T o rA a  then 

IIpOCTO simply 
JlHH HblH  personal 
HanHcaHHbiH 
written
I Ip eK p ac H b iH
beautiful 
CKOpO soon 
O co6eH H O  especially 

BblCOKHH tall (high) 
rYww&SllAViheavy,hara 

UlKO JIbHblH school 

B A p y r  suddenly | 
EoJIbHO painfully 

KOHeHHO o f  course 

TaioKe also (too) 
MOACHO possible

5.2.1.2 Participant

The participant in this study was a male (in his 30s) student of an Advanced Russian class at 

Cardiff University. He had been learning Russian as a foreign language for four years prior to 

this test. His native language is English. During the University course of the Russian languagi 

study, this student demonstrated good (for the level) knowledge of Russian vocabulary



according to the assessment reports. We tested this learner earlier as a member of the group of 

subjects in our study No 1 reported in chapter 3.

5.2.1.3 Procedure

The participant was given 200 cards in a random pile. Each card contained one word printed 

on it. The instruction was as follows: “Divide this pile of cards into categories according to 

how well you know the word on the card.” Thus, the participant was required to arrange the 

target words into self-evaluation categories suggested by himself. The subject was not 

restricted in time. He did not receive any further advice on the criteria for his classification. 

After all the cards had been combined into groups, the participant was required to explain his 

classification system and the criteria he used to arrange the words into the categories, in 

detail. The subject’s explanations were recorded. All the word cards for each of the created 

categories were placed in a separate envelope with the subject’s description of the category 

written on it. The participant received a payment for participation in this study.

5.2.2 Results

Addressing the research questions raised in this study, we asked the participant to categorize 

his knowledge of the 200 given words. The subject divided the 200 target words into 18 

different categories. The created self-report categories are shown in table 5-2.



Table 5-2: Self-report categories suggested by the subject

Category Description No of Words
1 .Words which I know the meaning and feel confident using them, 
conjugating and declining, etc.

29

2. Words which I know more than one meaning of. I am able to use them in 
more than one context.

9

3. Verbs that I do not recognize. I would not feel confident conjugating 
because of irregular endings, etc.

11

4. Words which “have irregularities”. I could use them in certain 
circumstances.

6

5. Nouns that I know are irregular. I would recognize them and might be able 
to use them in certain circumstances.

2

6. Expressions. 1
7. Words which I would be able to guess at their meanings but I would not 
be sure what they meant... similar (phonologically) to other words ...

17

8. Words I know the meaning but I would not be confident in using or I 
would not know which prepositions come before or after them.

1 i

9. Words which I recognize from them being similar to the other words I 
know; can use in more than one form, for example: noun—verb or verb-noun.

3

10. Words which I know the meaning of and I can write them down but 
beyond that I would not be able to do anything with them.

2

11. Words — I do not know what they mean, I do not know what type of 
words they are, etc.

20

12. “Joining words” but I do not know exactly how to use them in sentences. 3

13. Adverbs. I know the meaning(s) and feel confident using. 16
14. Verbs. I do not know their meanings but would be able to conjugate them 
as they look regular.

12

15. Words which I would not be able to produce myself but I would be able 
to recognize when written down (only).

5

16. Verbs which I know the meanings of and can conjugate, etc. 23
17. Adjectives which I can “conjugate” and use in context. 15
18. Words I do not recognize and would not be able to do anything with 
them.

25

The table indicates that our participant created a rather complex classification system which 

contains 18 categories (though categories 11 and 18 can be combined in one category: “totalb 

unknown”). This is nearly four times more than used in the VKS approach. The main features 

the subject refers to in his descriptions for the arranged categories are: meaning knowledge, 

use, and grammar. Generally speaking, the qualitative features of this system seem to be 

rather diverse. This will be discussed in the section that follows. Figure 5-1 shows how the 

target words were spread between the created categories.



Figure 5-1: Distribution of words among the suggested categories at stage 1.
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Note, lc, 18c, 16c, 11c ... on the horizontal axis indicate numbers o f  the created self-report 
categories. Vertical axis shows amount o f words allocated under the categories.

The figure shows that approximately half of the words fall into categories 1, 18, 16 and 11. 

The second largest group includes categories 7, 13, 17, 14 and 3. The third group contains 

categories 2, 4 and 15 with several words each. The last block contains the remaining 

categories: 5, 6, 8, 9 and 10 with only 1 to 3 words in them.

5.3 Discussion

This section discusses the classification system created by the subject in this study. 

Addressing the first two questions of the study, we will look into the quantitative and 

qualitative features of the created categorization. Then, we will compare this categorization 

against the sets of categories produced by a group of subjects (including our current testee) in 

the first study of our research. Finally, we will talk about the issue of movements of some of 

the targeted words between the categorizations created in different studies of this thesis.

5.3.1 Quantitative and qualitative features of the created classification

The data submitted here supports the findings of our previous studies in relation to L2 

learners’ abilities to measure and categorize their knowledge of words. The number of 

categories created by the subject while classifying his knowledge of the given words was 18. 

This is a lot more than considered by other scholars and included in any lexical self- 

assessment methodologies proposed so far. In terms of the proportion of words allocated



under the suggested categories, it should be noted that a vast majority of words (namely, 111 ' 

or 56 %) were placed into various “known” categories. At the same time, only 45 words 

(23%) were named as totally unknown. There were rather large (e.g. cat.l, cat. 18, cat. 16 etc) 

and very small categories (e.g. cat. 6 and cat. 8). Interestingly, there were two one-word 

categories, two two-word categories and two three-word categories. The existence of such 

small categories might imply that some features can be detected (i.e. come to light) only on - 

larger sets of words. This will be further addressed in the next section.

Generally speaking, a large number of categories used by a single subject to describe his 

lexical knowledge may suggest that the learner rates his knowledge of words in a detailed 

way. This assumption is also supported by the qualitative characteristics of the created 

system. Despite the fact that there was some sort of repeat (e.g. cat 11 vs. cat. 18), the 

subject’s descriptions for the developed categories refer to a rather large number of different 

features. This is shown in table 5-3 (p. 11).

As seen from the table, the main features o f the learner’s descriptions for the arranged 

categories in this study are: meaning knowledge, use in sentences and grammar information.

In light of the findings of our previous study No 2 (chapter 4), in which we argued for the 

importance of self-measuring learners’ multiple-meaning knowledge, it is worth emphasizing 

that the subject of our current study suggested a separate category for the words (nine words 

in total) he knew more than one meaning sense of. Furthermore, the learner noted that he was 

also confident in using those words in their different meanings in context. Thus, as indicated 

by the data, learners themselves are willing and prepared to measure their own knowledge of 

multiple meaning senses.

However, at the same time, the data revealed that the meaning knowledge was not the 

compulsory feature to form a category. A number of categories suggested by the participant 

(for example Cat.3 and Cat. 14) indicate that even in the cases when the subject was not aware, 

of the words’ meaning senses, he was still able to supply some kind of information about 

those words. It means that he demonstrated other types of word knowledge rather than 

knowledge of meaning senses, for instance word class knowledge.

The learner seems to have paid special attention to context use. On a number of occasions, he



indicated his ability to use particular target words “in certain circumstances” only. This 

suggests the importance of testing learners’ abilities of using a word in various types of 

context. In addition, he created a separate category for collocations/expressions. While linked 

to the ability to use a word under various circumstances, this involved knowledge of set 

phrases, sayings, proverbs, etc. Hence, it might be worthwhile to also assess this kind of 

learners’ word knowledge within a lexical self-assessment scale.

For the first time in our research, knowledge of derivation forms was used as a criterion for a 

learner’s categorization. Evidently, in Category 9, the subject states that he could recognize 

and use various derivation forms of the words placed by him into that category.

Also, it appears that the subject tended to differentiate between receptive and productive 

language skills. Some of the key words in his descriptions were “to recognize” and “to use”. 

Furthermore, describing a number of categories created (for example, Cat.5 and Cat.9), the 

subject used both of these words, reporting that he was able to perform both activities with 

some of the targeted words. However, describing Cat. 15, he states that he was able to 

recognize the words placed into this category “when written down (only)”. This suggests that 

once again (see Exp. 1), the learner attempted to assess his word knowledge from the practical 

viewpoint by estimating his abilities to use the target words within the four language skills: 

speaking, listening, writing, and reading.

The data also revealed a dense distribution of features among the arranged categories. Figure 

5-1 shows how different features were spread among the categories.



Figure 5-1: Distribution of features a m o n g  the self-report categories
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As seen from Figure 5-1, the majority of the created categories are based on l combination of 

different features. Thus the description for category 5 refers to five various features including 

one feature (certainty in knowledge) used in a negative context. Categories 1 13, 8 and 3 are 

based on four features. The third block contains categories 16, 17, 9, 7 and 14, the 

descriptions of which refer to three different features. The final block includes the remaining ; 

eight categories based on two or less features. The figure also indicates that tie subject 

referred to different features both in positive and negative context. The implication of this is 

that various features seem to be closely interrelated. Furthermore, a certain word appears to be 

associated with particular features regardless of how well the learner knows the word.

5.3.2 A com parison o f  different categorizations subm itted in our research so far.

Addressing the third research question of the present study, we carried out a comparison of 

the different categorizations created in our research so far. First, we compared tie two 

categorizations produced by the same subject in studies 1 and 3. Then, we compared the 

classification created in the current study with the sets of categories submitted ii study 1. 

When two classifications produced by the same learner are compared, the resulis reveal some



differences in quantitative and qualitative features of these categorizations. In terms of 

quantitative differences, the comparison indicated that in this study, the subject arranged 

given words by creating three times as many classification categories as he produced initially 

in study 1, namely eighteen vs. six. Thus in regards to its structure, the latest classification 

system appears to be far more complex than the set of categories suggested by the subject in 

study 1. A comparison of the qualitative characteristics of the two categorizations shows 

considerable differences in the number of features (or classification criteria) the learner 

referred to in his descriptions for the created categories. This is illustrated in table 5-3.

Table 5-3: Features reflected in the descriptions for the categories created by the same

subject in studies 1 and 3

Features Experiment 1 Experiment 3
+ - + -

Meaning 4 1 9 4

Use 1 7 1

Word Class 1 6 1

Grammar 2 8 1

Written Form 1
Sound Form 1
Morphology 1
Derivatives 1

Multiple Meaning 1

Four Skills 1
Collocations 1

Certainty 4 2 4
+ indicates that the feature was mentioned in a positive context; - shows that the feature was 
mentioned in a negative context.

As indicated in Table 5-3, a large number of new features were considered by the subject as 

criteria for the classification of his knowledge of 200 given words. In fact, in the current 

study, the subject used more than twice as many features as he referred to in his initial self- 

assessment (namely twelve vs. five). Also, more features (compared to his first 

categorization) were used in a negative context to indicate a lack of knowledge or lack of 

certainty in knowledge in regards to certain word knowledge types. Analysing the data 

illustrated in table 5-3, we note that in his first categorization, the subject placed emphasis on 

meaning knowledge, though he did not separate words with multiple meanings, word class 

knowledge and grammar knowledge. He also referred to context use as a classifying criterion.



In his second categorization, the subject keeps and expands his previous “criteria” and, at the 

same time, employs a large number of new criteria for his categorization. They are: 

knowledge of multiple meanings, knowledge of derivation forms, spelling knowledge 

morphological information and knowledge of collocations. He also differentiates between his 

productive and receptive skills. Similar to his first classification, the subject’s categorization 

criteria here fall within the two- dimensional space: knowledge and certainty.

Thus the classification system submitted in this study appears to be a lot richer (i.e. multi­

featured) than the one produced by the same learner in study 1. The possible reason that 

would explain the difference between the two classifications lies in the different experimental 

conditions administered in these studies including the number of words tested. Presumably, 

some features (or word properties) e.g. collocation knowledge or multiple-meaning 

knowledge can only be revealed when knowledge of a rather large number of words is self­

measured. It also seems very probable that one-to-one (with the researcher) experimental 

conditions enabled the subject to fully concentrate on the task and measure his knowledge of 

the words more scrupulously.

Having established such considerable differences between the two categorizations created by 

the same subject (acting on his own in the present study and as a part of the group of subjects 

in study one), we are now curious to investigate how this latest classification differs from the 

categorizations suggested by the other subjects in study 1. The average number of categories 

created in study 1 was six which constitutes only a third of the number of categories 

suggested by the learner in the current study. Let us take a look at the classification criteria 

used by learners in study 1 compared to those applied by the subject of our current study.



Table 5-4: Features referred to in the descriptions for the categories in studies 1 and 3
Subject Meaning Use W/class Gram Spelling Phonol Morph Deriv Multipe-

Meaning
4
Skills

Colloc Certainty

+ - + - + - + - + - + - + - + - + - + - + - + -

TS 6 1 3 4 6 1 6 2

JM 5 1 3 1 1 1 1 4 2

SL 3 1 1 2 2 2

HE 1 2 1

BG 2 2 3 2 2 1

RP 2 1 2

OP 5 2 6 2

SM 4 2 1 1 1 1 2

AC 2 1 1 1 1 1

MB 2 1 1 1 2

C-M 2 1 1 1 1
Current
Subject

9 4 7 1 6 1 8 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 4

+ indicates that the feature was mentioned in a positive context; - shows that the feature was 
mentioned in a negative context.

Comparing the data presented in the table, we note that the current classification appears to 

reflect on a wider range of word knowledge types than the sets of categories submitted earlier 

(in study 1). Moreover, as seen from the table, the new categorization seems to have 

embraced the classification criteria used by the group of learners in our first study. At the 

same time, a number of totally new features were reflected in the descriptions for the 

categories developed by the current subject. They are: knowledge of collocations/set phrases, 

morphological knowledge and knowledge of derivation forms. Thus in summary, the 

comparison indicates that the classification system created in the present study appears to be 

the most complex in our research so far. It consists of significantly more categories and refers 

to considerably more aspects of word knowledge than all the categorizations submitted earlier 

in this research.

Again, we point out that the word knowledge types the subject referred to, are completely 

missed out in Paribakht and Wesche’s Vocabulary Knowledge Scale. However, as the results 

of this study indicate, these aspects of word knowledge should be traced by a self-assessment 

scale.
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5.3.3 Re-location of words

A new issue that emerged in this study relates to re-location of words between the self-rate 

categories. Since 50 out of 200 target words used in this study were also used in study 1, we :

were curious to see whether the subject’s knowledge/ or his perception of his knowledge of !
j

those words changed over time. Indeed, the current study found that the status of a number of j 

target words which had been employed in both studies did change. Nine words out of 50 used J 

in study 1 seem to have changed their initial positions within the subject’s categorization. The 

changes are shown in table 5-5.

Table 5-5: Re-location of words among the self-report categories

words unknown might be able 
to guess what 
the word 
means

can
recognize 
when written

known known as m ultiple; 
meaning words & j 

can be used in 
different context !

J I h u o

Face; person
Exp 1 Exp 3

CuynaH
Case; event

Exp 1 Exp 3

r i o p j m o K
Order; manner

Exp 1 Exp 3 !
I

Co6paHne
Meeting; assembly

Exp 1 Exp 3 j

^opora
Road; way

Exp 1 Exp 3 it
i

rio cjie ,z i;H H H
Last;latest; 
the latter

Exp 1 Exp 3 |
!

Ayuia
Soul; spirit

Exp 1 Exp 3 j

3 b o h h t b
To ring

Exp 1 Exp 3

f lO B T O p H T b
To repeat; to 
revise

Exp 1 Exp 3

This table indicates how the nine words changed their positions in study 3 compared to study,
|

1. For example, word nuifo moved from the category “known” (study 1) to the category ] 

“known as multiple meaning words and can be used in different context” (study 3). As seen j 

from the table, the words followed different routes while changing their initial status. This 

might hint at the existence of different patterns of acquisition and development of these words 

in the subject’s lexicon. This never emerged in other research. Thus it would be of particular 

interest to further explore this issue on a larger set of words in order to determine the most 

common patterns of word re-locations. We hope that this investigation will determine



possible stages in the development of knowledge of certain words.

5.3.4 Summary

What follows from the results of this study? The two main points should be highlighted here. 

They are:

1) the way/s learners measure and rate their own knowledge of words;

2) re-location of words among the self-report categories suggested by the learner.

This never turned up in the other studies and, hence, needs special attention.

1) The data collected here seems to support the findings of our previous study that learners 

use a comprehensive (i.e. multi-dimensional and multi-featured) approach while assessing 

their knowledge of words. The categorization system produced by our current subject is rather 

complex and rich. In fact, it is a lot more diverse than assumed by Paribakht, Wesche and 

other scholars in the field. In general the findings of our study imply that the existing self- 

assessment instruments for measuring the depth of learners’ word knowledge do not reflect 

(or match) the complexity of the self-report categorizations produced by learners themselves. 

The question here is whether the large number of self-report categories created by the learner 

in this study is an exception, a one-off case or a normal way of word knowledge measuring? 

This will be addressed in the next chapter.

2) The issue of word re-locations among self-rating categories never turned up in other 

studies. This is another important finding of our research. The fact that some words changed 

their location (since they were self-assessed for the first time) by moving into different 

categories in a newly created categorization might indicate how lexical knowledge is 

acquired. Furthermore, patterns of these re-locations may illustrate possible directions or 

routes of L2 lexical acquisition. If it is so, the question arises: What might influence or initiate 

this change of location. In other words, what forces words to move from one category to 

another? To which extent do learning activities, for instance reading, promote word 

relocation? We will explore these issues in the chapter that follows.

5.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, we continued exploring how a L2 learner categorizes his knowledge of 200 

target words. The data obtained in the present study reveals a rather complex nature of the 

learner’s categorization system. This study shows that the learner was able to create a very



large number of self-rating categories while assessing his knowledge of a larger (compared to 

study 1) portion of words. In fact, he developed three times as many categories (18 in total) as 

he suggested in his previous self-assessment (study 1).

Furthermore, the results of this study seem to support the findings of our previous research ;
i

that learners tend to use a comprehensive (i.e. multi-featured and multi-dimensional) 

approach while self-assessing their knowledge of words. The newly created categories 

reflected on a rather wide range of features (12 in total).

f
The issue of word relocation from one self-report category to another seems to be an 

interesting finding of this study. The status of a number of target words used in study No 1 

changed when self-assessed again in the current study. This will be investigated further.

In the next chapter, we will continue investigating the issue of self-categorization of L2 

lexical knowledge. We are interested to explore how a language activity (e.g. reading) will 

effect the way a learner categorizes their knowledge of words. We will also look into the issu^ 

that emerged from the current study, i.e. the re-location of words among the created categories 

in the learner’s classification systems.



CHAPTER SIX
Self-Categorization of Word Knowledge: Further Research 

Experimental study 4

6.1. Introduction

The study reported in the previous chapter indicated that the word categorization used by our 

subject to describe his knowledge of given words is rather more complex than it has been 

assumed by researchers in the field. In fact, both classifications of words created by the 

subject in studies 1 and 3 were complex. Moreover, the number of self-report categories 

included in his last categorization (chapter 5) is nearly five times as many as suggested in 

Paribakht and Wesche’s approach. Furthermore, there was some overlap between the 

categorizations designed by that subject in studies 1 and 3 with the features of meaning and 

certainty in knowledge appearing systematically in both classifications.

Overall, as our previous studies indicate, learners tend to arrange given words in a number of 

different ways (quite creatively) in order to express how well they know these words. The 18 

categories suggested by the subject in study 3 (Chapter 5) was the greatest number of self- 

report categories created by a single subject in our research. Furthermore, a large number of 

different criteria seem to have been chosen as the basis for his complex categorization. This 

might imply that the arrangement of words in his mental lexicon is more complex and multi- 

structural than it has been assumed by researchers. Of course, it is not wise to make 

generalizations on grounds of the data obtained in a single case study. However, since our 

finding contradicts the existing beliefs in the field we feel this issue needs further exploring.

It also emerged from the last case study that words seem to change their locations within the 

self-report scales suggested by the learner at different times of testing. In other words, they 

move from one self-report category to another over a certain period of time. It is not clear at 

this stage whether words move freely between the different categories or some routes of their 

movements are more likely than others. Further investigation of the phenomenon of word 

relocations might provide information on the issue of how foreign language words are 

developed in the mental lexicon.



Following the findings of our previous experimental studies, a new investigation into the 

process of self-reporting on the knowledge of words was launched. At this point, we seek to 

explore some of the issues suggested by the findings reported earlier in this thesis. This time, 

we were curious to find out how the subject would perform on a set of more challenging 

words, most of which were believed to be unknown for the subject. The target words for this 

study were selected from a Chekhov story, the original source printed in Russia. Since the 

majority of the words were thought to be unfamiliar to the subject, it was interesting to 

establish whether and how these words would change their status in the subject’s mind after 

the reading.

Objectives

The outlined issues determined the objectives of our current study. They were as follows:

1) to establish whether a large number of self-report categories suggested by the subject in the 

previous study (18 in total) would be created again on a new set of target words;

2) to compare newly proposed categories with those suggested by the subject in study No 3;

3) to explore whether target words (placed by the subject into particular categories) would 

change their status and relocate into different categories on the self-rating scale whilst being 

involved in language activities, such as reading.

Research Question

How will learner classify his own knowledge of words before and after the reading?



6.2. Experiment

6.2.1. Method

6.2.1.1 Target Words

A set of 200 Russian words had been selected for this study. The words had been extracted 

from the story “/JaMa c coSamcoH” (A Lady with a Dog) by HexoB (Chekhov). We chose 

words most of which we believed would be unknown for the subject. However, in order to 

sustain the subject’s interest in our study a number of easier words had also been included.

We took into account the fact that the subject, though being a student in the Advanced class of 

the Centre for Lifelong Learning at Cardiff University, had attended short (2 hours a week, 24 

weeks) Russian language courses. And thus, his vocabulary might not have been as rich as 

vocabularies of advanced students at Russian language departments who work towards a 

degree in Russian. We also avoided old fashioned, bookish words which are not in use in 

contemporary Russian. Each word had been printed on a separate white paper card in black 

ink; 200 word cards in total.

The target words represented four parts of speech: nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs.

These words are shown in Table 6-1.
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Table 6-1: Target Words

IIOHBHTbCfl to appear 

AOBOJlbHblH satisfied  

I Ip H  Bbl Kill HH accustomed

A y  HI HO stuffy 

POCT growth, height 
06T»HCHHTb to explain 

C K B ep  public garden 

H aB epH O e probably 

C o o 6 p a a c a T b  
to understand  , to arrange 

nopHA OHH blH  decent 
K a3aTbC H  to seem  

C H Jia  force  
C o JIH ^H aa  solid, 
respectable
B jieH b to draw, to attract 

MblCJISimafl thinking 
H epeuiH T ejibH biH
indecisive 
B T aH H e secretly 

H e  e n e m a  unhurriedly 

C H H T aT b to count, 
to consider 
B ep H T b  to believe 
HeABJieKHH not fa r  o ff 
yiWOJlHTb to plead/beg 

H 3H m H blH  graceful 

F  p e x  sin
EoHTbCH to be afraid 
YcnOKOHTbCH to calm  
down
H 3 M em iT b  to change 

M ep T B b lH  dead  
O n b IT  experience 

B oJIH bl waves 
r OpbKHH bitter 

O o H ap H K  torch 

O 6m eC T B 0 society 
l^epK O B b church 

CKyHHO bored 
Henô BnacHO 

motionlessly 
HyBCTBOBaTb to fee l 

K p H H aT b  to shout 
n p H B J ie K a T e j ib H b in  
attractive
nOKOH rest/peace  

CTpaCTb passion 

M eT ejIb blizzard 

BoCK pecaTb to revive 

B o o G p a a tem ie
imagination 
ApBHHOH worthless

P a c n o j ia r a T b  to have
available
PaBH O ^ym H O
indifferently 
npHKjnoneHHe 
adventure 
F jiy x o  deserted 

n aM H T b  memory 

C m  e x  laughter 

3a6aB H O  funny  

O ScTaH O BK a decor, 
situation
3aH H Tb to occupy, 
to borrow
I t eJib  aim (goal), target 

O ^ H aa^ ab l one day 
^KaJlKHH pitiful, sorry 

n p im e C K a  hair style 

n b l J lb  dust 
n o x o ^ K a  walk/gait 
r ia p o x o / l  steamship

B b ip a a c e m ie
expression 
T O Jina  crowd 
H p a B b I manners/ways 

C j iy n a i i  case, event 
n o 6 e ^ a  victory 
nOBOpaHHBaTbCH 
to turn
B 3rJIH HyTb to cast a 
glance (at)
n a c c a a c n p b i
passengers 
M bICJIb thought 
H a p n ^ H b lH  elegant 
JlSiCKHBOaffectionately 

M o jm a T b  to be silent 
H lOX aTb to sm ell/sniff 
ABHaceHHe movement 
OSHHTb to embrace 

PaCCBeT dawn 
n o n e j io B a T b  to kiss 

O n ap o B aH H b iH  
fascinated  
3 a n a x  smell 
CKa30HH bIH fairytale 
^CeJiaHHe desire/wish 

C ro p o a c  guard  

B jiaCTHblH imperious 

no^poSH O C TH  detail 

IlleBeJIHTbCH 
to stir

O K ypO K  cigar-butt 

C yT yJIblH  stooping

H eHaBHCTb hatred 

3 a p f l  dawn, sunset 
HyBCTBO feeling  

P o c a  dew
3aB H Tb to fa de/w ither  

n o p a  i t ’s time 

OnyCTHTbCH to go
down
BoexHiaaTbCH
to admire
n e n aJ Ib H O  sadly 

XCajioBaTbCfl
to complain 

Y s a a c a T b  to respect 

TpeBOHCHO anxiously 

M o Jin aH H e silence 
PeBHOCTb jealousy  

C s e n a  candle 
C r p a x  fea r  

rO p e T b  to bum  

O rpaCTHO passionately 

n e p e c T a T b  to stop 
B jip y r  suddenly 

C jie 3 b l tears 
C K p n n K a  violin 

r ip e 3 H p a  r b  to despise 
BoAOnaA waterfall 
O S M a n y T b  to deceive 

B nenaT JieH H H  
impressions 
Cjiy>KHTb to serve 

Y aaB aT bC H  
to succeed  
JIloSonblTCTBO 
curiosity
C y A b 6 a  fa te/fortune  

Be3yM HbIH mad, wild 

3BOHOK bell 
Pa3ApaacaTb 
to irritate /to annoy 

H cn e3 H y T b  to vanish 

U lyT H T b to joke  
K pH K  scream  

n y 6 jIH K a  public 
B ocnoM H H aH ne 

recollection 
n a X H y T b  to smell 

C jieA H Tb to watch, 
to follow, to look after 

T eH b  shadow, shade 

BeHHblH eternal 
H a c T p a n B a T b  
to tune

KjiaHHTbCH to bow

B n x p b  whirlwind 

M o ji  pier 
3 H a H H T e jib H b iii  

significant 
H c n y r a T b  
to frighten

n p H C T aH b  harbour 
npOMeJIbKHyTb

to flash  ,to f ly  by
O t h St jih b o
distinctively 
X n m H b iH  
predatory 
OcoSeHHOCTb 
peculiarity 
Y n p flM b in  
stubborn 
n p n c T a B a T b  
to pester, to stick 
K a n p H 3 H b in  

capricious 
O S p am aT b C H  
to address, to treat 

E jieC T eT b to shine 
PaCTepHHHOCTb 

confusion 
OTpblBHCTblH 
je rky / abrupt 
HeKCTaTH at the 
wrong moment 
n p n c T a jib H O  
intently
Y H blJlblH  downcast 
B j ia r a  moisture 
n p H B e T J I H B b lH

friendly
nyrJIH B O  fearfully  
H a cM em K a  gibe 

A yxw  perfume 
KOJIOKOJI bell 
E e3 3 a6 o T H b in  
carefree, careless 
>KaAHOCTb greed  

Ao6poAymHbin 
good-natured 
JleCTHO flatteringly  

PlCKpeHHOCTb 
sincerity 
nO K pblTbC H  
to cover o.s 

H ey M ecT H b in  
inappropriate 
Y acac  horror 

OSMOpOK fa in t

l l l o p o x  rustle 
C blT blH  satisfied I 

n O A e J l H T b C H  j 
to share, to divide jj 
no6jieAHeTb | 

to become pale  
AoraAbiBaTbca tt 
guess
rpyC T H blH  sad  
YHH3HTeJIbHbIH |
humiliating 1
A p o acaT b  to shiverl 

IlbHHCTBO |
alcoholism  I
A a J lb  distance | 
H e n y x a  neusance ■ 
P acK aflH iie  
repentance ;>
B o 3 M y m aT b cn  
to be outraged 
H c n b iT b iB a T b  

to test, to fee l 
HaAOeCTb to pester 

CBeAeHHH 
information, news 
YCTpOHTb 
to arrange 

CM yTHTb 
to embarrass/ confuse 
CBHAaHHe meeting 

H h UUHH poor  

O c B e m a T b  
to lighten
P a3 B jieK aT b cn

to amuse o.s. 
T p o ra T e j ib H b in  
touching/ moving 
BbiHyacAaTb
to force
OnpaBAaHne
justification, excuse 
ApB3H HTb to teast 

>KeHb to bu m  | 
A o c a a a  annoyance | 
npH T aT bC H  
to hide o.s.
T oponH T bC H  to be
in a hurry
K anaT bC H  to swin% 

C M y m e H n e
confusion
EeCTOJIKOBO
disorderly
M p aH H b lH  gloomy

6.2.1.2 Participant

The subject in this study was the same learner who took part in our previous case study.



6.2.1.3 Procedure
The procedure consisted of two stages. Each stage included two steps.

Stage 1

Step 1.1) The subject was given the Russian story “A Lady with a Dog” (/^aMa c codauKon) 

by Chekhov (HexoB) in English translation to read at home.

Step 2.1) Then, in the classroom, we asked the participant to retell the story in order to check 

whether he had read it at home. After that, the main part of the study began. Similar to study 

No 3, the subject received 200 cards in a random pile. Each card contained one target word 

printed on it. The instruction was as follows: “Arrange the following cards into categories 

according to how well you know the word on the card”. It was important that the subject 

fully understood the instruction. Our target was to encourage the participant to describe (or 

express) his knowledge of the given words using self-report categories. The subject did not 

receive any prompts from the experimenter. No time restriction applied. Having arranged all 

of the target words into categories, the subject described the created groups of words and 

explained the reasons for the classification he had produced. His descriptions were recorded.

Stage 2

Step 1 .2 )  The participant was asked to read “ A aMa c co6aHKOH» by H e x o B  in the original at 

home. The target words were not highlighted in the story in any way. The subject was not 

advised to use reference literature.

Step 2.2) After this task had been completed at home, step 2.1 was repeated in full in the 

classroom.

The subject’s explanations for the created categories were recorded. He received a payment 

for participation in this study.

6.2.2. Results

The first research objective addresses the issue of quantity of subject’s self-report categories 

in this study. The testee divided the 200 target words into 10 categories at the first stage of the 

study, and into 19 categories at the second stage. This is illustrated in Tables 6-2 through 6-3 

as well as by Figures 6-1 and 6-2.



Table 6-2: Categories suggested by the subject at stage 1.

Category Description N o  of Words
1. Words which I know the meaning of and feel confident using:
2. Words: I am unsure of their meanings:
3. Words I recognize, they look familiar but I cannot remember what their 
meanings are:_____________________________________________________
4. Words which I know the meaning of but I am not confident using them. I 
think they might be irregular:_________________________________________
5. Words: I have not seen them before but I can make a good guess of their 
meanings based on the components of the words:_______________________

12

6. Words I can guess the meaning of because they are similar to words in 
English:_________________________________________________________
7. Words I do not know their meanings at all but I do recognize they are 
adjectives:______________________________________________________

27

8. Words I do not know their meanings at all but I do recognize they are 
verbs:

70

9. Words I do not know their meanings at all but I do recognize they are 
nouns:

58

10. Words I do not know their meanings at all but I do recognize they are 
adverbs:

17

Note. Self-report categories are listed in the order arranged and presented by the subject.

As seen from the table, at the first stage of this study, the 200 target words were spread among 

10 categories created by our subject. This is substantially more than suggested by Paribakht 

and Wesche. The created categories seem to fall into 3 groups. Group 1 contains categories 1, 

2, 4 and 6 with 1 to 4 words. Group 2 includes categories 3, 5 and 10 with 7 to 17 words in 

the categories. Group 3 contains categories 7, 8 and 9 with the largest number of words: 27 to 

70. Categories 4 and 6 seem to have been created around one word only.

It is worthwhile noting that word class information seems to be rather important as a 

classification criterion here. Clearly, suggested categories 7, 8, 9 and 10 can be combined into 

one single category: Words I do not know but can recognize their word class. Figure 6-1 also 

shows how the target words were spread between the created categories.



Figure 6-1: Distribution of words among the suggested categories at stage 1.

80

8c 9c 7c 10c 5c 3c lc  2c 4c 6c

Note. 8c, 9c, 7c, 10c ... on the horizontal axis indicate numbers o f  the created self-report 
categories. Vertical axis shows No o f words allocated under the category.

The figure shows that there are a large number of different categories. Most of the words fall 

into categories 8, 9 and 7. Categories 4 and 6 contain only one word each.

Stage 2

At the second stage of the study, after the reading, the participant divided the same targeted 

200 words into 19 self-report categories. The created categories are illustrated in Table 6-3.



Table 6-3: Categories suggested by the subject a t stage 2

Category Description No of Words
1. Words I know the meanings of. I think they have multiple (or complex) 
meanings:

4

2. Nouns which I know the meaning of and feel confident using: 12
3. Nouns which I know the meaning of but do not feel totally confident 
using:

7

4. Adverbs that I know the meaning of: 3
5. Adjectives that I know the meaning of: 5
6. Verbs that I know the meaning of: 3
7. Verbs that I know the meaning of but do not feel as confident using: 1
8. Words: I am unsure of their meanings: 2
9. Words which I can guess the meanings of based on their similarities 
(morphological and sound) to words I do know:

8

10. Words: I am unsure of their meanings, however I could associate the 
meaning based on the component within the word (certain parts of the 
word):

12

11. Words: I am unsure of the exact meaning but recognize parts of the 
word:

6

12. Adjectives which I know the meaning of but would not feel confident 
using as I think they might be irregular:

1

13. Words which I recognize based on the fact that they are similar to 
English word:

1

14. Words which I know the meaning of but I am unsure in which context 
or how exactly to use them:

2

15. Nouns which I do not recognize: 28
16. Verbs I do not recognize: 37
17. Adverbs that I do not recognize: 3
18. Adjectives I do not recognize: 17
19. Words which look familiar but I cannot recollect their meaning. If I 
see them in context again I might “re-remember” them:

48

Note. Self-report categories are listed in the order arranged and presented by the subject

As seen from this table, the word class (part of speech) criterion is very distinctive in the

second classification as well. Clearly, categories 4, 5 and 6 can be combined into one

category: Words I know the meaning of and can recognize their part of speech. Likewise, 

categories 15, 16, 17 and 18 might be regarded as sub-categories of a single large category: 

Words I do not know but can recognize their word class.

It should be noted that at the first stage of the study, the subject placed a small number of 

words in wrong word class groups. For example, he classified some unknown adjectives and 

adverbs as nouns. However, it did not occur at the second stage of the study.



The learner thoroughly examined each word card and either created a new category for this 

word or added it to the words in a category already arranged. As seen from the results, there 

were some one-word categories, for instance Category 7, 12 and 13. This and the time scale 

(90 minutes) might indicate that the subject did analyse each word in detail, even if its 

meaning senses were unfamiliar to him. Figure 6-2 shows graphically how the target words 

are spread between the created categories at the second stage of the study.

Figure 6-2: Distribution of words among the created categories at Stage 2

I

1 1

I f l i H H I i l l i o o ^ i ____ ___.. h t . h  ^  m m - .mm mm mm h -r  .

19c 16c 15c 18c 2c 10c 9c 3c 11c 5c lc  4c 6c 17c 8c 14c 7c 12c 13c

Note. 19c, 16c, 15c, 18c, 2c ... on the horizontal axis indicate numbers o f  the created self- 
report categories. Vertical axis shows amount o f words allocated under the categories.

This figure shows an even greater number of different categorizations compared to Figure 6- 

1. It looks as though all the categories fall into four main blocks. Block 1 contains categories 

15, 16, 18 and 19 with more than half the words. Block 2 contains categories 2 and 10 with 

many words in them. Block 3 holds categories 3, 9 and 11 with several words in each of them. 

Block 4 contains categories 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 12, 13, 14 and 17 with only a few words in them.

The results reveal that both categorizations compiled at stages 1 and 2 of this study are 

complex. In fact, they are considerably more complex than assumed by researchers in the 

field. The implications of these results will be discussed in the section that follows.



6.3 Discussion i

In this chapter, we set out to find an answer to the research question concerning the ways our j 

subject would classify his own knowledge of words before and after the reading. The results ■' 

confirmed those obtained in the previous studies of this research i.e. the complex nature of the 

subject’s categorizations of his word knowledge. Furthermore, a number of interesting points 

concerning target word-relocations within the subject’s second classification were revealed in
6f

this study. In this section, we will highlight the implications of these findings. The section { 

contains two points. First, we will discuss the self-rating categories created by the subject * 

before and after the reading. Then, we will speculate on the ways some target words have 

moved from their initial categories into different ones suggested in the subject’s second 

classification.

6.3.1 Self-rating categorizations before and after the reading.

The first objective of the current study was to establish the number of self-report categories 

the subject would create while categorizing his knowledge of the targeted words before and 

after the reading. At the first stage of the study, the subject arranged the given 200 words in 

10 categories. This appears to be a smaller number of categories compared against the results 

of our previous case study No 3(18 categories). The reason for that might be the fact that 

meaning senses of 5 words only (out of 200) were reported as well-known by the subject. 

Thus, the target words selected for this study proved to be a challenge for the learner. 

However, despite an obvious lack of meaning knowledge, the subject managed to produce a 

relatively large number of self-report categories, ten in total. This, once again, indicates that 

knowledge of meaning senses does not appear to be the only criterion for learners’ assessment 

of their word knowledge. Furthermore, this also suggests that the self-assessment scale 

introduced by Paribakht and Wesche and built mainly on the assessing learners’ meaning 

knowledge, does not adequately reflect the complexity of the subject’s own descriptions of 

their vocabulary knowledge. Contrary to the VKS approach, the self-report categories formed 

at this stage indicate that the learner seems to have considered various features (including a 

variety of word properties) while measuring and rating his own knowledge of words. Table 6- 

4 illustrates the features considered by the subject while categorizing his word knowledge at 

the first stage of this study. The table shows how many times the subject referred to a 

particular feature in his descriptions for the created categories.



Table 6-4:Criteria/Features referred to in the descriptions for the categories at stage 1.
Exp 6 Meaning Use Word

Class

Grammar Sound

Word

Form

Morpholog

Structure

Certainty in 

Knowledge 

incl. guess

Stage 1

No of 
referrals

+ - + - + - + - + - + - + -

5 5 1 1 4 1 1 1 3 2

+ indicates that the feature was mentioned in a positive context; - shows that the feature was 
mentioned in a negative context.

This data suggests that the subject does analyze and rate words according to different criteria 

even if their meanings are unknown to him. Moreover, the subject attempted to figure out 

what the word might mean by carrying out a thorough analysis of its morphological and 

phonological structure. The table indicates that on a number of occasions, the subject referred 

to the aspects within which he was unable to describe the word at that stage. This might imply 

close links among various properties of a word. This point may also be confirmed by the way 

various features are distributed among the created categories. Let us take a look at Figure 6-3.

Figure 6-3: Distribution of features among the self-report categories in classification 1

* * *

* * * *

* * * * *

4  1 5 6 2 7 8 9  1 0  3

Categories

Note. Features shown on the vertical axis: a-meaning; b-use; c-word class; d-grammar info; 
e-phonetic info; f-morphological info; g-certainty in knowledge

As seen from the figure, the subject’s description of each category (apart from Cat 3) in 

classification 1 involves at least two features. This might suggest that different features, the 

subject refers to, are related. This, in turn, may imply that a word can be found in the lexicon 

by its different features. This will be investigated further in our research.



At the second stage of the study, the overall picture of the subject’s categorization changed. 

The changes were both of a quantitative and qualitative nature. The descriptions for the 

created categories reflect a large number of features. This is shown in table 6-5.

Table 6-5: Criteria/Features referred to in the descriptions for the categories at stage 2.

Exp 6 Meaning Use Word Class Grammar Sound

Word

Form

Morph

Structure

Certainty Multiple \
Meaning j

1

Stage 2 

No of 

referrals

+ - + - + - + - + - + - + - + -

13 1 5 12 1 2 3 2 7 1

+ indicates that the feature was mentioned in a positive context; - shows that the feature was 
mentioned in a negative context.

The table indicates that the main features in the subject’s descriptions at this stage are 

meaning knowledge, word class information, the ability to use the word in a sentence as well 

as certainty in his knowledge. The second largest block of features contains morphological 

and phonological descriptors. Figure 6-4 illustrates how these features are spread between the 

self-report categories suggested after the reading.

Figure 6-4: Distribution of features among the self-report categories in classification 2

* *
*  *

*  *

*  *

*  *  * * * *

* * * * * * * * * * * * *

1 2  2  9 7  1 0  1 1  1 4  4  5  6  1 3  8  1 9  1  1 5  1 6  1 7  1 8

Categories
Note. Features shown on the vertical axis: a-meaning; b-use; c-word class; d-grammar info; 
e-phonetic info; f-morphological info; g-certainty in knowledge; h-multiple-meaning 

knowledge

As seen from figure 6-4, in the description to category 12, the subject refers to 5 different 

features. Categories 2, 9, 3 and 7 reflect 4 various features in their descriptions.



In total, a large number of categories, namely 14, involve two or more features which may be 

regarded as further evidence of interaction between different features or word properties.

A comparison between the two classification systems (before and after the reading) reveals 

that after the reading, the subject re-arranged the target words by creating nearly twice as 

many categories as he had suggested at the first stage of the study: namely, 19 compared to 

the initial 10. Moreover, the categorization system was completely restructured after the 

reading: a totally new category -  a multi-meaning knowledge -  appeared in the second 

categorization (Table 6-3), whereas a number of existing categories split into smaller word 

groups. For instance, category 4: “words: known meanings, not confident about use” (Table 

6-2) split into categories 3: “nouns”, 7: “verbs” and 12: “adjectives” — known meanings, not 

confident about use (Table 6-3). At the same time, new categories, for example, categories 4: 

“adverbs”, 5: “adjectives” and 6: “verbs” -  that I know the meaning of -  were added to the 

classification at the second stage (Table 6-3).

Another new category (No 9) collaborating morphological and phonological types of word 

knowledge also emerged in the classification system after the reading. Some of the categories 

from classification 1 underwent slight alterations mostly in terms of word class marking. For 

instance, category 1: “known words, confident use” (Table 6-2) changed to category 2: 

“known nouns, confident use” (Table 6-3). The categories whose descriptions did not change 

lost a number of words initially allocated under those categories. This will be addressed in the 

next section.

In respect of the qualitative differences between the two classification systems, it should also 

be pointed that a completely new feature or a word knowledge aspect: multi-meaning 

knowledge emerged in the second classification. Furthermore, as seen from figure 6-4 

(compared to figure 6-3) the descriptions of the categories created in classification 2 refer to a 

larger number of features including those mentioned in a negative context. Thus, for example, 

category 12 refers to 5 different features.

Clearly, judging on the data collected and summarized in the tables and figures presented 

above, in terms of both quantitative and qualitative characteristics, the second categorization 

is more complex and richer than the one submitted before the reading. The meaning and word
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class types of word knowledge seem to dominate as category descriptors in the second |

system. We can’t note at this stage whether it is a peculiarity of the Russian word knowledge j 

categorization in general or our subject’s individual style of classifying Russian words. 

However, generally speaking, the implication of categories being different is the fact that a
j

learner’s categorization system of his word knowledge changes while this knowledge 

develops, in our case with a lexical input via reading. This point is not taken into account in 

Paribakht and Wesche’s self-assessment methodology which suggests the same fixed 

categories for any stage or level of knowledge. Furthermore, it might be worthwhile for self- 

assessment scales to vary on the grounds of how knowledgeable and skillful the learner is.

I

In the light of these findings, it would be interesting to see how the latest classifications differ 

from the self-report categorizations suggested by the subject in our previous studies 1 and 3. 

This constitutes the second objective of our current study. The quantitative and qualitative ; 

characteristics of the word categorizations suggested by the same subject in studies 1, 3 and 4 

can be compared on the basis of the summarized data presented in tables 6-6 through 6-7.

Table 6-6:Number of self-report categories suggested by the subject in studies 1, 3 & 4. ;

Study 1 Study 3 Study 4/1 Study 4/2

No of Categories 6 18 10 19

As seen from the table, all classification systems created by this subject contain more 

categories than suggested within the existing approaches to the vocabulary knowledge self- 

assessment.

The largest numbers of categories were created by the subject in studies 3 and 4/2 which 

might suggest that the quantitative peculiarities of learner’s categorizations are determined by 

the nature of words being classified. At the same time, the difference in the data submitted in ; 

studies 4/1 and 4/2 might indicate how knowledge about a word develops in the subject’s ( 

lexicon by acquiring new features and properties. Table 6-7 compares the distribution of 

features among the word categories suggested by the subject in studies 1, 3 and 4.



Table 6-7: Distribution of features among the self-report categories in studies 1,3 and 4

Features Exp Exp 3 Exp 4/1 Exp 4/2
+ - + - + - + -

Meaning 4 1 9 4 5 5 13 1

Use 1 7 1 1 1 5

Word Class 1 6 1 4 12

Grammar 2 8 1 1 1

Written Form 1

Sound Form 1 1 2

Morphology 1 1 3

Derivatives 1

MultipleMeaning 1 1

Four Skills 1

Collocations 1

Certainty 4 2 4 3 2 2 7

+ indicates that the feature was mentioned in a positive context; - shows that the feature was 
mentioned in a negative context.

Table 6-7 shows the qualitative features of the two sets of classifications. A comparison of 

qualitative characteristics of the subject’s categorizations of his word knowledge illustrated in 

table 6-7 indicates that all of his classification systems are multi-featured and multi­

dimensional. Evidently, the richest i.e. referring to the largest number of features, 

categorization is the classification system submitted by the subject in study 3. The structure of 

knowledge of better known words seems to be more complex with more links developed 

between different aspects (types) of word knowledge.

However, despite the fact that the most recent classification lacks a number of word 

knowledge types reflected in the descriptions for the categories in study 3, it still engages a 

considerable portion of descriptors. At the same time, differences in the qualitative features of 

the subject’s classification systems (studies 1, 3 and 4) may suggest that the process of word 

acquisition via reading (when learners encounter more challenging words and possess less 

knowledge about them) occurs differently from acquiring words through other language 

activities.

Overall, the learner used 10 different descriptors to characterize the word categories he 

created within three different studies. These descriptors reflect various aspects of word 

knowledge as well as learner’s certainty in his knowledge. Moreover, each categorization



created by the subject differs from his previous scale/s, both quantitatively and qualitatively.

It is worth emphasizing that every time ( in study 3 compared to study 1; in study 4/2 

compared to study 4/1) while self-rating and describing his knowledge of words, the learner 

added/ considered new features by referring to new aspects of word knowledge in his 

descriptions of the proposed categories. Again, this may imply the enormous complexity of I
j

the learner’s lexicon organization.

In summary, a comparison analysis of the data presented in tables 6-6 and 6-7 indicates that 

the learner consistently created a fair amount of self-report categories referring to a large j
f

variety of features while self-assessing his knowledge of words. This is an important and I 

promising finding as it might indicate that the subject’s approach to his word knowledge is 

considerably more complex and richer than it has previously been assumed in vocabulary 

acquisition. Though, of course, it is not possible to generalize from the results submitted by 

one subject, further investigation into this matter is definitely worth pursuing. The importance 

of this finding lies also in the fact that even if the results obtained so far are not confirmed by 

further research involving different learners, they (the results) hint at the necessity of 

addressing the issue of an individual approach in lexical self-assessment methodologies.

6.3.2 Word re-location among the created categories.

Another promising finding of our research is the issue of word re-location. The results of this 

study indicate that the target words tend to move from one self-rate category to another. 

Presumably, these re-locations were caused by the involvement of the target words in reading 

Though the subject had not been instructed to use reference literature while reading in 

Russian, he admitted consulting a dictionary on a number of occasions. He also compared the 

Russian original text with an English translation a number of times trying to understand 

certain phrases. Thus, the target words used in this study were involved in the process of 

learning through reading comprehension. Let us take a look at the changes that occurred to th 

subject’s knowledge of the given words. The routes of word re-locations are shown in Table 

6- 8 .



Table 6-8: Re-location of target words after the reading

No of Category 
Classification 1

Relocated to Category 
Classification 2

No of Words

3 3; 4; 10; 12 l; l; 2; 1

5 1; 3; 4; 5; 6; 9 1; 1; 1; 1; 2; 1

7 5; 9; 10; 11 4; 2; 2; 2

8 1; 3; 6; 9; 11; 14; 15 1; 1; 1; 2; 3; 1; 6

9 1; 2; 3; 9; 10; 14 1; 6; 4; 1; 4; 1

10 1; 4; 9; 10 l; 1; 2; 2

As seen from the table, a considerably large number of targeted words moved from the 

categories in which they had been placed by the subject before the reading. From categories 5, 

8 and 9, the targeted words were distributed among the largest number of categories -  eleven 

in total, whereas category 9 lost the largest number of words -  seventeen which moved into 

six different categories within the second classification scale. In summary, the positions of the 

target words after the reading (at the second stage of the study) are shown in table 6-9.

Table 6-9: Summary of the word re-locations after the reading

Status of words Improve Stay the same Regress

No of words 60 140 0

Note. I f  a word gained a new feature/s (e.g. moved from  “known ” to “known with multiple- 
meanings or derivative forms) it was considered to have improved its position within the 
classification scale.

This table indicates in summary that a large portion of targeted words were transferred by the 

learner into different self-report categories within his newly suggested scale. These 

relocations seem to reflect the development of the subject’s knowledge of the given words 

through reading. Over a quarter of the target words upgraded their location in the learner’s 

self-rating scale after being involved in the subject’s reading. This fact never surfaced in other 

research. However, the importance of this finding is apparent since it demonstrates how a 

word is acquired.



6.3.3 Summary

Overall, the results of the present study seem to confirm the earlier findings of our research j 

regarding the ways the learner self-rates his knowledge of words. The data collected in this ;

study indicates that the subject’s description of his own word knowledge is complex. There ]
j

are two main reasons for the complexity of his descriptions. They are: the involvement of a 

large variety of features and interaction between those features. This is illustrated by the j
tables and figures presented in this study. The implications of these findings are as follows. |

Clearly, the subject’s rating of his own word knowledge is much more complicated and I

structured than suggested in Paribakht and Wesche’s self-assessment methodology. In other 1
I

words, Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS categories are too simple. Considerably more than two « 

features: meaning and use, the VKS is based on, are involved in subject’s descriptions of his 

own word knowledge, namely 10. Furthermore, the relations between the features are more 

complex than a simple linear transition presented in Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS approach. 

Evidently, complex classifications created by the subject at both stages of this study suggest 

that a new interpretation of L2 word knowledge self-assessment is needed. Subject’s 

descriptions of his knowledge of words indicate that the self-assessment instrument should be 

a multiple-featured scale. This scale should reflect on a variety of features to which the 

subject refers in his own self-report categories.

The second interesting finding of our study is word re-location among the categories 

suggested by the subject. The patterns of these re-locations will be further examined in studies 

that follow. Most importantly, we discovered that not only the target words re-locate among 

the categories but also the list of self-rate categories changes over time. This might imply that 

the process of acquisition of a certain word may involve re-structuring of the mental lexicon 

in whole.

The data received would certainly contribute to understanding the structure of people’s 

vocabulary knowledge. However, further investigation into this issue will be required in order 

to trace the consistency of the data obtained in our research so far. In our next study, we will 

attempt to find out whether other learners with different language and social background will 

show similar results whilst assessing their knowledge of the given words. We will also 

investigate whether subsequent sessions of reading will lead to further changes in subjects’ 

self-rating scales.



6.4 Conclusion

This study addressed some issues that surfaced in the previous chapters, with the hope that the 

findings would shed some light on the prospects of how learners self-assess their own 

knowledge of words and how words are acquired, in general.

The study revealed that learner’s classification of his lexical knowledge is a lot more 

complex, varied and multi-dimensional than people have assumed. These findings suggested 

directions for further research.

In light of the insights gained in this chapter, it seems reasonable to continue investigating the 

issue of self-rating L2 lexical knowledge. In the next chapters, we will explore the ways of 

measuring the word knowledge by different learners compared to the classification systems 

created by our current subject so far. We will also investigate the issue of word re-locations 

within the self-assessment scales.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Self-Rating of Word-Knowledge: before and after Reading—

-Further Research 

Experimental Study 5

7.1. Introduction

In the previous chapters, we attempted to establish how learners of Russian as a foreign 

language self-rate their knowledge of words. The studies reported earlier in this thesis 

confirmed that the way our subject self-rates his knowledge of words is different from the 

vocabulary knowledge self-assessment scales suggested in contemporary methodologies. 

Furthermore, the previous studies indicated that the subject was consistent in creating more 

than five self-report categories during each session of self-measuring his vocabulary 

knowledge. Moreover, in the last studies (namely, 3 and 4) he arranged the target words into 

18 and 19 categories which is far more than included in any existing self-assessment 

instruments for measuring lexical knowledge. In addition, despite some overlap between the 

classifications suggested by the subject in different studies (1,3 and 4), each of the created 

categorizations included a number of criteria or features that were different from those 

reflected in the previous studies.

Another rather interesting finding of our research are the links or interconnections between 

various aspects of word knowledge that the learner referred to in his categorizations. It is 

worth noting that the subject not only considered the features inherent to his knowledge of the 

word group he described but also some of the features that his knowledge lacked. This finding 

might shed new light on how different features of word knowledge are acquired.

It was also highlighted in our previous study that a large portion of once classified words 

moved into different categories after a lexical input through reading. Furthermore, all the 

words re-located seemed to improve their original positions in the subject’s classification 

system i.e. acquired new features. There appeared to be no cases of regression (i.e. loss of 

some of the words’ properties) recorded. This finding poses a question o f conditions and 

extent of such word re-locations. Inspired by the findings of the previous study, here, we 

intended to further address this issue: we hypothesised that some portion of the given words



would change their original positions in the classification system suggested by the subject 

after she encountered these words in a text.

In this study, we continued exploring the issue of self-rating learners’ word knowledge. At 

this point, we intend to further investigate the issues suggested by the findings reported earlier 

in this thesis. In this chapter, we report on a study that was carried out to further examine the 

way/s learners measure and categorize their own knowledge of words. Here, we attempt to 

explore whether level of proficiency would make a difference to the way learners rate their 

lexical knowledge. Thus in this study, we tested a new subject with a higher command in 

Russian.

In this study, we also intended to establish whether reading of an original Russian story would 

have an impact on the subject’s categorization of her knowledge of the targeted words. 

Furthermore, we sought to explore to which extent the original subject’s descriptions of her 

target word knowledge would change (if any changes occurred) after the primary input 

through reading. Therefore, the objectives of the study were the following:

• to establish how a different student with a higher level of proficiency in the Russian 

language would measure her knowledge of the target words;

• to compare subject 1 ’ s (the subject we tested in studies 3 and 4) and subject 2 ’s (the 

subject of our present study) self-report scales before and after the reading;

• to investigate whether the target words would change their positions in the subject’s 

self-rating scale after the reading.

Thus we arranged a set of objectives similar to those formulated in our previous study in order 

to investigate whether a different learner would demonstrate similar results in self-rating of 

her knowledge of words.

The research question: Will the new subject produce data similar to the results submitted by 

our previous testee?



7.2 Study

7.2.1 Method

7.2.1.1. Target Words

The same set of 200 Russian words used in our previous study was administered in the current 

research. The words had been extracted from the story “/Jaivia c co6aHKon» (A Lady with a 

D og) by HexoB (Chekhov). Similar to the previous case study, here we assumed that a great | 

majority of the words selected would be unknown for the subject. And again we attempted to 

avoid old fashioned, bookish words which are not in use in contemporary Russian. Each word 

was printed in black ink on a separate white card; 200 word cards in total. The target words 

represented four parts of speech: nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs. These words are 

shown in table 7-1.



Table 7-1: Target Words
HOHBHTbCH to appear 
/(OBOJlbHblH satisfied  

I Ip ilB b lK IllH H a c c u ^ m ^
^yiU H O  Stuffy 
POCT growth, height 
06bH C H H T b to explain 

C K B ep  public garden 

H aB epH O e probably 

C o o6pa?K aT b  
to understand , to arrange 
IIopHflOHHblH decent 

Ka3aTbCH to seem  

C u j ia  force  
CoJIHflHaH solid, 
respectable
B jieH b to draw, to attract 

M bIC JIflm aH  thinking 
H epeuiH TejibH biH
indecisive 
B TaH H e secretly 

H e C n e ilia  unhurriedly 

C n H T aT b  to count, 
to consider 
B ep H T b  to believe 

H e^aJieK H H  not fa r  Off 
yM OJIHTb to plead/beg 
H ttllllH b lH  graceful 

F  p e x  sin
EoHTbCH to be afraid  

YcnOKOHTbCH to calm  
down
H3M eHHTb to change 

M epT B blH  dead  

O n b IT  experience 
BoJIH bl waves 
r OpbKHH bitter 

O o H ap H K  torch 

O 6m eC T B 0 society 
U,epKOBb church 

CKyHHO bored 
Henô BHHCHO 

motionlessly
HyBCTBOBaTb to fee l 
K p im a T b  to shout 
n p H B J i e K a T e j i b H b i n
attractive
nOKOH rest/peace  

C T paC T b  passion 

M eT eJIb  blizzard 

B oC K pecaT b  to revive 

B o o S p a m e m ie
imagination 
^tpHHHOH worthless

P a cn o jia r a T b  to have
available
PaBHOAyniHO
indifferently 
npHKJIIOHeHHe 
adventure 
F J iy x o  deserted  

n aM H T b  memory 

C M ex laughter 

3a6aB H O  funny  
O 6cT aH 0B K a decor, 
situation
3aH H Tb to occupy, 
to borrow
I f  eJib aim (goal), target 

O A H aX dbl one day 
^KaJIKHH pitiful, sorry 

npH H eC K a hair style 

n b lJ I b  dust 
noxO A K a walk/gait 

IlapoXOA steamship 
B b ip a x cem ie
expression 
TOJina crowd  
HpaBbI manners/ways 

C jiynafl case, event 
n o 6 e A a  victory 
n O B O p a M H B a T b C B  
to turn
B3rJIHHyTb to cast a 
glance (at)
naccaxcnpb i
passengers 
M bIC JIb thought 
H apH A H blH  elegant 
JlaCKSiBOaffectionately  

M o jIH aT b  to be silent 
H ro x a T b  to sm ell/sniff 
JtBHXCeHHe movement 

O SH JiTb to embrace 

PacC B eT dawn 
n o n e JIO B a T b  to kiss 

O n ap o B aH H b iH  
fascinated  
3 a n a x  smell 
C K a30H H bIii fairytale  
)K ejiaH H e desire/wish 

CTOpOJK guard  
BAaCTHblH imperious 

nOApoSHOCTH detail 

IUeBeJM TbCH 
to stir

O K ypO K  cigar-butt 
C yT yJIblH  stooping

HeHaBHCTb hatred 

3ap n  dawn, sunset 
HyBCTBO feeling  

Poca dew
3aB H Tb to fa d e / wither 

n o p a  it's time 

OnycTHTbC H to go
down
B o c x n m a T b C fl
to admire
rieM aJIbHO sadly 

HCajioBaTbcn
to complain 

YBa5KaTb to respect 

TpeBOJKHO anxiously 

M o jm a H H e  silence 

PeBHOCTb jealousy  

C f ie n a  candle 
C T p a x  fea r  
rO p e T b  to bum  

CTpSLCTHOpassionately 

n e p e c T a T b  to stop 

B A p y r suddenly 
CjIC3bl tears 
C K p n n K a  violin 

n p e 3 H p a T b  to despise 

BOAOnaA waterfall 
O fiM aH yT b to deceive 

B nenaT JieH H H  
impressions 
Cjiy>KHTb to serve 
YAaBaTbCH 
to succeed  
JIloSonblTCTBO  
curiosity
C y A b 6 a  fa te/fortune  

B e3yM H blii mad, wild 

3BOHOK bell 
Pa3Apa?KaTb 
to irritate /to annoy 

H cH e3H yT b to vanish 

IIIyT H T b to joke  

K pH K  scream  
riyS jIH K a public 

B o cn o M H H am ie
recollection 
n a X H y T b  to smell 

CAeAHTb to watch, 
to follow, to look after 

T eH b  shadow, shade 

B eH H b in  eternal 
H a c T p a n B a T b  
to tune

KjiaHflTbCH to bow

B n x p b  whirlwind  

M oa  pier  
3HaHHTeAbHbIH 

significant 
H c n y r a T b  
to frighten

n p H C T aH b  harbour 

npoineAbKHyTb
to f la s h , to fly  by
O t h c t jih b o
distinctively 
X n m H b iif  
predatory 
Oco6eHHOCTb 
peculiarity  
Y npH M blH  
stubborn 
n p n c T a B a T b  
to pester, to stick 
K a n p m H b i i i  

capricious 
O S p an iaT b C H  
to address, to treat 

EjieC TeTb to shine 
PaCTepHHHOCTb 

confusion 
OTpblBHCTblH  
je rky / abrupt 
HeKCTaTH at the 
wrong moment 
npncTajibHO 
intently
Y lib lJIb lH  downcast 
B j ia r a  moisture 
n p H B e T A H B b lH

friendly
riy rJlH B O  fearfully  

H a c M e m K a  gibe 
perfume 

KOJIOKOJI bell 
E e3 3 a6 o T H b in  
carefree, careless 
)KaAHOCTb greed  
JJofipO A yniH biii 
good-natured  
JleCTHO flatteringly  

HcKpeHHOCTb 
sincerity 
IIO K pblTbC fl 
to cover o.s 

H eyiw ecTH biH  
inappropriate 
y>KaC horror 

06M O pO K  fa in t

H lopO X  rustle 

C b lT b lH  satisfied 

nOAeAHTbCB 
to share, to divide 
no6AeAHeTb 

to become pale  

,Z],oraAi>iBaTbCfl to 
guess
rp y C T H b lH  sad  

YHH3HTeAbHbIH
humiliating 
JtpO JK aTb to shiver 

nbHHCTBO 
alcoholism  
JJaJIb  distance  

H e n y x a  neusance 

P a c K aH H n e  
repentance 
B o 3 M y m a T b c n  
to be outraged  
H c n b iT b iB a T b  

to test, to fe e l  
HaAOeCTb to pester 

CseA eH H H  
information, news 
YCTpOHTb 
to arrange 

CM yTH Tb 
to em barrass/ confuse 
CBHAaHHe meeting 
H h iiih h  poor  

O c B e m a T b  
to lighten
Pa3BJieKaTbCH

to amuse o.s. 
T p o ra T e A b H b iii
touching/ moving  
B bm yH ^A aTb
to force
O n p a B A a H n e
justification, excuse 
) lp a3 H H T b  to tease 

5K en b  to bu m  

^ o c a A a  annoyance 

npHTaTbCH 
to hide o.s.
T o p onH T bC H  to be
in a hurry
K an aT b C H  to swing 

C in y m eH H e
confusion
EeCTOJIKOBO
disorderly
M p aH H b lH  gloomy



7.2.1.2. Participant

The participant in this study was a French female student in her early twenties (further j

referred as Subject 2), who had been studying Russian at a University in France for four 

years. Her native language is French. Russian is her second foreign language after English. 

She is also fluent in Spanish. Subject 2 was a student of mine at Cardiff as an exchange i

student between French and British Universities. She had been attending my Advanced f

Russian at Cardiff for 8 months (24 meetings, 2 hours a week), and demonstrated very good j

knowledge of Russian vocabulary. Overall, Subject 2 showed a higher level of proficiency in 

the Russian language than our subject (further referred as subject 1) in studies 3 (chapter 5) 

and 4 (chapter 6).

7.2.1.3. Procedure

The procedure consisted of two stages. Each stage included two steps.

Stage 1

Step la) Our subject was given the story “A Lady with a Dog” (flcma c codanKou) by 

Chekhov (Wexoe) to read in English translation at home.

Step lb) Then, in the classroom, we asked the participant to retell the story in order to check 

whether she had read it at home. After that, the main part of the study began. The subject 

received 200 cards in a random pile. Each card contained one target word printed on it. The 

instruction was: “Arrange the following cards into categories according to how well you 

know the word on the card”. We encouraged the participant to describe her knowledge of the 

given words through self-report categories. The subject did not receive any prompts. No time 

restriction applied. After the subject had divided all the target words into categories, she 

explained the reasons for the classification system she had created. The explanation was 

recorded.

Stage 2

Step 2a) The participant was required to read “,Z],aMa c co6aHKon» by HexoB in the original at 

home. The target words were not highlighted in the text. The subject was not advised to use 

reference literature.

Step 2b) After this task had been completed at home, step lb) was repeated in full in the 

classroom.



The subject’s explanations for the created categories were recorded.

7.2.2 Results

Pursuing the first objective of our study we asked the participant to self-assess her knowledge 

of the certain words and categorize those words according to how well she thought she knew 

each of the given words. Stage 1: At the first stage of the study, the subject divided 200 words 

into 15 categories. They are shown in Table 7-2.

Table 7-2: Categories suggested by the subject at stage 1
Category Description No of Words

1: Nouns known, can be used in speech: 9

2: Verbs known well. I can recognize them at the first sight and use them 
easily (conjugate etc.):

4

3: Adjectives known; can be easily used in speech: 4

4: Adverbs known: 3

5: Verbs known but I need to think how to use them: 4

6: Adjectives. The meaning is known but I am not sure about the use of them 
(which context, what to describe with them):

2

7 : 1 cannot remember the meaning(s) of these words but I can give some 
grammatical information about them:

9

8: Nouns -unknown. I can determine the gender; can be declined: 19

9: Nouns -unknown; can be spelled correctly if they are dictated: 6

10: Adjectives- unknown. I do not know the meaning(s) but I can decline 
them according to a noun:

8

11: Verbs- unknown but can be conjugated: 14

12: Verbs unknown but I think I can guess the meaning: 3

13: Adjectives unknown but I can think about other words (nouns with the 
same root, for example) when I read them:

3

14: Verbs totally unknown: 30

15: Words which are not familiar at all: 82

Note. Self-report categories are listed in the order arranged and presented by the subject

The table shows that a rather large number of categories, namely 15, were proposed by the
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participant at the first stage of the study. And again, the number of self-rate categories 

suggested by the learner is substantially greater than included in Paribakht and Wesche’s 

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale. The majority of the words fall into categories 8, 11, 14 and 15 

-  unknown. The second largest group of categories includes categories 1, 7, 9 and 10 -  known 

and partially known. As seen from the table, there are no one word categories in this 

classification. Yet the smallest category, No 6, includes two target words. The table also 

indicates that the created classification system strongly signals the criterion of word class 

belonging. Figure 7-1 shows graphically how the target words were arranged into the 

suggested categories.

Figure 7-1: Distribution of words among the suggested categories in categorization 1

50

Note. Horizontal axis shows the created categories: e.g. cat. 15, cat. 14, cat.8 etc. Vertical axis 
illustrates the target words.

Figure 7-1 shows the number of words allocated under each category. Most of the words 

apparently fall into category 15. The next block of categories seems to include categories 14,

8 and 11 with more than 10 words each. The remaining categories: 1, 7, 10, 9, 2, 3, 5, 4, 12,

13 and 6 contain less than 10 target words each.

Stage 2: At the second stage of the study, after the reading, the 200 targeted words were 

divided into 26 categories. They are presented in Table 7-3.



Table 7-3: Categories suggested by the subject at stage 2

Category Description No of 
Words

1: Words with 2 meanings that I know: 2
2: Words I know the meaning but I am not able to analyse them 
grammatically:

2

3: Adverbs I know well: 2
4: Verbs I know well and can use with confidence: 5
5: Verbs I know but I am not confident about using them in speech or 
writing. However I can recognize them in listening and reading:

1

6: Nouns I know well: 11
7: Words that I can guess the meaning of looking at their morphological 
roots:

3

8: Words I can guess the meaning thanks to their similarities with French 
words:

4

9: Verbs I know. I can find the associated perfective or imperfective 
forms:

4

10: Words meaning of which could be judged on their prefixes 
(opposites):

2

11: Nouns which I know the meanings of and I can find other words 
(verbs, adjectives etc) with the same roots:

3

12: Verbs which I know the meanings of and I can find other words 
(adjectives, nouns etc) with the same roots:

3

13: Adjectives which I know the meanings of and I can find other words 
(verbs, nouns etc) with the same roots:

3

14: I know these words well; can be used in speech and writing; can be 
recognized in listening and reading:

4

15: Words which I know the meanings of but I am not sure about the 
writing (how to spell them properly):

1

16: Words which I know but I am not sure how to decline them because 
of their ending:

3

17: Adverbs - joining words. I know them and can use them: 3
18: Words with the same root. I am not sure about the meanings: 2
19: Words which look familiar to me but I cannot use them: 3
20: Words I do not know but I would be able to spell them if I hear them: 3
21: Verbs I do not know but I can provide grammar information about 
them:

37

22: Verbs I do not know and I would not be able to use them 
grammatically:

5

23: Nouns I do not know. However, I would be able to provide some 
grammar information:

26

24: Adverbs I do not know: 2
25: Adjectives I do not know but I could use them with a noun I know. I 
would know how to decline them:

23

26: Words I do not know at all and I cannot provide any information 
about them:

43

Note. Self-report categories are listed in the order arranged and presented by the subject.



As shown in the table, after the reading, the learner rated her knowledge of words by creating 

an unusually large number of categories, namely 26. This is considerably more than we 

expected, basing our prediction on the results obtained so far. The table indicates that there 

are a lot of categories containing small portions of words, namely 1 to 4. We can also see that 

the categories containing known or partially known words clearly increased in number. 

Similar to the first classification, the word class feature seems to be one of the most 

prominent criteria for this classification. This issue will be addressed in the discussion 

section. Figure 7-2 illustrates graphically how the words were spread among the created 

categories at the second stage of the study.

Figure 7-2:Distribution of targeted words among the created categories in classification
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Note. Horizontal axis shows the categories. Vertical axis illustrates the target words.

As seen from Figure 7-2, categories 26 and 21 which contain more than thirty targeted words 

each can be combined in Block 1. Block 2 would include categories 23 and 25 and 6 with 

more than 10 words each. Block 3 would contain categories 4, 22, 8 onwards with 5 or fewer 

target words in them.

Thus, as seen from the tables and figures illustrated above, the number of self-rate categories 

created in the current study is considerably larger than those suggested in our previous 

research. The results presented in this section and their implications will be discussed in the 

section that follows.



7.3 Discussion

In this section, we seek to find an answer to the research question posed in this study: Will the 

new subject with completely different characteristics produce the data similar to the results 

submitted by our previous testee? The structure of this section reflects the objectives outlined 

in the first section of this study. First, we will discuss the ways our new subject measures and 

ranks her knowledge of the target words. Then, we will compare the classification systems 

created by this subject (Subject 2) against those suggested in our previous studies by Subject 

1. Finally, we will analyse the relocations of words between the self-rate categories within the 

categorization scales developed by the subject.

In general, the data collected in this study substantiate the findings of our previous research 

regarding the complexity of the categorization systems produced by a learner while self- 

assessing their knowledge of words. And again, these findings contradict the existing 

approaches to self-assessment of vocabulary knowledge. Another finding of our previous 

research: word relocation among the self-rate categories, was also recorded in the current 

study. Let us take a look at each of these issues in turn:

7.3.1 Self- categorization o f the subject’s word knowledge before and after the reading

1. The first objective of our study was to explore how the new subject would classify her 

word knowledge before and after the reading. The participant of our current study (Subject 2) 

arranged the given words into the largest number of categories created in our research so far. 

At the first stage, she managed to produce 15 self-report categories which rose to 26 -  at the 

second stage of the study. Such fruitful classifications totally exceeded our expectations since 

the previous largest categorization suggested by subject 1 in study 4 (Chapter 6) included 19 

categories.

The implications of these findings are rather important. As we noted in our previous studies, 

notwithstanding their limitations, the results obtained so far clearly indicate that our testees 

measure their lexical knowledge by creating rather complex self-assessment scales. Such 

scales are in contrast with the self-measurement instruments developed in the field so far. 

Moreover, our research is pioneering in exploring the ways learners assess and classify their 

own knowledge of words.



Comparing the two classification systems suggested by our learner before and after the j
i

reading we can note that, similar to the data obtained in our previous study, the second j

categorization appears to be more complex in terms of its quantitative and qualitative features. 

Despite a large number of categories created at the first stage of the study, namely 15, only a ' 

small portion of words, namely 26, allocated in categories 1 through 6, were declared as 

known in the first categorization. This means that the remaining 9 groups contain the words J 

that the learner was unable to translate though she still categorized those words according to \ 

some other criteria. This, once again, substantiates the necessity of measuring a broad variety 

of word properties while self-assessing knowledge of a word. And again, this stands in 

contrast with the current approaches to self-assessment in L2 vocabulary acquisition and 

testing.

The impressive number of word groups included in the second categorization, namely 26, 

shows a substantial increase in the categories containing known and well-known words (14 

vs. 6) as well as “guessing” categories (3 vs. 1). Thus the original classification becomes more 

complex since known as well as earlier unknown words are now split into more categories on 

the grounds of other features (besides the meaning knowledge) being acquired through 

reading, e.g. multiple meaning. In addition, completely new categories, based on new aspects 

of word knowledge emerged in the new classification e.g. morphological knowledge: cat.7: 

“Words that I can guess the meaning of looking at their morphological roots”. A comparison 

between the qualitative characteristics of the two systems can be carried out on data illustrated 

in table 7-4.



Table 7-4: Distribution of features among the self-report categories at stages 1 and 2

Criteria/Features Exp 5 stage 1 Exp 5 stage 2
+ - + -

Meaning 7 7 17 6

Use 5 3 1
Word Class 13 14
Grammar 5 5 2
Written Form 1 2
Sound Form 1
Morphology 3
Derivatives 1 3
MultipleMeaning 1
Four Skills 2
Certainty incl. 
guessing

3 2 5 4

+ indicates that the feature was mentioned in a positive context; - shows that the feature was 
mentioned in a negative context.

The data shows that the subject of the present study, like our previous participants, referred to 

a large variety of features while describing her knowledge of the given words, 

at both stages of this experimental task. At the same time, the data illustrated in the table 

indicates that at the second stage of the study, the subject considered rather more features 

(additional four) than she referred to in her first scale. They are: phonological knowledge, 

multiple meanings, morphological knowledge and productive vs. receptive skills. Clearly, 

the principle criteria in her categorizations are meaning knowledge and word class belonging. 

This, once again, confirms the importance of word class factor for L2 learners of Russian. 

Grammar information, use and certainty in knowledge were also frequently used as category 

descriptors in both scales. It is instructive to see how the aforementioned features were spread 

among the created categories. This is shown in Figures 7-3 and 7-4.



Figure 7-3: Distribution of features within each of the suggested categories in 

classification 1
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Note. Features: a-meaning; b-use; c-word class; d-grammar info; e-writtenform; f-sound for 
g-morphological info; h-derivationforms ;i-multi-meaning; j-the four skills; k-cerninty

Figure 7-4: Distribution of features within each of the suggested categories in 

classification 2
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f-soundform ; g-morphological info; h-derivation forms ;i-multi-meaning; j-the four skills, 

k-certainty



When the two figures are compared the results reveal similarities between the two scales. 

Indeed, descriptions for most categories in both classification scales include more than two 

features. The maximum number of descriptors used to characterize one category (cat. 2/ clas.l 

and cat. 5/ clas.2) in each scale was 5. Furthermore, a large proportion of the category 

descriptions in both systems are based on three and more features which were used both in 

positive and negative (i.e. absence of feature) context. These results are promising since they 

support the idea of interaction between various features developed from our previous data. 

Such links, despite their obvious importance, were not detected in other research on L2 lexical 

self-assessment.

Overall, the current data supports the findings of our previous studies concerning the high 

level of complexity o f subjects’ categorizations o f their lexical knowledge. It might be worth­

while pointing out that Paribakht and Wesche’s methodology actually prevents this type of 

data from emerging. It not only assumes that five categories are sufficient, but also assumes 

that the categories are optimal and doesn't allow for finer categorisation appearing as a result 

of reading.

7.3.2 Comparative analysis of the categorizations submitted by subject 1 and subject 2 

before and after the reading

The second objective of the present study was to carry out a comparison between the self-rate 

classification systems created by two different learners in studies 4 and 5. In order to fulfill 

this task, we attempt to compare quantitative and qualitative features of the two sets of self­

rank categorizations. The summarized quantitative data is presented in table 7-5.

Table 7-5: Number of self-report categories suggested by the two subjects

Study 4/1 (Subj 1) Study 4/2 (Subj 1) Study 5/1 (Subj 2) Study 5/2 (Subj 2)

No of Categories 10 19 15 26

The table indicates that the second set of categorizations, namely 5/1 and 5/2, compiled by 

Subject 2, contains considerably more categories than the classification systems produced by 

Subject 1 in the previous study. This might suggest that Subject 2 measures her knowledge of



words in a more complex, probably more detailed way than Subject 1. This may also reflect 

Subject 2 ’s individual style of classifying her vocabulary knowledge. The former poirt will be 

further explored by comparing the qualitative features of the subjects’ classification systems. | 

In regards to the latter idea, it does not seem possible to further investigate that assumption o n .
■I

a limited number of subjects.

In general, the data indicates a consistent increase in amount of categories after the reading. I 

This may suggest that known words are categorized in a more detailed way than unfamiliar 1 

ones. 1

The findings of the present study confirm that a new lexical self-assessment methodology 

should be developed. This methodology would benefit from considering a variety of features 

revealed in the self-assessment systems built by the learners in our research. Such 

summarized features are shown in table 5-6 which also illustrates the distribution of these 

features among the self-rank categories in both rounds, before and after the reading, in studies 

4 and 5.

Table 7-6: Criteria/Feature distribution among the self-report categories

in studies 4 and 5

Features Exp
4/1

Exp 4/2 Exp 5/1 Exp 5/2

+ - + - + - + -

Meaning 5 5 13 1 7 7 17 6
Use 1 1 5 5 3 1
Word Class 4 12 13 14
Grammar 1 1 5 5 2
Written Form 1 2
Sound Form 1 2 1
Morphology 1 3 3
Derivatives 1 3
Multiple Meaning 1 1
Four Skills 2
Certainty incl. 
guessing

3 2 2 7 3 2 5 4

+ indicates that the feature was mentioned in a positive context; - shows that the feature was 
mentioned in a negative context.



A comparison of the presented data reveals some similarities as well as differences between 

the subjects’ classifications. Regarding the similarities, it is noteworthy that both subjects 

used a rather large number of classification criteria in both rounds of the relevant studies. The 

main features referred to by both subjects are meaning knowledge, word class belonging and 

use. Both subjects indicated their certainty in knowledge as well as broadly using guessing. In 

general, they share five descriptors in their first classifications and eight descriptors in the 

second systems. As seen from the table, both learners address a number of features in a 

negative context which implies that they self-assess not only the existing properties of their 

word knowledge but also non-existing features. This once again indicates that Paribakht and 

Wesche’s scheme is inadequately detailed. From the present evidence though obtained in case 

studies, we can conclude the necessity of a multiple- feature self-assessment scale to measure 

a larger set of features highlighted by our subjects. The obvious conclusion here is that 

Wesche and Paribakht's model fails to register the enormous complexity of self-assessment 

categorizations that is emerging from these detailed case studies.

It is also worth while noting that in both sets, the second categorizations, produced after the 

reading, appear to be more complex than those created at the first stage. This complexity 

relates to both quantitative and qualitative features of the second categorizations and, 

presumably, implies the developing complexity of the knowledge of certain words.

Despite such similarities between the two sets of classifications, Subject 2 ’s categorizations, 

produced before and after the reading, are, clearly, richer in terms of descriptors used by the 

learners. In fact, she considered eleven different features while describing her target word 

knowledge after the reading compared to the eight used by Subject 1. These differences relate 

to spelling knowledge, knowledge of derivation forms as well as the four language skills. It is 

also worth noting that, though both subjects used the equal amount of descriptors, namely 7, 

in their original (stage 1) categorizations, the differences between them lie in the types of 

knowledge they referred to. Thus, besides the common descriptors, Subject 1 engaged 

phonological and morphological aspects of word knowledge whereas Subject 2 used spelling 

and derivation kinds of lexical knowledge. Furthermore, as seen from table 7-6, Subject 2 

refers to the grammar feature considerably more than the other participant. Again, this might 

be explained by the learners’ individual styles of word knowledge self-rating which, in turn, 

might reflect their individual ways of vocabulary acquisition.



The implication of the sets of categorizations being different might be that Subject 2 acquires, 

new words and develops her existing vocabulary knowledge in a more complex and j
structured way compared to Subject 1. This finding appears to be in contrast with general J
assumptions in the field that the process of vocabulary acquisition is the same in learners at ]

|
different levels of knowledge. Our argument is that a single set of categories within a self- | 

assessment scale might not be the best way of describing vocabulary knowledge. Different I 

learners might need different frameworks. However, at the same time, we need to bear in J 
mind that some learners may categorize certain words as special on the grounds other than |

j.''i
their level of knowledge: e.g. an unusual letter sequence. This suggests the importance of £

!
learners’ detailed explanations of the classification criteria they use.

7.3.3 The issue of word relocations within the self-rate categorization after the reading 

The third objective of this study addresses the matter of word re-locations. This issue emergec 

in the previous study as a rather important finding of our research. In our earlier experimental 

tasks, we were primarily concerned with the way/s learners self-assesses their L2 word 

knowledge. However, the data received in study 4 (chapter 6) triggered the idea of further 

exploring the issue of word movements among the self-report categories. The previous study 

revealed that 60 targeted words improved their original positions within Subject 1 ’s 

classification systems after the reading. In light of this finding we were curious to see what 

kind of changes in the positions of targeted words would occur after the reading in the present 

study. The evidence we obtained here indicates that a rather large number of target words, 

namely 97, re-located into different categories after the reading. This is considerably more 

than recorded previously. Table 7-7 illustrates the summarized results of these relocations.

Table 7-7: Summary of word re-locations after the reading

Status of Words Improve Stay the same Regress

No of Words 94 103 3

As illustrated in the table, 94 target words upgraded (i.e. moved into the categories with a 

larger number of features attached to them) their initial categories after the reading. There is 

no evidence o f strong regression in the subject’s target word knowledge, for instance: moves 

from “known” to “unknown”. However, at the second stage of the study, three words re-



located from the categories: “unknown meanings but can provide some grammar information” 

(Classification 1) to “totally unknown” (Classification 2).

In general, this data confirms our earlier finding that learners acquire L2 vocabulary 

knowledge in a different way. The re-location of 94 words compared to 60 in the previous 

study, out of the same 200 targeted words, suggests that the processes of lexical acquisition 

occur at a different rate in learners at different levels. However, it should be noted that this 

finding requires further exploration on a larger set of data. Table 7-8 shows the word re­

locations identified in this study in more detail.

Table 7-8: Word re-locations after the reading

No of Category 
Classification 1

Relocated to 
Category 
Classification 2

No of Words

3 1; 14 l; 2

5 4; 9; 12 1; 2; 1

6 14 2

7 3; 6; 26 l; l; 2

8 6; 26 l; l

9 2; 8; 11 l; l; l

11 4 2

12 12 2

13 13 2

14 5; 21 1; 25

15 1; 2; 3; 6; 7; 8;
9; 10; 11; 13; 16; 18; 
19; 20; 23; 25

1; 1; 1 ;3 ;3 ;3 ; 
1; 2; 1; 1; 2; 1; 
1; 1; 10; 15

The data shown in the table indicates that encountering target words in a text led to significant 

shifts of vocabulary items among self-report categories in the subject’s self-rating scale. As 

seen from the table the largest number of movements of words occurred from category 15, i.e. 

47 words re-located into 16 different categories within the second classification. It is apparent



that the gains in the subject’s vocabulary knowledge were achieved due to the primary lexical
i
\

input through reading. The nature of these relocations is of particular interest. Different words
I

initially located in the same category seem to move in different directions after the reading, j 

Let’s take a look at Figure 7-5. j

Figure 7-5: Word-relocations from category 9 in classification 1

Cat 8/2

Cat 11/2

Cat 2/2

Cat. 9/1

Figure 7-5 illustrates the word relocations from category 9 “unknown nouns” after the 

reading. As seen from this figure, some words moved straight into category 2 “known well” 

in classification 2. Others moved into different categories while the learner acquired other 

types o f information about the words: Cat 8: “phonological knowledge” and Cat 11: 

“derivation forms”. At this stage, we cannot yet determine the main patterns of word 

movements. This needs to be traced in a repeated longitudinal study we will discuss in the 

next chapter.

The data seem to indicate that the vocabulary acquisition process does not always occur as a 

linear transition from “known” to “unknown”. In fact, in many cases, it appears to be more 

complex and varied than commonly assumed in the field. This data poses a question: “In 

which direction will the target words move from there?” This will be investigated in our next 

study.

In summary, this study showed evidence that the initial categorization was re-structured and 

new self-report categories emerged after the reading activity had taken place. The elicited date 

clearly indicate substantial shifts of lexical items within the suggested categories. The 

question is: “What can this be attributed to?” This may simply be due to the fact that learners 

re-assess their vocabulary knowledge from scratch after a certain vocabulary input has



occurred. However, at this stage, we need to admit that further research into this issue is 

needed. The question that must be asked at this point is: Will subsequent sessions of reading 

lead to even greater changes in the subject’s categorization of their knowledge of the target 

words? This is the issue to be investigated in our next study.

7.4 Conclusions

In this study, we continued investigating the way/s L2 learners measure and categorize their 

own knowledge of words. We found that the learner with a better command of Russian 

classified her lexical knowledge in a different, more complex way than the participant of our 

previous studies. These findings suggest that further investigation of this issue might provide 

evidence on individual approaches in lexical self-assessment.

The findings have also provided confirmation regarding changes in the positions of words 

within classification systems after reading. In light of these findings, we decided to test these 

results on a larger set of reading sessions. Thus we intend to carry out a repeated longitudinal 

study in order to investigate some of the aforementioned points.

In the next study, we will investigate whether another learner at a rather higher level of L2 

knowledge would rate her knowledge of words in a more complex way than our previous 

subjects. We will further explore the issue of word-relocations: we will attempt to establish 

whether subsequent sessions of reading will lead to further changes in the subject’s self-rating 

scales.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Self-Rating of Word-Knowledge: before and after Reading— a Repeated 

Longitudinal Study 

Experimental Study 6

8.1 Introduction

In the previous study, we examined how a learner with a higher (compared to our previous 

subject) proficiency in Russian, a French native speaker, would self-classify her knowledge of 

words. It emerged that the classification systems produced by that participant (tested in our 

previous study) were more complex quantitatively (i.e. the number of the suggested 

categories) than those created by the previous testee. Furthermore, despite some overlap in the 

criteria used by subject 1 (study 4) and subject 2 (study 5), the latter’s categorizations proved 

to be also far richer in terms of their qualitative characteristics (i.e. the features or word 

properties the learner referred to). Furthermore, the data collected in our earlier research 

revealed that the second categorizations created by the subjects after the reading differed 

considerably from those submitted initially, at the first stages of the relevant studies. In light 

of this finding, logic suggests that further categorizations that will be produced after j

subsequent sessions of reading might reflect even greater changes (gains or losses) in 

learners’ knowledge of particular words. This rather important issue has never been 

investigated via self-assessment before and will require longitudinal self-measurements.

In our previous study, we also investigated whether the positions of words within the 

subject’s categorizations would change after a lexical input through reading. The results 

indicated that a reading session did alter the locations of certain targeted words. Moreover, 

the amount of words re-located from their initial categories appeared to be rather large. Ninety 

four targeted words moved into different categories after the reading. At this point, we were 

curious to establish whether further exposure to the targeted words via successful sessions of 

reading would lead to further re-locations among those words. For this purpose, a repeated 

longitudinal study was administered as the next step in our research.

It is also worth noting that the previous study revealed 3 (out of 94) instances of slight 

regression in the subject’s word knowledge. These examples, though few in number, posed an



intriguing question: How common are cases of regression within the process of lexical 

acquisition? In order to find an answer to this question we needed to trace possible instances 

of regress in the learner’s word knowledge by means of repeated self-assessments. This was 

another reason for switching to a longitudinal study.

Thus in this chapter, we will report on a repeated longitudinal study undertaken to investigate 

the points outlined above. Briefly, these points are: the issue of self-categorization and the 

issue of word re-locations between the self-classification systems. We intended to explore 

whether another subject with even higher command in Russian (than the previous two testees) 

would measure her knowledge of 200 Russian words by arranging those words into a complex 

classification system. On the grounds of our previous findings, we assumed that the 

participant of our current study would classify her knowledge of words in a more complex 

and varied way than the previous testees. We will also report on changes in the positions of 

words in the learner’s classifications. By addressing these points our purpose was to further 

explore (during a longer period of repeated self- observations) issues that emerged in our 

earlier studies as well as to check the important findings of our research.

Thus the objectives of the current study were as follows:

1. To investigate how a different student with a higher level of proficiency in Russian than 

our previous subjects will describe her knowledge of the given words.

2. To establish whether the subject’s categorization of her word knowledge will change after 

each of the subsequent sessions of reading.

3. To measure quantitative and qualitative changes in the subject’s word knowledge after each 

reading session.

4. To explore movements of words among suggested self-classification scales.

The research question was:

If a learner is regularly exposed to certain words, for instance through reading, will the 

description of their own knowledge of those words change?
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8.2 Study ]!5
i

8.2.1 Method j
8.2.1.1 Target Words I

A new set of 200 Russian words was selected for this study. The words had been extracted 1 

from another story by Chekhov “ K p b i >k o b h h k » . Taking into consideration the subject’s high | 

command in Russian we chose words most of which we believed would be unfamiliar to the 1 

subject. However, in order to sustain the subject’s interest in our study a number of easier | 

words were also included. We also avoided old fashioned, bookish words which are not in use 

in contemporary Russian. Each word was printed on a separate white paper card in black ink; 

200 word cards in total. The target words represented four parts of speech: nouns, verbs, 

adjectives and adverbs. These words are shown in Table 8-1.



Table 8-1: Target Words
O6jI0?KHTb
to surround 

CKyHHO to be bom  
H aB H caT b  
to overhang 

I lo J ie  fie ld  
B eT epH H apH biH  
veterinary 
YTOMHTbCH 
to become tired  
EeCKOHeHHblH 
endless
M eJIbH H U bI mills 

C e jio  village 
THHyTbCfl to stretch, 
to extend 
3a^yM H H B bIH  
thoughtful 
KpOTKHH meek 

IIpOHHKHyT imbued 

C a p a f t  shed  
C ra p o C T a  head, boss 

C o O n p a T b c a
to gather together 
B 3A O \H yTb to sigh 
IIpeaB H A eT b  
to foresee  

JlH T b  to pour 
H c n e 3 a T b  to vanish 

KpblMCOBHHK 
gooseberries
XOJIM hill
J l y r a  meadows 

H fib l willows 

FpOM aflHOe huge 
Il0 JI3ym H H  crawling

F ycem m a
caterpillar 
IIpH pO A a nature 
K a3aTbCH to seem  

J l y x  spirit
Y c b in jl l lT b  to put to
sleep
E e/IH flra  poor thing 
TpySO H K a tube/pipe 

BcHKHe any 

HexOJl cover, case 

PaMbI fram es 
FpeiU H blH  sinful 

H h h  rank 
BoAfl will, freedom  

T p y n  corpse 

H cTH H a tm th

P a 3 ^ y M b e  in thought 

^BO pH H C TB O  
nobility 
XfiOCT tail 

C M ep T b  death 

,3,OJir debt 
CoqyBCTBOBaTb 
to sympathise 
C r e p e H b  to guard  

E o p b 6 a  figh t 
JIOBHTb to try to 
catch
IIIyM  noise 

IIoH M aT b  to catch 

3rOH 3M  selfishness 

C ra H  flock, pack  

J le H b  laziness 

HoCHTbCfl it s in the 
air, wear
IIOABHr heroic deed  

ToCKOBaTb to long 
(for)
IIpOCTOp space 

^C ejiaH H e
desire/wish
CBOHCTBa attributes 
O c o 6eHHOCTb 
peculiarity  
3 a n e p e T b  to lock 

Y r o j l  comer, angle 
IIpH B blK H yT b to get 
used to
y ^ o S c T B a
conveniences 
IIpoC T H T b to forgive  
H h UJHH poor man 
Y K pblTbC H  to hide, 
to cover o.s. 

2KaAHHHaTb to be 
greedy
JIaBOH Ka bench 

IIpa3A H H K  holiday 
3 a n a x  smell 

IIp H T aT b  to hide 

CoaeT advice, council 
K o n H T b
to accumulate/to store 
Pa/JOCTb joy  
B ^O B a widower 

0 6bH B JieH H e advert 
B nporO JIO A b half- 
starving 

TopjKeCTBO 
celebration, triumph

Boo6paacaeivibiH
imaginary 
BuHO BaT guilty 

H yA aK  strange man 

H ai\JIO e impudent 
K y n e u  merchant 

C T y n a T b  to knock 

K p o s b  blood  

O uiH fiaTbC H  to make 
mistakes
E ecnoK O H T bca
to worry
IleqaA H T bC H  to be
sad
IIponacT b
to disappear, to be lost 
IIpO B eA aT b to come 
to see, to fin d  out 
3a60THTbCH to take 
care (of)
H3ropOAI» hedge 
A y u ia  soul 
rp y C T H b lfl sad 

BaWHOCTb 
importance 
M bIC JIb thought 
ITbflHblH drunk 

P 06KHH shy 
KjiaHHTbCH to bow 
IIpeaCHHH fo rm e r/ex  

n e p e w e H a  break, 
change
EaH H  Russian bath 
CyAHTbCH to sue 
Il0A e3H bIH  useful 
O SuacaTbC H  to take 
offence
OSpauiaTbCH
to address 

Pa3B H B aT b 
to develop 
Y jIb l6 K a  smile 
CblTOCTb satiety 

C jie 3 a  tear 
IIpa3AHOCTb 
idleness
M ojlHa silently 

CaM OM HeHne
conceit
BOAHeHHe worry 

B3rAHA look, view  
f lrO A a berry 
PHCOBaTb to draw, 
to depict

C jiy n a f i  case, event 
5KeCTKO hard (adv) 
B peA H blH  harmful 
E eA b e  linen, 
underwear
OneBHAHO obviously 

BpaHbe lie 

HoCTHHb to achieve, 
to reach
THUIHHa silence 
LJeJIb aim, target 
CnOKOHCTBHe
quiet, order 
C y A b6a  fa te  

rpOM KO loudly 

JfOBOJieH pleased  

B03MyTHTbCH to be 
outraged
OTHaHHHe despair 

K jiaA ^H ip e  cemetery

IIOAaBJIfllOmHH
suppressing, depressing 
IIOKOHHHK 
the deceased 
IIjIOTHHa dam  
IIpOTeCTOBaTb to 
protest
HeBeacecTBO
rudeness
IIopHAOK order,way 
EeAHOCTb poverty 
E peM H  burden 
YlVfOAHIOmHH
pleading
IIpoCTHTbCfl to say
good-bye 

E oaP  cheerful 
YKpameHHH  
ornaments, jewellery  
Y cT aB aT b  to get 
tired
P e3H bie  carved 

ClVfblCA meaning 

P acnH T H e cross 
C jioH O B aa 
elephantine 
^CaAKHH pitiful 
IIoC T eJib  bed 

C T y n eH b K a  step 
IIpH 3H aB aTbC H  
to confess 

A  HO bottom  
T e A e ra  cart 
yM H JieH H e emotion

JlHUeiViepHe hypocrisy 

K o iT H  claws 

E eA a trouble 

IIoCTeneHHO gradually 

IlO T ep il losses 

H oK a3aTeA bC TB a 
proofs
MeJIKHe small, sh a llo w , 
fine
C cblA aTbC H  to refer 

C A e rK a  slightly 

EcTeCTBeHHblH natural 

EA aronO A yH H O  safely, 
happily
3aKOHHOCTb lawfulness 

O xO T a h u n t, wish 
tfB A eH H e phenomenon 

Y n paB A H T b 
to manage, to control 
IlepeCK O H H Tb to jum p  
over
Heo6xoAHM O
necessarily
HeBblHOCHMO
unbearably
O 6 p a 3 0 B aH H e
education
Y rH eT aT b  to suppress 

CepAHTO angrily 
3 p e A H ip e  show  

O cym ecTBA H TbCH  to
come true
H eH aB H A eT b to hate 

IlaX H y T b  to smell 
YAOBAeTBOpHTb to
satisfy
C yM epK H  twilight 
C K O pSH Tb to grieve 

H 3H m H bIH  elegant 

Pa3ApaHcaTbCH
to get irritated
\03SlH C TBO housekeeping,
farm
FOpeTb to bum  
Y m h o  cleverly 

rOAOC voice 

BHHKaTb to understand  

CTpeMHTbCH to rush, 
to strivef for), to want to go 

BAOBOAb in abundance 

KHCAO sourly 

KpeCTbBHCKHe 
peasant (adj)
HaKa3amie punishment



8.2.1.2 Participant
:

In this study, we tested a new subject, a young professional who had recently graduated from j
I

the Russian department of Nottingham University, UK. Out of all the subjects tested in our j
research, this female student possessed the highest proficiency in the Russian language. A I

native English speaker, she is also fluent in French (her third language after English and |

Russian). She had also been attending my Advanced Russian at Cardiff University for 8 |

months prior to the assessment. In regards to her vocabulary knowledge, the subject 1

persistently demonstrated an excellent command in Russian vocabulary for the level she was f  

attending.

8.2.1.3 Procedure

The procedure of this repeated longitudinal study consisted of five stages. Each stage included 

two steps. There was a one week interval between each stage.

Stage 1

Step 1. The subject was offered the story “Gooseberries” (Kpbdkobhhk) by Chekhov (HexoB) 

to read in English translation at home.

Step 2. Then, in the classroom, as in studies No 3, 4 and 5, the subject received 200 cards in a 

random pile. Each card contained one target word printed on it. The instruction was as 

follows: “Arrange the following cards into categories according to how well you know the 

word on the card”. The subject did not receive any prompts from the experimenter. No time 

restriction applied. Having arranged all the target words into categories, the subject explained 

her reasons for the classification produced. The explanation was recorded.

Stage 2

Step 1. The participant was asked to read “Kpbdkobhhk» by HexoB in the original at home.

The target words were not highlighted in the story in any way. The subject was not advised to 

use reference literature.

Step 2. After this task had been completed, step 2 of the first stage was repeated in full in the 

classroom.

Stages 3, 4 and 5 were the same as stage 2.



8.2.2 Results

The first three objectives of the present study seek to explore the ways of self-rating the 

targeted word knowledge by the learner before and after the reading. Pursuing these 

objectives we asked the subject to measure and categorize her knowledge of 200 given words 

five times in this study. The total results of all five categorizations are shown in figure 8-1.

Figure 8-1: Number of the created categories at stages 1 through 5

Stage 5

Stage 4

Stage 3

Stage 2

Stage 1

Note. Horizontal axis shows the categories. Vertical axis indicates the stages o f the study.

As seen from this figure, a large number of self-rating categories was submitted at each stage 

of the study. The largest number of categories, namely 25, was recorded at the third stage of 

the current study. This is five times as many as proposed by Paribakht and Wesche. This 

rather substantial list of categories suggested by the learner (together with the other large sets 

of categories submitted by her at the other stages of this study) indicates the complexity of the 

learner’s self-assessment process and challenges the existing approaches to L2 vocabulary 

self-assessment. Let us take a look at each of the submitted classifications in turn. The first 

categorization of the 200 targeted words is introduced below.
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Stage 1- Categorization 1: At the first stage of the study, the subject described her knowledge 

of the given 200 words by dividing them into 14 categories. Her first classification is 

illustrated in table 8-2. !

Table 8-2: Categories suggested by the subject at stage 1

No of 

Category

Description of the Category No of j 

Words j

1 Verbs I am confident about; can use them in conversation and writing: 6 1
2 Verbs I can understand but not confident to use: 3 i

3 Adjectives I am confident to use in writing and speech: 3 ;
4 Adverbs I recognize and would use in conversation: 4

5 Nouns I know well and would use in speech and writing: 25

6 Words I am not confident about but can guess meaning from similar roots 

(parts of the words) I know:

19

7 Nouns that I know and can transform into adjectives or other parts of 

speech:

2

8 Words I have usually seen in another grammatical form: 2

9 Words I can provide more than one meaning: 3

10 Words that look familiar but I cannot translate them: 6

11 Verbs I do not know: 42

12 Adjectives I do not recognize: 22

13 Nouns that I do not recognize: 53

14 Adverbs I do not know: 10

Note. Self-report categories are listed in the order arranged and presented by the subject

The table indicates that at the first stage of the study, the learner produced a rather complex 

classification. Categories 5, 6, 13, 11, 12 and 13 contain a rather large number of words each: 

19 or more. The remaining categories hold 10 or fewer words each. As seen from the table, 

seven different categories which embrace forty six words in total, were declared as known, 

whereas only 4 categories containing 127 words were described as unknown. Categories 1, 3 

and 5 can be combined into one larger block: Words known well, can recognize the word 

class and use in speech and writing. Likewise, the last 4 categories: 11, 12, 13 and 14 can be 

considered as sub-groups of a larger category: Unknown meanings but can name the word 

class. This indicates that the word class feature is a crucial criterion for the subject’s



categorization which matches the data submitted by our previous participants. However, at the 

same time, it should be noted that the subject did make mistakes, though few in number, in 

determining the word class by classifying nouns as adjectives, verbs and even adverbs. This 

point will be further addressed in the discussion section.

Stage 2-Classification 2: After the reading, the subject re-arranged her initial categorization. 

This time, she divided 200 words into 19 categories. This is shown in table 8-3.



Table 8-3: Categories suggested by the subject at stage 2
No of Description of the Category No of

Category Words

1 Verbs that I know well and I knew them prior to the reading of the text: 8

2 Nouns that I know well and I knew them prior to the reading of the text: 15

3 Nouns that I could recognize prior to the reading of the text but I would 

not be confident using them as I am not sure about their grammar:

8

4 Adverbs that I recognize and can use in speech and writing: 3

5 Adjectives that I recognize and knew before the reading: 4

6 Adjectives I know since having read the text. I might have recognized 

some of them before but not properly:

5

7 Nouns/Words (the subject combined two groups together) that I know 

more or less since having read the text. Some of them I could recognize 

before but I was not sure, some of them are completely new words:

31

8 Verbs that I can recognize since having read the story. I would more likely 

recognize them in writing when I do my reading rather than use them

7

9 Adverbs that I can recognize since having read the text. I would not be 

confident to use them in speech myself:

2

10 Words which look similar to English words — easy to recognize: 3
11 Words which I know more than one meaning of: 4

12 Words that I can guess the meaning of judging on the parts of these words 

which I know:
5 1

13 The same as cat 12 but I am not as certain that I can guess the right 

meaning -  some parts of these words look familiar:

7

14 Words that I know and I know different forms (word classes) of these 

words:

9

15 Nouns that I do not know. There is nothing in them that could help me 

guess what they mean:

39

16 Words I do not know but unlike cat 15,1 can take a guess as some parts of 

these words look familiar to me:

12

17 Words that I do not know but they look familiar and I might remember 

what they mean when I see the text again:

8

18 Adjectives that I do not recognize: 9

19 Verbs that I do not recognize: 21



The table shows that after the reading, the 200 targeted words were split among newly created 

19 categories: that is five categories more than she submitted at the first stage. Categories 7,

15 and 19 with the largest portion of words, 91 in total, constitute the main block of the 

system. Categories 2 and 16 fall into the second largest block of the subject’s categorization. 

The remaining fourteen categories contain only a few words (2 to 9) each. Categories 1 

through 11 and category 14 which contain in total 99 words may be regarded as known: that 

is five categories more (or 53 words more) than stated in the previous categorization. At the 

same time, only two categories: 18 and 19 containing 30 words between them were described 

as totally unknown. Let us take a look how the two sets of categories (Stage 1 and Stage 2) 

are related. This is shown in table 8-4.

Table 8-4: Transformation of the subject’s classification at stage 2

Classification
1

Classification 2

1/1 1
2/1
3/1 5
4/1 4 + use in writing
5/1 2
6/1 12, 13, 16
7/1 14
8/1
9/1 11
10/1 17
11/1 8, 19
12/1 6, 7, 18
13/1 7, 15
14/1 7, 9

3
10

Though it does not seem possible to detect the exact routes of the transformation of the 

subject’s initial categorization, the changes that the first classification underwent appear to be 

as follows: categories 1/1, 3/1, 5/1, 7/1, 9/1, 10/1 remained the same, yet the numbering was 

changed to 1, 5, 2, 14, 11 and 17 respectively. Category 4/1 was altered from: “known, can 

use in speech” to “known, can use in speech and writing”. Categories 6/1, 11/1, 12/1, 13/1 

and 14/1 split (e.g. 6/1 split into 12, 13 and 16). Categories 3 and 10 were added to the system 

whereas categories 2 and 8 seem to have disappeared. The alterations as above, once again, 

demonstrate the complexity of the process of L2 vocabulary acquisition and challenge the 

existing approaches to lexical self-assessment.



After another session of reading, the second categorization underwent a new transformation. ,

Stage 3-Classification 3: At the third stage of the study, after the second session of reading, j 
the subject re-categorized her knowledge of the 200 targeted words by arranging them into 25  ̂

categories. Her new categorization is shown in table 8-5. j

Table 8-5: Categories suggested by the subject at stage 3, after the second reading
No of 

Category

Description of the category No of 

words

1 Verbs I know well. I am confident to use them in speech, can recognize 

them in listening and reading:

5

2 Verbs that I know the meanings of but I am less confident using them in 

speech but I would understand them in listening or reading:

4

3 Verbs that I recognize but I would not be confident using them in speech 

or writing but if I see or hear them in context I would understand... I 

would not be certain about their grammar characteristics either:

6

4 Verbs: I am not sure of their meanings but in context I would understand 

what they mean I can provide some grammar information on these words:

5

5 Words: I recognize some parts of these words and I can guess their 

meanings based on those parts:

10

6 Words I do not know but I might be able to guess in the context: 10

7 Words that look similar to the English words -  easy to guess what they 

mean, can use, confident about the grammar:

3

8 Nouns that I do not know well. I will understand what they mean in the 

context but would not be able to use them in speech or writing:

7

9 Nouns I know well, can use in speech and writing; will understand in 

reading or listening. I am confident about their grammar, etc.:

26

10 Nouns that I know but I would not be as confident using them in speech. 

However, I could use them in writing. I will understand them in listening 

and reading:

9

11 Nouns I know the meanings of. They are new to me. I would not use them 

in speech, might not understand them in listening but I will understand 

them well in reading:

2

12 Adverbs I know well and I am confident to use them: 1

13 Adverbs I recognize in reading or listening but I would not be confident 

using them:

2



14 Adverb I think I know the meaning of, would understand in the reading 

context, but might not in listening, would not use in speech:

1

15 Adverb I think I know the meaning of, would understand in the reading 

context, but might not in listening, would not use in speech:

7

16 Adjectives I know but would not be confident using in speech. I would 

understand them in the written form. I can provide grammar info and 

write them down:

6

17 Adjectives I know well and I am confident using them: 6

18 Words -  new to me. Now I know what they mean and can recognize them 

in context:

7

19 Words that I know more than one meaning of: 4

20 Words I do not know the meaning of. I recognize them as seen before but 

can’t remember:

8

21 Adverbs I do not recognize but might recollect in context: 2

22 Adjectives I do not know the meaning of but can provide some grammar 

information:

5

23 Nouns I do not know the meaning of but can provide some grammar 

information:

33

24 Verbs 1 do not know the meanings of but can provide some grammar 

information:

25

25 Words I do not know at all: 6

Note. Self-report categories are listed in the order arranged and presented by the subject.

The table indicates a new increase in the self-report categories: 25 compared to 14 and 19 

submitted at stages 1 and 2 respectively. On the quantitative basis, the categories suggested by 

the subject at this stage appear to fall into two blocks. Block 1 contains categories 9, 23 and 

24 with the largest portions of words in each of these categories (26, 33 and 25 words 

respectively). The remaining categories that could be placed in block 2 include 10 or fewer 

words each.

The “known categories” are 1-3, 7 and 9-19 with 89 words which is ten words fewer than in 

the previous classification and therefore, this might imply some cases of regression. As seen 

from the table, categories 21 through 24 can be combined into one larger category: Words I 

do not know the meaning of but can recognize their word class and provide some grammar 

information. The relationships between classifications 2 and 3 are illustrated in table 8-6.
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Table 8-6: Transformation of the subject’s categorization at stage 3 jj

Classification 2 Classification 3
1/2 1
2/2 9
3/2 8
4/2 12
5/2 17
6/2 17
7/2 18
8/2 2, 3(+ grammar)
9/2 13
10/2 7
11/2 19
12/2 5
13/2 5
14/2 15
15/2 23 (+grammar), 

25
16/2 5
17/2 6, 20
18/2 22 (+ grammar), 

25
19/2 24 (+grammar)

4; 10; 11; 14; 16; 
21

Evidently, the second classification underwent significant transformation after a concurrent 

session of reading. As noted earlier, these alterations can be interpreted in different ways. Our 

attempt to analyse how the latest sets of categories are related is shown in table 10.6: 

Categories 1/2, 2/2, 3/2, 4/2, 7/2, 9/2, 10/2, 11/2, and 14/2 seem to stay in the new 

classification, though they are now numbered differently: 1, 9, 8, 12, 18, 13, 7, 19 and 15 

respectively. Categories 5/2 and 6/2 are combined into one category —17. Likewise, 

categories 12/2, 13/2 and 16/2 now constitute one category —5. In contrast, categories: 8/2, 

15/2 and 18/2 appear to have split into two categories each. One category within each of these 

newly created pairs includes a new criterion: grammar feature. Furthermore, category 19/2 

seems to have been slightly altered to accommodate a grammar criterion.

Categories 4, 10, 11, 14, 16 and 21 appear to be newly created within the third classification 

system. Qualitative characteristics of the created categorizations will be further addressed in 

the discussion section.



Stage 4- Classification 4: After the third reading session, the subject, once again, re-arranged 

the list of her self-report categories. She reported some changes in her knowledge of the 200 

targeted words. The new categorization shown in table 8-7 consists of 21 groups.

Table 8-7: Categories suggested by the subject after the third reading

Category Description No of Words

1: Nouns I am most confident. I would use them in speech and be able to provide 
some grammar: 22

2: Nouns I know but I am less confident using them in speech but would be able to 
recognize them in reading and listening. Able to provide grammar information: 15
3: Nouns, I understand the meanings of and would be able to provide grammar 
information: 8
4: Nouns I know the meanings of and would be able to provide some grammar info. 
However, I would understand them best in a written text rather than speaking or 
listening: 10
5: Words that I am not confident of the meanings but would be able to guess what 
they mean from parts of the words ( + even better in the context): 14
6: Words I know well, can recognize easily because they resemble English words: 3
7: Adjectives I know well: 6
8: Adjectives I know the meanings of but I would be less confident about their 
grammar: 8
9: Adjectives I know the meanings of but I would not use them in speech. 
OK with spelling: 2
10: Nouns I know more than one meaning of: 5
11: Words I know the meanings of and can provide other morphological forms: 8
12: Adverbs I know well and I am confident to use them: 6
13: Adverbs I am not confident about but I would take a guess at their meaning: 3
14: Verbs I know well: 9
15: Verbs I know the meaning of but I am not confident using them and I am not 
confident about their grammar: 19
16: Verbs I know the meaning of but I would have greater difficulty conjugating 
them (grammar): 5
17: Adverbs I do not know: 2
18: Word I can guess its meaning judging on the sound of the word: 1
19: Adjectives I do not know: 7
20: Verbs I do not know: 19
21: Nouns I do not know: 28

As seen from the table, the subject divided the 200 target words into 21 categories which is 

slightly less than at the previous stage (25 categories). However, at the same time, this is still 

substantially more than she submitted at stage 1 (14 categories) and stage 2 (19 categories). 

The largest categories: 1, 20 and 21 which contain more than 20 words each, fall into block 1. 

Categories 2, 4, 5, 15 with the medium amount of words 10-20 may be regarded as
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the second largest block of the system compared to the rest of the categories which contain 

less than 10 words each.

The table also indicates an increase in the number of words allocated under the” known” 

categories (i.e. categories 1-4, 6-12 and 14-16) -126 words compared to 89 at the previous 

stage. “Unknown” categories 17, 19, 20 and 21 can be combined into a larger group: Words I 

do not know but can recognize the word class.

Clearly, categorization 4 is different from the classification systems introduced by the subject 

earlier. Let us see how the recent set of categories developed and how it is linked to 

Classification 3. This is shown in table 8-8.

Table 8-8: Transformation of the subject’s categorization at stage 4

Classification 3 Classification 4
1/3 14
2/3
3/3 15, 16
4/3
5/3 5
6/3 5
7/3 6
8/3
9/3 1
10/3 2
11/3 4 (+grammar)
12/3 12
13/3
14/3 13
15/3 11
16/3 9 (-grammar)
17/3 7
18/3
9/3 10
20/3
21/3 17 (-wish to recall
22/3 19 (-grammar)
23/3 21
24/3 20 (-grammar)
25/3

3, 8, 18



The table shows that categorization 3 was considerably transformed. Though a number of 

categories seem to remain the same (e. g. 1/3, 7/3, 9/3, 10/3, 12/3, 14/3, 15/3, yet numbered 

differently) considerable changes did occur: category 11/3 received a grammar descriptor, 

whereas categories 16/3, 22/3, 24/3 lost it; category 23/3 changed from “unknown adverbs 

might recollect in context” to “unknown adverbs” or was replaced by the latter.

Categories 5/3 and 6/3 seem to have been combined into one category -5 . On the contrary, 

category 3/3 split into two categories — 15 and 16. A large number of categories (e. g. 2/3, 

4/3, 8/3, 13/3...) appear to have shrunk while three new categories: 3, 8, and 18 were added to 

the system. This analysis reveals the complexity of modifications which occurred to 

classification 3 after the reading. This will be further discussed in the next section.

Stage 5- Classification 5: After the last session of reading, the picture of the subject’s word 

knowledge changed again. This time she described her knowledge of the 200 given words by 

re-arranging them into 22 self-report categories illustrated in table 8-9.
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Table 8-9: Categories suggested by the subject after the th ird  reading

Category Description No of Words 
Allocated

1: Nouns I know. I am confident to use them in speech and writing. I would 
understand these words in listening/reading and be able to spell them: 19

2: Nouns I know the meanings of. I would use them in speech but would be slightly 
less confident than with cat. 1: 22
3: Nouns I know the meaning but not confident with the grammar. I would still use 
them in speech. I would understand these words in reading and listening: 12
4: Words that I know and can provide some other morphological forms of: 16

5: Adverbs. I know what they mean and can use confidently in speech, understand 
in reading and listening: 4
6: Adverbs. I know what they mean. I would understand them best in reading: 3
7: Words I can provide more than one meaning: 5
8 :1 knew different Russian words for these phenomena/objects before I started 
reading. Synonyms: 5
9 :1 found out that they are words with similar meanings (both are target words): 2
10:1 know the meanings of these words. But it also possible to guess the meanings 
based on the individual parts of these words: 7
11: Adjectives that I know the meaning of and confident to use in speech, 
understand in reading and listening: 8
12: Adjectives I know the meaning but less confident to use in speech. I would 
understand them in a written text: 7
13: Recognizable as they are similar to English words: 3
14:1 am not sure of the meanings of these words but would be able to take a guess 
using parts of the word or the context of a sentence: 9
15: Verbs I know the meaning and would feel confident using in speech, writing 
and listening: 11
16: Verbs I know what they mean, can use in speech but not as confident as the 
previous category. Understand in reading and listening: 17
17: Verbs. I know their meanings but not confident with their grammar. I would 
understand them in reading: 11
18: Words - 1 do not know what they mean and would find difficult to spell them: 2
19: Words-I know the meaning but might find difficult to spell: 4 I
20: Words which look familiar. I can’t translate them but maybe in the context I 
would remember them: 12
21:1 can’t translate these words but I know which part of speech they belong to: 18
22: Words that I do not know at all: 3

Note. Self-report categories are listed in the order arranged and presented by the subject.

Judging by the descriptions of the categories presented in the table, the majority of these 

groups, namely 17, fall into a large block of “known” categories. This can be compared 

against the other block of “unknown” categories which include only five remaining groups: 

14,18, 20, 21 and 22.



If categorization 5 is compared against the previous classification it is readily apparent that 

the two systems are rather similar in terms of the quantity of the submitted categories. In light 

of this observation it is interesting to establish how the two sets of categories are related. This 

is shown in table 8-10.

Table 8-10: Transformation of the subject’s categorization at stage 5

Categorization 4 Categorization 5
1/4 l(+writing, spell)
2/4 2 (-grammar)
3/4 3
4/4 3
5/4 14, 10 (+meaning 

-context guess)
6/4 13
7/4 11
8/4 12 (+grammar)
9/4 12 (-spelling)
10/4 7
11/4 4
12/4 5
13/4
14/4 15
15/4 17,16 (-grammar)
16/4 17
17/4 18, 20,21,22
18/4
19/4 18, 20,21,22
20/4 18, 20,21,22
21/4 18, 20,21,22

6, 8, 9, 19

Again, the transformation of categorization 4 into classification 5 is complex and multi­

directional. As shown in the table, the previous categorization underwent a large variety of 

alterations, such as: categories 1/4, 2/4 transformed into categories 1 and 2 having lost some 

features and acquired others; categories 3/4 and 4/4 combined into category 3; categories 8/4 

and 9/4 also joined together creating category 12 while losing and acquiring some properties; 

category 5/4 and 15/4 seem to have split into two categories each, having lost or acquired 

features within some of the newly created categories; categories 17/4, 19/4, 20/4 and 21/4 

appeared to have considerably changed to form categories 18, 20, 21 and 22. Furthermore, 

categories 13/4 and 18/4 seem to have disappeared from the set, whereas a number of 

completely new categories, namely 6, 8, 9 and 19, were added to it. Finally, categories 6/4, 

7/4, 10/4, 11/4, 12/4, 14/4 and 16/4 appear to be the same, but differently numbered.



In summary, having compared the quantitative characteristics of the five classification 

systems submitted by the subject at the five subsequent stages of the study, we emphasize the j 

complexity and variability of each of the created systems. It is also important to point out that | 

the process of transformation of an earlier suggested categorization into a new system proved l 

to be rather complex and multi-dimensional, i.e. included a variety of operations, such as: 

extending, shrinking, forming totally new categories, disappearing and popping up again 

within a new system. These findings hint at the complexity of L2 vocabulary acquisition and 

stand in contrast to the current vocabulary self-assessment methodologies. The qualitative

features of the suggested categorizations will be analyzed in the section that follows. I
I
%

8.3 Discussion

The third objective of this study is to assess the quantitative and qualitative characteristics of 

the classification systems created by the subject in this study. The first part of this objective 

was achieved in the previous section, whereas the second task will be considered in this 

section. The fourth objective of the study seeks to identify possible re-locations of words 

among the created categories in each of the five systems submitted. In an attempt to fulfill 

these tasks, first, in this section, we will analyze the qualitative characteristics of the five self- 

report systems created by the learner. Second, we will discuss whether any re-locations of 

target words occurred between the categories that were created by the subject at the 

subsequent stages of the study.

8.3.1 Qualitative features of the created classification systems

Following the quantitative analysis of the five categorizations carried out in the previous 

section, we now seek to explore how these five sets of categories differ in terms of their 

qualitative characteristics. Having analyzed the descriptions of the created categories within 

each of the suggested categorizations, we identified the features referred to in these 

descriptions. They are illustrated in table 8-11.



Table 8-11: Features used to describe self-report categories created by the subject within

classifications 1 through 5
Features Classif 1 

positive
Classif 1 
negative

Classif 2 
positive

Classif 2 
negative

Classif 3 
positive

Classif 3 
negative

Classif 4 
positive

Classif 4 
negative

Classif 5 
positive

Classif 5 
negative

Meaning 5 5 1 2 5 17 6 15 4 14 3
Use 5 - 3 1 0 3 4 1 7
Word
Class

1 0 1 2 17 19 1 1

Grammar 1 6 1 2
Written
Form

1 1 1 2

Sound
Form

1 1 2 1
Morphol 
incl guess

1 3 1 1 2

Derivatives 2 1 1 1 1
Multiple-
meaning

1 1 1 1 1
4 Skills 3 2 9 2 7
Synonyms 2
Context
guessing

1 1 1
Certainty 3 2 4 3 5 8 5 5 4 6

Table 8-11 indicates that the subject used a large variety of descriptors (the largest ever 

recorded in our research) to characterize her knowledge of the created categories at each stage 

of this study. Clearly, the main descriptors here are: meaning knowledge, word class 

belonging, use and certainty in knowledge. Grammar and four skill references would probably 

constitute the second largest group of features used by the learner to describe the categories 

she created. Two classification criteria: context guessing and synonyms emerged for the first 

time in our entire research.

The table also indicates a consistent increase in the number of descriptors (or features) that the 

subject refers to while describing her knowledge of words, i.e. eight - in the first 

categorization, ten -in  the second, twelve -  in the third and fourth, and thirteen -  in the final 

classification. This might illustrate how the knowledge of certain words becomes more 

complex and varied while moving through the stages of vocabulary acquisition.

It is also worth emphasizing that this learner, similar to our previous participants, used some 

descriptors in negative context which suggests that the subject considered a large variety of 

features while categorizing her knowledge of words. This, in turn, supports our point 

regarding interaction between different features or properties of a word. Further evidence in 

favour of the existence of those links is presented in figures below. Figures 8-2 through 8-5
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illustrate how the features or classification criteria were spread among the suggested 

categories within classifications 1 through 5.

Figure 8-2: Distribution of features among the suggested categories in classification 1

* * *
* *
* * *

5  1  3  2  4  7  6  1 1  1 2  1 3  1 4  8  9  1 0

Categories

Note. Features: a-meaning; b-use; c-word class; d-grammar info; e-written form; f-sound foi 
g-morphological info; h-derivation forms ;i-multi-meaning; j-the four skills; k- certainty

As seen from this figure, the majority of descriptions for the created categories refer to a 

number of different features. Moreover, category 5 is described by involving the largest 

(compared to the other categories in the same classification) number of features, namely 5. 

Furthermore, categories 1, 3 and 2 are characterized via four descriptors. Descriptions for 

categories 4, 7 and 6 are based on three different criteria whereas categories 11 through 14 are 

described by referring to two different features. Thus only the three remaining categories of 

the created system: 8, 9 and 10 refer to one feature in their descriptions.

We were curious to see whether the number of features reflected in each of the descriptions 

for the newly created categories in categorization 2 produced after the reading would change. 

Figure 8-3 illustrates the distribution of features among the submitted categories at the second 

stage of this study.



Figure 8-3: Distribution of features among the suggested categories in classification 2
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A comparison between figures 8-2 and 8-3 indicates that in classification 2, the number of 

categories described by using three and two features considerably increased: 5 vs. 3 and 8 vs.

4 respectively. In light of this finding we hypothesized that the number of descriptors used to 

characterize each of the categories in a new categorization 3 submitted after another session 

of reading would increase again. This is shown in figure 8-4.

Figure 8-4: Distribution of features among the suggested categories in classification 3

* * 
* * * * *

1 6  9  1 7  2  3 1 0  8 1 4  12  1 7  4  1 1  5  2 2  23  2 4  1 5  6  2 1  1 8  19  2 0  25

Categories

Note. Features: a-meaning; b-use; c-word class; d-grammar info; e-written form; f-sound form; 
g-morphological info; h-derivation form s ;i-multi-meaning; j-the four skills; k- certainty; 
l-context guess



A comparison between figures 8-3 and 8-4 reveals that, indeed, the number of features j

referred to in each of the newly suggested descriptions increased. As seen from figure 8-4, in 

classification 3, a new descriptor (1: context guess) was added to the list: 12 different features 

in total were employed to describe this set of categories. Most importantly, category 16 was 

characterized through the largest number of different descriptors, namely 7. That was the 

largest number of descriptors used to characterize a single category submitted in our research.

Furthermore, the second largest number of features referred to within one description was six J 

(category 9). In addition, another seven categories in this system, namely 1, 7, 2, 3, 10, 8 and 1 

14, were described via five different features. Thus the data analyzed so far seem to indicate 1 

that repeated encountering of certain words leads to the acquisition of new features attached 

to these words. At this point, we seek to explore this assumption by analyzing the descriptions 

of some other categories submitted at the later stages of this study. Let us take a look at figure 

8-5.

Figure 8-5: Distribution of features among the suggested categories in classification 4 

I

* * * * * *
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g-morphological info; h-derivation forms ;i-multi-meaning; j-the four skills; k-certainty; 
l-context guess

Comparing figures 8-4 and 8-5 we note a slight decrease in the number of descriptors used to 

characterize a single category in classification 4. Nevertheless, the descriptions for this set of



categories can still be regarded as multi-featured, i.e. they refer to rather large number of 

features. Six different features were referred to in the description of category 2; five 

descriptors were used to describe categories 5 and 15; four features were mentioned in the 

descriptions of the further six categories in the figure, namely 1, 4, 6, 12, 8 and 9; three 

features were referred to in the descriptions for the subsequent four categories in the figure. It 

should also be noted that the minimum number of features referred to within a description of a 

single category was two. For the purposes of further analysis we need to compare these results 

with the data shown in figure 8-6.

Figure 8-6: Distribution of features among the suggested categories in classification 5
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g-morphological info; h-derivation forms ;i-multi-meaning; j-the four skills; k-certainty; 
l-context guess, m-synonyms

When two figures (8-5 and 8-6) are compared, the results reveal some differences between 

these figures. First of all, a completely new descriptor (m: synonyms) was added to the list at 

this final stage of the study taking the total number of descriptors used by this subject to 13. 

In terms of the number of features referred to in a single category description, we can note 

that five descriptors were used six times (categories 5, 11, 15, 3, 12 and 16) compared to two 

categories in the previous classification. On this basis, we can conclude that in general, 

despite an apparent increase in one-feature descriptions, the final categorization seems to be 

richer than the categorization created at the previous stage of the study.



In summary, we can conclude that the five sets of categories created by the learner in the j

present study hint at the consistent and enormous complexity of the subject’s vocabulary j

systems. Overall, the subject of the current study submitted the most complex categorizations. 

of word knowledge ever created in our research. That was achieved both in terms of their 

quantitative (i.e. consistently large numbers of categories in the sets: 19, 25, 21, 22) and 

qualitative (i.e. the number of features referred to, namely 13 as well as the distribution of 

these features among the categories) characteristics (compared to 11 descriptors used in the 

previous study). Though it does not seem wise to generalize the data obtained in case studies, 

there are still good grounds for saying that our subjects acquire lexical knowledge in different, 

yet rather complex ways. Furthermore, the complexity seems to increase in the classifications 

produced by the learners at higher levels of knowledge. This indicates that learners might 

require individual self-assessment scales to accurately measure their knowledge of words. 

There are also good grounds for saying that the existing models of L2 word knowledge self- 

assessment scales fail to register the enormous complexity and richness that are emerging 

from this detailed longitudinal case study.

8.3.2 The issue of word re-locations

The fourth objective of our study was to explore the re-location of words among the 

categories after each of the subsequent stages of reading. We switched to a repeated 

longitudinal study in attempt to establish the most common patterns of these relocations. This 

will be discussed further in this section. But first let us take a look at the general picture of the 

re-locations of targeted words after the four concurrent reading sessions. This is shown in 

table 8-12. I

Table 8-12: Summary of the word re-locations among the suggested categories at stages 
___________ 2 through 5__________________ _________________________________________
Status of words Improve Stay the same Regress

No of words Stage 2 75 120 5

No of words Stage 3 28 162 10 !

No of words Stage 4 64 125 11

No of words Stage 5 53 132 15

As seen from this table, the largest portion of words, namely 80, moved into different



categories within newly created classification 2 after the first session of reading. The second 

largest re-location, namely 75 words, was recorded at the fourth stage of the study. The 

majority of these movements can be regarded as cases of progression since the words re­

located into the categories with rather more features attached to them. However, there were 

some cases of regression as well. As seen from the table, a number of words moved 

backwards within each of the newly suggested classification systems i.e. lost some of the 

features they were early described with. These relatively large numbers (compared to the 

results of our previous studies) of regress cases may be regarded as an important finding of 

our research. This has never been identified by other researchers in the field. The question that 

might be asked at this stage relates to the causes of such regression. One possible explanation 

we suggested is that the learner slightly overestimated her knowledge of the certain words at 

the previous stage/s of the study. However, later on, her perception might have been corrected 

by the reading.

Another explanation may relate to the fact that the learner did not initially consider a certain 

feature that she took into account later, for example a move from “known” to “unsure about 

the grammar” or a move from “known” to “not very confident”. In general, the whole system 

seems to be unstable, with progression and regression taking place simultaneously. Let us 

take a look at the data collected in more detail. Table 8-13 illustrates cases of word re-location 

at certain stages of this study.



Table 8-13: Word re-locations that occurred at stages 2 through 5

No of Cat 
Classif 1

No of Cat 
Classif 2

No of Cat 
Classif 2

No of Cat 
Classif 3

No of Cat 
Classif 3

No of Cat 
Classif 4

No of Cat 
Classif 4

No of Cat 
Classif 5

1/1 8-1; 11-1 1/2 2-1; 3-3; 
8-1

1/3 1/4 2-2; 3-3

2/1 1-2 2/2 2/3 14-2 2/4 1-3
3/1 3/2 10-1;

19-1
3/3 14-1 3/4 1-2; 2-5

4/1 9-1 4/2 4/3 15-5 4/4 2-3; 3-3
5/1 7-3;11-1 5/2 5/3 1-1; 4-1; 

5-1; 7-1; 
8-1; 11-1; 
12-1; 14-1; 
15-1

5/4 4-2; 6-2; 
10-2; 15-1; 
22-1

6/1 1-1; 2-2; 
6-2; 7-3; 
14-6

6/2 17-3 6/3 2-2; 3-2; 
15-1; 16-1

6/4

7/1 7/2 5-2; 6-1; 
9-3; 15-3; 
16-2; 23-1

7/3 7/4 19-1

8/1 8/2 1-1; 2-2; 
4-1

8/3 1-2; 4-3; 
8-1; 16-1

8/4 4-1; 14-1

9/1 2-1 9/2 9/3 2-5; 4-1 9/4 11-1; 19-1
10/1 5-1; 7-4 10/2 10/3 1-2; 8-1; 

16-1
10/4

11/1 1-2; 8-6; 
13-1; 16-6

11/2 11/3 11/4

12/1 6-3; 7-3; 
12-1; 13-2; 
16-4

12/2 12/3 12/4

13/1 7-14; 10-1; 
12-1; 13-2; 
16-1

13/2 13/3 12-2 13/4 5-1; 6-1

14/1 7-1; 9-1; 
13-1; 16-1

14/2 5-1; 23-1 14/3 13-1 14/4 16-3

15/2 6-3; 14-1; 
18-1

15/3 12-1 15/4 15-4

16/2 4-1; 16-1 16/3 7-2 16/4 16-1
17/2 4-3 17/3 8-3 17/4 12-2 1
18/2 18/3 3-2; 4-3 18/4
19/2 6-1 19/3 19/4 11-3; 12-1

20/3 5-2; 12-1; 
15-3

20/4 14-1; 16-5

21/3 21/4 2-6; 3-1; 
8-2; 10-1; 
19-2

22/3 8-1
23/3 3-3; 4-1; 

5-4;13-1
24/3 5-3;16-1
25/3 5-1

Note. 1/1 -  category 1 within classification 1; 15/3 -  category 15 within classification 3, etc. 
8-1 -one word moved to category 8; 19-2 -  two words moved to category 19, etc.



For example, the first row of the table indicates the following. After the first session of 

reading, one word moved from category 1 (classification 1) into category 8 (classification 2) 

and one word moved from category 1 (classification 1) into category 11 (classification 2). 

After the second session of reading, one word moved from category 1 (classification 2) into 

category 2 (classification 3); three words moved from category 1 (classification 2) into 

category 3 (classification 3) and one word moved from category 1 (classification 2) into 

category 8 (classification 3). After the third session of reading, there was no word re-location 

from category 1 (classification 3). And finally, after the fourth session of reading, two words 

moved from category 1 (classification 4) into category 2 (classification 5) and three words 

moved from category 1 (classification 4) into category 3 (classification 5).

Let us take a look at these re-locations at each of the stages that they occurred, in detail.

At the second stage of the study, after the first reading session, 80 words changed their initial 

positions in classification 1. Most of these changes, namely 75, indicate gains in the subject’s 

word knowledge since the words moved into the categories with more features attached to 

them. However, 5 words did regress compared to their positions in the first categorization i.e. 

lost some of the features attributed to them earlier. In terms of the nature of these re-locations, 

a large variety of patterns of word movements emerged at this stage (e.g. from receptive to 

productive knowledge; from morphological guessing to known; from look familiar, can ’t 

translate to receptively known or known). However, the main pattern of word re-locations 

here seems to be movements from “totally unknown” to “known more or less”, for example 

14 words re-located from category 13/1 “nouns I do not recognize” to category 7/2 “known 

more or less”. Furthermore, the second largest re-location, namely six words, occurred from 

category 11/1 “unknown verbs” into category 16/2 “prepared to take a morphological guess”. 

Another six words moved from category 6/1 “prepared to take a morphological guess” into 

category 14 “known with derivatives”. In regards to the cases of regression, the main pattern 

of word re-locations appears to be a change from “known productively or well known” to 

“known receptively or less confident in my knowledge”.

It is also noteworthy that the largest distribution of words (i.e. re-location into a large number 

of different categories) occurred from categories 6/1, 11/1, 12/1, 13/1 and 14/1.
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At the third stage of the study, after the second reading, 38 words (that is 42 words less than ; 

at the previous stage) changed their locations while moving into newly created classification 

3. This relatively low figure might be explained by the fact that the subject, according to her : 

own confession, did not read the story as thoroughly as she did the first time. This might also 

explain a slight increase in regress figures in classification 3. In respect of the patterns of 

word re-locations at this stage, we admit that we found it difficult to establish the most 

common patterns due to a rather high variation in the directions in which the certain targeted 

words moved. The largest distribution of words occurred from category 7/2: twelve words 

moved into six different categories within classification 3.

At the fourth stage of the study, after the third session of reading, 75 words (including 11 

cases of regression) relocated into different categories within categorization 4. The most 

common patterns of word re-locations at this stage seem to be moves from the categories 

“words which are not known well” or “not sure about the meaning, prepared to take a guess” 

to the categories “known well”, “known but not confident using in speech”, “known but might 

have problems with grammar or spelling”. For cases of regression, the main pattern appears to 

be a move from “known well” (catl7/3) to “unsure about the grammar” (8/4) or a change 

from “well known” (cat 9/3) to “less confident using in speech” (cat 2/4 and 4/4).

The largest distribution of words occurred from category 5/3: nine words re-located from this 

category into 9 different categories within classification 4.

At the final stage of the study, after the fourth reading session, 68 words re-located into 

different groups within classification 5. The most common patterns of word re-locations at 

this final stage seem to be a move from “unsure o f the meaning, prepared to take a guess”

(e.g. cat 5/4) to “known” (cat: 4/5, 6/5, 10/5), a move from “known” (e.g. cat 3/4) to well 

known (cat 2/5) as well as from “unknown” (e.g. cat 21/4) to “known” (cat 2/5, 3/5, 8/5).

In respect of the recorded cases of regression, it should be noted that they are mostly related 

to the subject’s certainty in her knowledge and do not really imply serious backsliding.

The data collected in the current repeated longitudinal study hints at the immense complexity 

of the L2 vocabulary acquisition process. As seen from the table, each lexical input via 

reading led to a significant re-shift of the subject’s categorization. Furthermore, the study 

revealed a rather large range of patterns of word re-locations after each session of reading.



This variety of patterns may be explained by the subject’s individual style of acquiring new 

vocabulary as well as by the specificity of the targeted words. Let us take a look how certain 

words moved around in the learner’s categorizations. For instance, the word “Khcjio” 

(Sourly) moved through the following stages:

Stage 1: Category 14 (Adverb I do not know) — Stage 2: Category 7 (Word I know more or 

less since I have read the story) — Stage 3: Category 15 (Words I recognize and can provide 

their morphological forms)—Stage 4: Category 11 (Words I know the meanings o f and can 

provide other morphological forms fo r  these words)—Stage 5: stayed the same.

The target word “06i»HBJieHHe” (Advertisement) seems to have chosen a slightly different 

route of development in the subject’s categorizations. It was totally unknown at stage 1, 

became known receptively at stage 2, stayed the same (known receptively) at stage 3 and 

developed to productively known ("confident to use in speech ”)  at stages 4 and 5.

The word “CyMepKu” (Twilight) followed its own pattern o f changes in the learner’s 

classifications:

Word that looks fam iliar but I cannot translate it (stage 1 ) -  Noun I know more or less since I 

read the text (stage 2) — Noun I know but would not be confident using it in speech (stage 3) — 

Noun I know, can use in speech but I am not confident (stage 4).

The word ‘T ycem m a” (C aterpillar) progressed in the subject’s lexicon by passing the 

following stages:

Noun I do not know (Stage 1) — Noun I do not know (Stage 2) — Can guess in context (Stage

3) — Known receptively (Stage 4) — Known productively (Stage 5).

Similarly, the word “YcTaBaTb” (To get tired) moved through a number of different phases 

in the learner’s categorizations:

Verb I do not know (Stage 1 ) -  Looks familiar, might be able to remember in context (Stage 2) 

-  Not sure o f the meaning but would understand in context (Stage 3) -  Known receptively 

(Stage 4) -  Known productively (Stage 5).

Some words moved back and forth within the subject’s classification systems, for example the 

word “X boct” (Tail) passed the following stages:



Nouns that I do not recognize (Stage 1) -  Nouns that I know more or less...(Stage 2) — Nouns /j 

do not know the meaning o f but can provide some grammar information (Stage 3 ) -  Nouns I j 
understand the meanings o f and would be able to provide some grammar information (Stage j

4) — Nouns I know the meanings of. I would use them in speech... (Stage 5) j
i

However, at the same time, there were also cases when a totally unknown word moved f
*

straight into a category “known well” (e.g. six words moved from category 21/4 into category 

2/5 at the final stage of the study).

Such examples indicate that different words do follow different routes or patterns of 

development or regression within the L2 vocabulary acquisition. These patterns may 

considerably vary in terms of stages the word passes through. The importance of this finding 

is apparent since it demonstrates how a particular word develops in the learner’s lexicon. 

Furthermore, consistent relocations of the targeted words indicate that each reading session 

facilitates new changes in the learner’s perception of her word knowledge. Most importantly, 

this process is described by the learner herself as a view from inside the system (i.e. through 

the learner’s own perception).

8.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, we reported on the results of the repeated longitudinal study which was 

undertaken to further explore the issue of learners’ categorizations of their own word j

knowledge. The results of the study indicated that the subject was consistent in creating rather i 

complex classifications while self-assessing her knowledge of the certain words at each of the j 

five stages of the present study. Furthermore, the general picture that emerged from this study i 

is that the current subject produced a more complex classification system than those we noted 

earlier in our research. This indicates that self-assessment methodologies in L2 vocabulary 

acquisition should take into consideration learners’ individual styles of acquiring and 

assessing their lexical knowledge.

The study also revealed that the subsequent sessions of reading promoted significant changes 

in the subject’s self-rating system. Moreover, the obtained data demonstrated a large diversity 

in patterns of word re-locations after each of the subsequent sessions of reading. The whole 

system proved to be rather dynamic with progression and regression occurring simultaneously



which also hints at enormous complexity of L2 lexical acquisition.

Thus the findings of our research suggest that L2 vocabularies may be a lot less stable than 

some of the earlier discussions in the literature imply. The implications of this idea as well as 

some other interesting points that emerged from our research will be discussed in more detail 

in the next chapter.



CHAPTER 9 

DISCUSSION

9.1 Introduction

In the previous chapters of this research, we reported on several experimental studies that 

were undertaken to explore how L2 learners self-assess their knowledge of words. The results ̂  

of these studies came as a surprise: not only did they demonstrate that the learners were 1 

generally very good at measuring and classifying their knowledge of words but they also ; 

showed an enormous complexity and variability in the subjects’ categorization systems. This ' 

complexity proved to be both of a quantitative (i.e. the number of self-rate categories created 

by the subjects) and qualitative (i.e. the number of features referred to as well as the 

distribution of these features among the categories) nature. The data also indicated that the 

categorization systems submitted in our research noticeably differed in terms of their 

quantitative and qualitative features. We cannot definitely ascertain whether these differences 

are conditioned by learners’ levels of knowledge or their individual styles of lexical self- 

assessment. Nevertheless, it follows from our research that learners’ individual characteristics 

should be taken into account by self-assessment methodologies. The results of the repeated 

longitudinal study presented in the previous chapter indicated that the immense complexity of 

the learner’s categorization system did not seem to be incidental since it was repeated at each 

stage of the study. These findings seem to radically change the whole view on the process of 

L2 vocabulary knowledge self-assessment. Though further research on larger numbers of 

subjects would be beneficial in terms of further testing the findings obtained in this research, 

it is clear that a new approach to the lexical knowledge self-assessment is required.

Another discovery of our research is extensive re-locations of words among the categories 

created by the learners within their classifications of own lexical knowledge. After each 

session of reading taking place in our studies, a learner’s classification system was 

significantly re-shifted and altered. This was best demonstrated by the results of the 

longitudinal study presented in chapter 8. The categorization system created by the subject in 

that study was rather unstable with the words moving backwards and forwards among the 

changing categories. Again, that was not revealed by other research in the field. These issues 

as well as some other interesting findings will be further addressed in our discussion section.



Generally speaking, the work reported in the previous chapters has raised a number of 

important issues that have not been picked up in research on vocabulary self-assessment. The 

issues that will be discussed in the chapter that follows are:

• The importance of partial mastery

• How learners deal with words they cannot translate

• The instability of the classifications: re-categorization

• The instability of the classifications: re-location of words

Let us take a look at each of these points in turn.

9.2 Discussion of the outlined issues

9.2.1 The importance of partial mastery

In this section, we will discuss the issue of self-testing learners’ partial knowledge of words. 

We will argue for the importance of assessing a large variety of features of L2 lexical 

knowledge while self-measuring knowledge of words.

The results of our experimental research provided evidence in support of the view that 

knowledge of a word's meaning is only one factor among many that make up what the learner 

knows about a word. This could be illustrated by the ways that learners describe and 

categorize their knowledge of words. Our study shows that learners take into consideration a 

large number of aspects when they attempt to evaluate their knowledge of words. Self-report 

categories suggested by the subjects while assessing their own knowledge of words include 

major types of word knowledge, such as meaning senses, use in speech and writing, word 

class, derivation forms, morphological knowledge, grammar features, written and sound word 

forms and others which supports Nation’s concept of vocabulary depth (2001).

In fact, in our research, we were curious to establish how learners themselves understand 

“mastery of the word”. In their interpretation, as reflected in the descriptions for suggested 

categories, this seems to imply a wide range of features. This is clearly illustrated by all 

classification systems submitted in this research. Moreover, the categorization that includes



the largest number of different features, namely 13, was created at the final stage of the |
1

longitudinal study reported in the previous chapter. The list of descriptors used by that subject
I

contains the following features: I

a) meaning knowledge;

b) use in a sentence;

c) word class/part of speech knowledge;

d) grammar information;

e) morphological knowledge;

f) knowledge of derivation forms;

g) spelling knowledge;

h) phonological knowledge;

i) differentiation between the four language skills;

j) multiple-meaning knowledge;

k) ability to guess in context;

1) knowledge of Russian synonyms;

m) certainty in knowledge.

Clearly, in this categorization, the phenomenon “word knowledge” incorporates a rather large 

number of features. Of course, these features vary from subject to subject and from stage to 

stage. The point we are making here is that our subjects considered all or most of these 

features or some other word properties while assessing how well they knew the word. 

Furthermore, in instances, when learners did not know what the word meant, they were still 

assessing their knowledge of some other features. For example, they reported that they would 

be able to spell the word and/or determine its word class belonging and/or describe its 

grammar features and/or provide its derivatives. Hence, in regards to meaning senses, it 

should be emphasized that even though meaning knowledge was reported among the most 

important features for our subjects, they also used a large number of other descriptors. This is 

contrary to Paribakht and Wesche’s self -assessment concept which focuses on the 

knowledge of a meaning sense and use in a sentence. Furthermore, none of the existing self- 

assessment methodologies takes into consideration the immense complexity of lexical 

classification systems created by the learners in our research.



With regards to the word forms (phonological, morphological, grammar), they seem to have 

been referred to in descriptions for a large number of categories within the subjects’ self- 

rating scales. Interestingly, the learners were assessing possible difficulties: phonological, 

morphological and grammar which they may experience while using the word in speech and 

writing and/or encountering it in reading or listening. For example, among the most common 

comments were the following: “I know the meaning of the word but I would not be confident 

using it as I am not sure about its grammar” and “I will recognize the word in text but I would 

not be able to use it m yself’ or “I think I know the meaning of this word, I would understand 

it in the reading context but might not in listening, I would not use it in speech”. Such 

examples indicate that a large variety of combinations of different features were used by the 

learners to describe their categories. Moreover, these features were mentioned both in positive 

and negative context which again, indicates that subjects used a comprehensive (i.e. broad, 

embracing various features) approach while measuring their knowledge of words.

However, a lack or a shortage in knowledge of the word forms, as well as the word’s 

meaning/s, still did not appear to stop the learners’ claims that a word was known to some 

extent. For instance, in most cases, they were able to name the word class and argued that 

they would be able to guess in context. This proves, again, that learners consider a large 

variety of word features while creating their complex classification systems. Simply put, our 

subjects did not just choose between “known” or “unknown”, they chose between “totally 

unknown” and “known or unknown to a certain degree”. In other words, there seems to be 

different ways or levels of “unknown”. If a word’s meaning sense is unknown, the word must 

not immediately be labeled as totally unfamiliar to the learner. Furthermore, the cases where 

the student is able to demonstrate some knowledge in relation to other word knowledge 

aspects (other than meaning) should be treated as “unknown to a certain degree”. At the same 

time, cases where a learner is able to translate/understand the word should not be 

automatically accepted as known. If a subject struggles to provide any further information on 

the word or use it correctly in speech and/or writing, the word should be taken as “known to a 

certain degree”. This speculation is based on the data provided by our subjects and challenges 

the existing approaches to the self-assessment of lexical knowledge.



Let us take a look at Figure 9-1. This figure presents examples of different levels of 

“unknown” and “known”.

Figure 9-1: Example levels of unknown and known

Unknown

The meaning is 
unknown but can 

provide some 
grammar info

The meaning is 
unknown but can 

be spelled

The meaning is 
unknown but can 
name the word 

class

The meaning is 
known but not 

confident about 
the use

The meaning is 
known but cannot 

analyse 
grammatically

The meaning is 
known and can 

provide derivative 
forms

Note. This is only an example taken from  the subject’s descriptions o f  the self-report 
categories she created in study 5 (chapter 7). A large number o f other levels are possible.

As seen from Figure 9-1 different levels of “unknown” and “known” can and should be 

identified when the depth of learners’ word knowledge is self-assessed. The “unknown word” 

issue will be further considered in the next section.

Overall, the self-report categorization indicated that learners consider different types of word 

knowledge as well as different levels of certainty in that knowledge. In other words, the word 

familiarity scales constructed by the subjects are typically based on two dimensions: areas of 

word knowledge as well as certainty in that knowledge. Generally speaking, this is a new 

interpretation of self-assessment of word knowledge based on learners’ self-perception of 

their own vocabulary knowledge which has not been investigated in other research. This 

raises the issue of an adequate self-assessment instrument for measuring learners’ lexical 

knowledge. Those suggested so far including Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS, however, do not



provide sufficient facilities for taking accurate measurements of this knowledge. In other 

words, the existing self-assessment methodologies do not seem to reflect the complexity of 

subjects’ own descriptions of their word knowledge. These descriptions, however, hint at the 

multi-constituent structure of learners’ vocabularies which should be considered within the 

structure and scoring system of a vocabulary self-assessment scale. This may be achieved by 

means of a multiple-feature self-assessment instrument which would encourage and aid 

learners in measuring different aspects of their word knowledge. This is a new approach to the 

self-assessment o f learners’ word knowledge based on the data collected in our research. The 

question here is why these points were not taken into consideration by Paribakht and Wesche?

9.2.2 How learners deal with words they cannot translate

Another issue that emerged from our research and briefly outlined in the previous section, is 

the issue of how learners deal with the words that they cannot translate. Whereas Paribakht 

and Wesche simply categorize any unknown word into a single category o f “unknown”, the 

evidence gathered in our research shows that learners have different ways of not knowing a 

word. In other words, the research highlighted how lexical items with unfamiliar meanings 

are categorized in learners’ self-assessment scales. Our subjects seemed to have a number of 

different approaches to this type of words. Their ways of dealing with unfamiliar lexical items 

appear to be as follows:

1) a learner admits that the word is totally unfamiliar. In cases like this, our subjects 

demonstrated two different approaches: a) under the first approach, they stated that they did 

not see this word before and were unable to provide any information about this word. 

Consequently, the word was allocated into the category “totally unknown”; b) within the 

second approach, a learner used a number of features/word properties in a negative context to 

emphasise particular aspects within a general picture of not knowing the word, e.g. " Words -  

I do not know what they mean and would find difficult to spell them ”. This suggests that the 

subject did not simply disregard the word as “unknown” but emphasized and described 

certain aspects of her unfamiliarity in relation to that word.

2) The second main scenario of dealing with unknown words begins when a learner



acknowledges that they do not know what the word means. However, they provide (or claim ) 

that they are able to provide) some information about the word, for instance, its grammar 

features or word class belonging (see Figure 9-1), e.g. “Nouns I do not know the meaning of but 

can provide some grammar information'' and “7 can't translate these words but I  know which 

part o f  speech they belong to Furthermore, the issue of word class belonging should be 

addressed separately. Whereas grammatical, for example, features of an unknown word can 

be identified in English (in many instances) when the word’s meaning is not known, the word 

class belonging is not strongly marked in the English language. On the contrary, in Russian, 

in most cases, a word’s word class or part of speech can be identified from its form. 

Furthermore, this information may assist in acquiring other properties of the word, grammar 

for instance. Although there is a possibility of misjudging the word class of some of the 

Russian words (due to deceptive endings) especially if the word’s meaning is unknown 

(which was revealed in our studies), this aspect appeared to be one of the main classification 

criteria for unknown words.

3) The third way of dealing with unfamiliar words is demonstrated in cases when a learner 

states that the word looks familiar, however they cannot remember what it means and they are 

prepared to guess. Under these circumstances four further scenarios are possible:

3a) the learner makes a guess at the word’s meaning based on the morphological structure of 

the word; j

3b) the learner makes a guess on the word’s meaning based on the phonological structure o f 

the word;

3c) the learner makes a guess on the meaning based on the phonological similarities with the j 

words they know;

3d) the learner attempts to find words with the same root morphemes (i.e. symphorms) within 

the set of the target words in order to guess their meanings.

With regards to the outlined guesses, it is necessary to note the following. As Huckin and j  

Bloch (1993) point out there is always a possibility of “deceptive transparency” or “mistaken | 

ID”. This seems to have been demonstrated by some of the created categories. In fact, some ol 

the target words did look or sound as if they provided clues to their meaning. For instance, the 

Russian noun H3ropo,qb looks as if it consisted of H3 +ropoa +b and meant something linked 

to the word ropoa “city, town”. However, the actual meaning of the word mropoAb is



“hedge”. An example of phonologically “mistaken ID” might be illustrated by the word 

Tpyn. The English translation for this word is “corpse”. However, phonological associations 

might lead the learner to a translation guess “troops”. Overall, although some cases of 

“mistaken ID” did take place in the learners’ self-assessment, it is important to emphasise the 

following points. All subjects demonstrated (in their category descriptions) that they were 

willing to take a guess at the word’s meaning. Moreover, they seem to have created separate 

categories for different kinds of guesses (for example: phonological, morphological, context, 

etc). In addition, the data obtained in study 6 might indicate that guessing was significantly 

enhanced by subsequent sessions of reading since the number of “guessing” categories was 

increased at the consequent stages of the experiment. Thus, guessing might suggest that some 

sort of relations: morphological, phonological etc. between new and known words are 

becoming established in the learner’s lexicon after reading.

Furthermore, all of our studies revealed that a large number of words moved from “guessing” 

categories into “known” categories, at the subsequent stages of the word categorization. This 

might suggest that guessing did promote the acquisition of some of the targeted words.

4) Another way of dealing with unknown words is shown in cases when a learner admits that 

they do not know the meaning of the word and though they think it looks familiar, the learner 

is not attempting to make a guess. They simply state that they are unable to translate the word. 

This might suggest that the target word which appeared to be new for the subject left only a 

light trace in their memory. Since no links to other words or parts of the words have been 

created, the learner may not have been able or prepared to guess.

The implications of these findings are as follows. As seen from the research, “unfamiliar” 

lexical units should not all be considered as equally unknown. The self-assessment reports 

show that learners themselves differentiate between “unknown” words. Clearly, there are 

different levels or stages of unfamiliarity. Let us take a look at Figure 9-1 again. The 

descriptions of the subjects’ word knowledge (in the left column) which were predominantly 

recorded at the initial stage/s of the assessments (before the reading session/s started) indicate 

that learners do not automatically reject the words they cannot translate. On the contrary, 

they attempt to analyze these words and draw as many clues as they possibly can in order to 

assist themselves in their understanding. This word analysis might promote further acquisition



of the target words when a learner encounters them in a reading text. Since some analysis of I 

the word had been carried out by a learner during the initial vocabulary self-assessment/s, the 

image of that word may have been improved or enhanced in the learner’s mind after the 

reading.

The issue of different levels of “unknowing” a word never surfaced in the previous research 

on lexical self/-assessment. However, the importance of self-/measuring to which degree the 

word is unknown seems to be apparent since it constitutes an essential part in determining the 

depth of the knowledge of that particular word. In other words, this is the other side of the 

issue of partial knowledge of a word which was brought up by Paribakht and Wesche (1992). 

However, despite the speculation on the issue of measuring learners’ partial vocabulary 

knowledge, this idea was not realized in Paribakht and Wesche’s self-assessment approach. 

Furthermore, the number of self-rating categories included by the authors in their scale is 

insufficient for detecting minor changes in the developing knowledge of a word.

9.2.3 Re-categorization of self-rating classifications

In this section, we will discuss the issue of creating new sets of self-report categories after the 

vocabulary input through reading. The data recorded in our studies shows that learners 

generally created a very large number of categories to describe their knowledge of the given 

words. Moreover, the classification systems originally produced by the learners were 

significantly re-structured at each stage of the studies: new categories were added, some of the. 

existing groups were split or altered and some simply vanished. In general, each classification j 

system created by our subjects was complex, varied and multi-featured. '

As noted in the previous section, a wide set of criteria was considered by each learner. These 

criteria normally fell into the two dimensions: familiarity and confidence. The former 

represents word properties or aspects of knowledge, while the latter shows a degree of 

certainty in this knowledge. It is likely that the detailed descriptions of the categories 

submitted within each of the categorization systems, indicate that learners store a great 

amount of information about each word in their memory. Once encountered in a text and 

retrieved from the memory, the word might pull out the features attached to it. These sets of 

features may direct the learner while they are arranging or re-arranging words into the 

categories within their classification systems. Thus, re-categorization of words is likely to be



caused by acquiring, losing or simply considering some new features that were not taken into 

account at the previous stages.

The processes of re-categorization seem to vary considerably from study to study and from 

subject to subject. This differentiation might reflect the individual perception of the word 

knowledge by our subjects as well as their individual routes of acquiring this knowledge. In 

other words, while assessing their lexical knowledge, different people might make different 

judgments in terms of the importance of the word features they consider. The priorities of 

some features over others, referred to by learners while rating their knowledge of the target 

words, might also indicate which features are acquired first. With regards to the Russian 

vocabulary acquired by a foreign learner, such features as: word class knowledge, semantic 

knowledge, use in a sentence, grammar information and morphological knowledge appear to 

be learned (and assessed) first. However, it should be noted that learners’ priorities appear to 

change after reading which is reflected in significant alterations of their classification 

systems. Thus, as indicated by the results of this research, all our subjects altered their initial 

sets of self-rating categories after vocabulary input through reading. Moreover, the subject of 

our repeated longitudinal study (chapter 8) devised five different systems including the richest 

(i.e. the most multi-featured) classification of our entire research. Thus, at different stages, 

learners might have a different hierarchy of the features with regard to a certain word. 

Furthermore, as noted above, this seems to explain why our learners consistently change the 

classification systems created by them at the previous stages.

In general, every word seems to be associated with specific features at a particular stage of a 

learner’s categorization. This assumption is supported by the fact that, describing their 

knowledge of a particular word, learners tended to refer to certain features even if they 

indicated the absence of knowledge in regards to that particular feature. For instance: “The 

meaning is known but I am not sure how to use the word (or unsure about its grammar, etc)”. 

Furthermore, the learners seemed to create a category over a word rather than simply placing 

words into already prepared categories. This might suggest that each target word underwent a 

separate analysis in terms of its features and properties. Now and again, the subjects were 

thinking aloud describing a target word. They repeated a word a number of times in an 

attempt to determine its features, assess their knowledge of the word against those features 

and, subsequently, either create a new category for the word or allocate it into one of the
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existing categories of the similar (according to the chosen criteria) words. This procedure was 

repeated consistently whenever the learners carried out the classification tasks.

Analyzing the data collected in this research, study 6 in particular, we note that sets of 

categories suggested by the learners, might expand at some stage, then shrink, then expand 

again. This can be seen from Table 9-1 (study 6).

Table 9-1: Self-categorization of the target word knowledge in study 6 (Chapter 8).

Exp. Stages Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 Stage 5

No of Cat 14 19 25 21 22

Evidently, some categories disappear from the self-rating scale when the target words become 

better known. New categories are created when the information about the properties of the 

words expands. For example, comparing categorizations created by the learner at stages 1 and 

2 in study 6 (Tables 8-2 and 8-3) it can be seen that the added categories express the subject’s 

willingness and readiness to take different types of guesses in regards to the words most of 

which were characterized as unknown at stage 1. However, eventually, the number of 

“guessing” categories within the new categorizations suggested at the subsequent stages of the; 

study reduces. This occurs due to the relocations of words into the various “known” 

categories or sometimes back to “unknown” (cases of regression). !

With regards to the expanded categorizations, as we noted earlier, the continuous 

development of knowledge of particular words seems to have led to new features/ descriptors 

to be chosen to form a new self-rating category of words. Thus, for instance, the entirely new 

criterion that emerged at the final stage of experiment 6 (Chapter 8): the ability to find  

Russian synonyms fo r  the new words acquired through reading formed two new categories 

within the subject’s final categorization.

In respect of the qualitative changes in submitted categories, it is fair to note that it was j
generally hard to distinguish between newly created categories and those which were altered. 

Let us take a look, for instance, at the following descriptions for the created categories of 

words: “Nouns that I do not recognize” (classification 1, study 6, chapter 8) compared to: 

“Nouns that I do not know. There is nothing in them that could help me guess what they



mean” (classification 2, study 6, chapter 8) and the next category in the same classification: 

“Words I do not know but unlike the previous category, I can take a guess as some parts of 

these words look familiar to me” (classification 2, study 6, chapter 8). In case of a slight 

differentiation in the description of the category towards its upgrading (as a new feature was 

considered by the subject), we can speculate about qualitative changes in these descriptions. 

These changes, in turn, might hint at the alterations occurring in the learner’s lexicon to 

accommodate the new lexical items being acquired. If this is the case, it would be worth 

arguing for the necessity of learners’ regular self-measurement of their knowledge of the 

words which are being learned. This might highlight the areas or word knowledge aspects 

which are required to be corrected or enhanced which, in turn, may accelerate the process of 

word acquisition in general.

In summary, most importantly, the diversity and immense complexity of word categorizations 

created by the learners in our research might suggest that a word can be identified in the 

mental lexicon by its different features or properties. The connections between various 

features of the word might persistently become stronger (or in rare cases —weaker) with every 

new vocabulary input. Furthermore, evidently, new features become added to the knowledge 

of a word (e.g. different types of word knowledge). At the same time, some of the existing 

properties of the word might become dull or completely vanish (e.g. the ability to promote 

various kinds of guesses). This is reflected in quantitative and qualitative changes in the 

categories within the self-ranking scales which occurred over a period of time (Studies 1 and

3) as well as after each of the reading sessions (Studies 4, 5 and 6).

Overall, our findings suggest that the processes of L2 vocabulary self-assessment and lexical 

acquisition in general are enormously complex and multi-directional. This feature has been 

seriously underestimated by other scholars in the field.

9.2.4 Instability of the categorizations: re-location of words

In the previous section, we discussed one of the major findings of our research: re­

categorization of self-rating systems created by the learners. We noted that every reading 

session seemed to promote certain alterations in the structure of learners’ categorizations of 

words. This might indicate certain changes in the subjects’ knowledge of words or their 

perception of this knowledge. In this section, we will discuss another rather important finding



of our studies: re-location of words among the self-rating categories suggested by the subjects i
1

at different stages of this research. Indeed, the data obtained in our research shows j
3

considerable shifts of the targeted words. Evidently, every single reading input led to some j]
5

kind of changes in the positions of certain words within the self-assessment categories. This j 

may indicate how a particular word moves (up- or down-grades) in the structure of the \

learner’s vocabulary. The most intensive relocations of words were recorded in studies 5 and I 

6. In study five, for example, 97 words in total (out of 200 words assessed) relocated (94 

upgraded, 3 recessed) into different categories after just a single reading. In study six, 80 

words (out of 200 words assessed) re-located from their original categories after the first 

reading at the second stage of the study, 38 words moved at the third stage after the second 

reading, 75 words -  at the fourth stage and 68 words moved into different categories at stage 

5.

This continuous shift of words among the changing categories might imply that words are in 

constant rotation in the lexicon. Some of them might mature after having acquired new 

properties or features, others get dull and eventually fade out (see cases of progression and 

regression in our studies: chapters 6, 7 and 8). Furthermore, the numerous word relocations, 

traced in our research, seem to reflect the process of word assimilation and development in 

the learners’ lexicon. The relocation of a word among categories created by a learner appears 

to suggest that a word moves through different phases during the process of its development 

in the learner’s mind. These phases seem to vary considerably from word to word. Some 

examples of word relocations are illustrated in Figure 9-1 and Figure 9-2.

The repetitive exposure to certain words via successive sessions of reading appears to |

considerably accelerate the process of movement of certain words through stages. Though on i

most occasions, a word moved to a different, higher level of knowledge, cases of regression 

were also recorded. As noted above, different words seem to follow different routes while 

being assimilated in learners’ lexicons. Repeated reading sessions revealed certain stages 

along these routes of development of the targeted words. Let us take a look at a number of 

examples from study 6 (chapter 8). The Russian word ‘Tycem m a” (caterpillar) was j

progressing in the subject’s self-rating scales by moving through the following stages:

Noun I do not know (Stage 1) — Noun I do not know (Stage 2) — Can guess in context 

(Stage 3) — Known receptively (Stage 4) — Known productively (Stage 5). The word



“ OS'bHBjiemie” (advertisement) followed its own pattern of development passing the 

following stages: Noun that I do not recognize (Stage 1) -  Word that I know more or less 

since having read the text (Stage 2) — Noun I will understand what it means in context 

but I would not be able to use it in speech or writing (Stage 3) — Noun I am very 

confident about. I would use it in speech and would be able to provide some grammar 

information (Stage 4) -  Noun I know. I am confident to use it in speech and writing. I 

would understand this word in listening/reading and would be able to spell it (Stage 5).

Examples like these seem to indicate that certain words develop through a number of stages. 

The examples also show that a word might pick up new properties or features at each phase it 

goes through. For instance, judging on the subject’s descriptions of her knowledge of the 

word “06T»HBjieHHe” (<advertisement) at each stage of the experiment, this word acquired a 

large number of different features while progressing in the subject’s lexicon. These 

features/descriptors appear to be the following: unknown -  known more or less -  receptively 

known — well known (meaning, use and grammar knowledge are used as descriptors) -w ell 

known (productive and receptive skills as well as spelling knowledge are used as descriptors).

Furthermore, the data indicate that a large number of target words acquired diffuse ( or 

spread) among a large number of different categories rather than simply turn from unknown 

into known (Paribakht and Wesche’s framework) (see the tables in studies 4, 5 and 6). 

However, this is not always the case. Some words appear to skip stages and move straight 

from “unknown” to “known”. This suggests that the way/s the word develops in the learner’s 

mind might depend on the specificity of the word. This is illustrated in Figure 9-2.



Figure 9-2: Example of some of the word relocations after reading (Exp 5)

cat 7 
das 2

cat 23 
das 2

This map shows the routes of relocation of some of the targeted words from initial category 

No 15 “totally unknown” in classification 1 after the reading (study 5, chapter 7). As seen 

from this figure, a number of words moved straight into category 1 (classification 2): “known 

well”. Some other words moved into category 7: “can guess the meaning on the grounds of 

the morphological structure of the word”. Others moved into category 8: “can guess the 

meaning on the basis of associative knowledge". Others relocated into category 16: “known 

meanings, unsure about the grammar” or category 23: “Unknown nouns but can provide some 

grammar information”. This is only one example of a large number of various patterns of 

relocations of words revealed in our research. This data illustrates the immense diversity of 

the L2 vocabulary acquisition and totally contradicts Paribakht and Wesche’s concept on how 

word knowledge develops. According to them, the knowledge of any word is acquired and 

develops through a simple linear transition only:

Unknown -  Known meaning -  Can use in a sentence

Besides the specificity of the word itself, the ways in which the word develops in the learner’s 

mind also seems to depend on the learner’s individual abilities to acquire a certain word. Let 

us see how the same words are acquired by different learners. This can be seen from the 

patterns of word re-locations within categorizations created by different subjects (Table 9-2).



Table 9-2: Patterns of re-location of seven words after one session of reading

Words Categorization created by Subject 1 Categorization created by Subject 2
)KajiOBaTbca
To complain

Unknown — Unsure of the exact 
meaning

Unknown -- Known

OnycTHTbca
To go down

Unknown — Can take a guess based 
on similarities

Unknown — Known

ObmecTBO
Society

Unknown — Known Unknown — Known well

npHKJIIOHeHHe
Adventure

Unknown — Can take a morph, guess Unknown — Known well

)KeJiaHHe
Desire, wish

Unknown — Known but not 
confident using

Unknown — Known well

MojinaHne
Silence

Can’t remember — Known but use is 
a problem

Unknown — Can take a morph, 
guess

KanpH3HbiH
Capricious

Unknown — Can take a guess based 
on similarities

Unknown — Can take a morph, 
guess

The seven words are taken from the list of 200 target words used in studies 4 and 5. Subject 1 

is our participant in study 4 (Chapter 6). Subject 2 is our testee in study 5 (Chapter 7). Both 

subjects were exposed to the same words and read the same story containing those words.

As indicated in the table, the same sample words progress differently in the lexicons of two 

different subjects. Subject 2 seems to acquire new words more readily than subject 1 who 

apparently requires further exposure to the same new words in order to acquire those words. 

This might be explained by the differences in the individual lexicon organizations as well as 

cognitive processes of these individuals, in general. It also seems that qualitative changes in 

the word positions within the learner’s lexicon depend on the level of language proficiency of 

that particular learner: subject 2 is a far more experienced Russian language student than 

subject 1. Furthermore, the quantitative changes occurred in the subjects’ categorizations after 

the reading also seem to confirm this point. This is shown in Table 9-3.

Table 9-3: Number of re-located words as reported by Subject 1 (Study 4) vs. Subject 2 
_________ (Study 5) ____________________ ________________________________________

Subjects No of Words that 
Progressed

No of Words that 
Stayed The Same

No of Words that 
Regressed

Subject 1 60 140 0
Subject 2 94 103 3

As shown in the table, subject 2 reported a considerably greater number of words improve 

their initial positions after a vocabulary input through reading.



Overall, the data presented in tables 9-2 and 9-3 seem to indicate that the number of words 

which relocated from their initial categories and the nature of these relocations are determined 

by the learner’s experience. This seems to contradict the general assumption in the field that 

learners acquire words in the same way. Furthermore, this finding might suggest that, in 

regards to higher level learners, vocabulary acquisition is carried out at a higher rate.

In summary, based on our data, we can conclude that the process of word acquisition can be 

multi-directional. This seems to be determined by the specificity of a word as well as the 

learning peculiarities and experience of a learner. The patterns of movements of the words: 

‘Tycem m a” (caterpillar) and “06i>HBjieHHe” (advertisement) introduced earlier in this 

section indicate how totally unknown words develop in the mental lexicon by acquiring new 

features after each reading session. As the patterns illustrate, each of these words follows its 

own route on the way from “totally unknown” to “known”. Multiple stages they pass may 

indicate the complexity of the process of vocabulary acquisition in many instances.

9.3 General discussion.

The complexity of learners’ own categorizations and directions of further research

As stated in the introduction to this thesis, our research is very exploratory. Initially, we 

intended to investigate whether Russian language learners would be able to adequately assess 

their own knowledge of words. The results of the pilot study indicated that our informants did 

self-evaluate their knowledge of words accurately. However, exploring this issue, we came 

across rather interesting data in regards to the way/s learners describe their knowledge of the 

given words. This posed a number of questions in respect of the existing self-evaluation 

instruments of learners’ own word knowledge. From that point, we continued to explore the 

issues suggested by the findings of our pilot study: the ways learners self-rate their knowledge 

of words. We decided to explore this issue in detail due to the fact that the data obtained in 

our pilot study appeared to be considerably richer than the possibilities of lexical self- 

assessment scales provided within the existing self-assessment methodologies in L2 

vocabulary testing.



We challenged the existing methodologies of self-assessment of word knowledge, primarily 

Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS, arguing that they do not reflect the complexity of learners’ 

own descriptions. We ran a series of six main case studies (two small group studies followed 

by four single subject studies) each broadly investigating how L2 learners self-measure and 

rate their knowledge of words. While pursuing this goal we asked the subjects to categorize 

their knowledge of certain Russian words by arranging these words into groups and labeling 

these groups with their own category descriptions of how well they knew those words. We 

hypothesised that a number of self-report categories in which the learners would allocate the 

targeted words might be greater than a number of stages suggested in the existing self- 

assessment instruments for self-measuring learners’ word knowledge. However, the actual 

results of our experimental studies exceeded our expectations. The subjects created 

considerably more word categories than we expected.

Inspired by these findings we took a step further. We decided to test whether directed 

exposure to certain words via reading would influence the way L2 learners categorize their 

knowledge of those words. Furthermore, having recorded some cases of word re-locations 

between categories in classification systems created at a different time of testing (study 3), we 

were curious to establish whether reading interventions would also impact on movements of 

words in subsequently created categorizations. This was investigated in chapters 4 through 6 

in detail.

Originally, we assumed that learners would categorize their word knowledge by creating 6-8 

groups of words which is greater than considered by Paribakht and Wesche. In fact, our 

subjects used up to 26 self-report categories to distinguish between various levels of their 

knowledge of the given words. This is five times as many as reflected in Paribakht and 

Wesche’s VKS which is claimed to be the most elaborate (out of the current self-assessment 

instruments in the field) and most widely used self-assessment methodology for measuring 

the depth of learners’ knowledge of words. Moreover, it should be emphasized that a large 

number of categories suggested by our subjects are based on the features or word properties 

that have never been included or even referred to within the existing self-assessment 

methodologies.

The repeated longitudinal study carried out in our research (Study 6, chapter 8) revealed the 

immense complexity of the process of re-categorization that occurred within the learners’



classification systems. Our longitudinal study also showed an enormous diversity of the word- 

relocation patterns recorded after sessions of reading. This unexpected data obtained in our 

research indicates that a new repeated longitudinal study would be required in order to check 

the findings reported in the present research. This new repeated longitudinal study should 

focus on exploring the processes of self-measuring and self-classifying L2 vocabulary I

knowledge during a considerably longer period of time (e.g. 1 to 2 years). It would be of 1

special interest to investigate quantitative and qualitative changes which might occur in S

learners’ categorization systems over this period of time. It would also be beneficial for future , 

research to examine possible cases of regression in learners’ lexical knowledge as well as to 

further explore the common routes of re-locations of words.

However, talking about longitudinal studies we should also be aware of a possible effect of 

repeated testing. For instance, in our repeated longitudinal study which provided rather 

interesting data in regards to the continuously changing categorization systems suggested by 

our learner, there is always the possibility of experimental effects for a repeat test taker. This 

implies the following. Although the subject remained unaware of the aim of our study, she 

may have come to a certain conclusion in respect of the experimental goals and procedure.

This is illustrated by the descriptions for some of the categories suggested by the informant 

after the reading (“Words that I know well and I knew them prior to the reading o f the text”). 

Furthermore, a number of categories repeated in all or most of the subsequent categorization 

systems might imply that the subject simply re-used some of the categories that she 

remembered from the previous testing.

The results of these studies indicated that the way our subjects measure their own knowledge 

of words is considerably more extensive, complex, varied and multi-featured than we 

expected. Furthermore, the categorization systems built by our learners appear to be rather 

unstable with lexical items persistently relocating between categories as learners’ knowledge 

of the given words changes.

The implications of these findings seem to be as follows:

l)The data obtained in our research indicate that self-evaluation of L2 lexical knowledge 

might not be carried out in the way the existing self-assessment methodologies assume.

The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale by Paribakht and Wesche is the main tool that has been



used (or referred to) for self-assessment of L2 vocabulary knowledge. Paribakht and Wesche 

are core references in this area. Most researchers take their VKS methodology for granted. 

This thesis, however, does question Paribakht and Wesche’s VKS. We argue that the VKS 

methodology makes wrong assumptions. Paribakht and Wesche suggest only a few self- 

assessment categories. They assume that they know what self-assessment categories are. They 

assume that all L2 learners categorize words in the same way. Thus the VKS self-report 

categories are assumed to be the same for all learners. Paribakht and Wesche also assume that 

the categories are fixed (or stable). The thesis shows that none of these assumptions hold up. 

Where does it leave us? It severely restricts the value of the VKS and the area of its 

application. Basically, the VKS is unable to provide full comprehensive information on how 

well a particular word is known (i.e. it does not measure the knowledge of a word in depth). 

Our research shows that it does not appear to be going to work when learners are placed in 

fixed and limited self-assessment conditions. Furthermore, the fact that words behave in 

different ways while being re-categorized by the subjects indicates that it does not seem to be 

possible to fit the words tested into the limited pre-arranged self-report categories.

Overall, we argue that the VKS methodology has a rather limited use and can be regarded as 

an instrument plainly for evaluating breadth (or size) of word knowledge.

2)The evidence gathered in our studies and discussed within the issues 9.2.1 through 9.2.4 in 

the previous section indicate that the process of development of L2 word knowledge might 

not occur the way everybody in the field assumes. The data allow us to assume that there is a 

possible link between the way/s L2 learners self-measure and categorize their knowledge of 

words and the processes of lexical acquisition in their mental lexicons. The major evidence in 

favor of this assumption is the fact that rather complex and multi-featured categorization 

systems created by L2 learners appear to be very unstable i.e. constantly changing as learners’ 

knowledge of the words was changing. If categorization systems built by L2 learners when 

they evaluate their knowledge of words mirror the processes of vocabulary acquisition that 

occur in their lexicon this would imply that self-assessment methodology can be used to 

explore the structure of the lexicon (similarly to word association tests used to investigate 

lexical networks by analyzing L2 learners’ word association behavior).

However, from another perspective, the extremely complex categorization systems created in



our studies may reflect our subjects’ individual styles of categorizing and their 

characterological traits (creativity, for instance). It might also be determined by the level of 

meta-linguistic knowledge possessed by a learner tested. In other words, meta-linguistic 

knowledge of our subjects may be considered as a possible factor of their abilities to evaluate I

their knowledge of words. It has been found that learners’ L2 proficiency is correlated with I

their levels of meta-linguistic knowledge (Roehr, 2007). Moreover, meta-linguistic j
Jknowledge and language proficiency are assumed to constitute two separate factors of I
I*

linguistic ability. Our study shows a relation between language proficiency and the ways 

learners assess their knowledge of words. This implies that learners at low levels of meta­

linguistic knowledge may measure and classify their knowledge of words differently from 

those at higher levels. The informants in our studies were at an intermediate or even advanced 

level o f Russian language proficiency. This may suggest that their L2 language analytic 

ability as well as good knowledge of meta-language (linguistic terms, for instance) had some 

impact on the way they measured and categorized their knowledge of words. In this sense, our 

informants did have knowledge and instruments at their disposal to accurately describe their 

L2 lexical knowledge. However, as noted earlier, other groups of L2 learners, for instance 

children or those who have forgotten all the meta-language they ever knew, might describe 

their lexical knowledge as fully and accurately as our informants did.

In this respect, it might be worth considering (for further research into this issue) the use of 

think-aloud protocols. This may assist in understanding how different groups of L2 learners 

gradually (step by step) build categorization systems of their lexical knowledge. Also, think- 

aloud protocols might provide further evidence in relation to possible links between learners’ 

categorization processes and the organization of their L2 mental lexicons. 1

Overall, although the findings of our studies require further investigating on a considerably 

larger number of subjects over a significantly longer period of time it is readily apparent that 

these findings indicate a new approach to self-assessment in L2 vocabulary testing as well as 

a new view on the processes of L2 vocabulary acquisition in general. The data obtained in this 

research is rather important for developing a more effective and fine-grained lexical self- 

assessment instrument. The diversity of the categorization systems suggested by different 

learners at a different time of testing suggests that different people might acquire L2 lexical 

knowledge in rather different ways (i.e. different models of vocabulary acquisition). This in



turn suggests that different learners may require different types of self-assessment scales (to 

match their individual SLVA models) to adequately measure their lexical knowledge. The 

question is: What will we need to include in a L2 self-assessment vocabulary test? The 

answer to this question is not easy. As shown in this thesis our research raised a number of 

issues (summarized in the current chapter 9) which need to be addressed and overcome before 

we can go any further. Why do these issues matter? The data obtained in thi s research posed a 

question whether the L2 vocabulary acquisition occurs in a standard route (from unknown to 

known) or whether there is a variety of different scenarios of acquiring a word.

Since the evidence collected in this research highlights the enormous complexity of the 

process of L2 lexical acquisition we cannot provide a certain answer to this question yet.

The next step along the route towards a new methodology of self-evaluating L2 lexical 

knowledge would be resolving the issues outlined and discussed in this chapter.

9.4 Conclusions

In this chapter, we considered a number of rather important issues that have not been picked 

up in research on vocabulary self-assessment. We attempted to show the importance of our 

findings for L2 lexical self-/assessment as well as vocabulary acquisition in general. We 

argued that the existing self-assessment methodologies do not reflect the complexity of 

subjects’ own descriptions of their word knowledge, neither do they take into account the 

complexity of re-structuring already created classification systems including continuous word 

re-locations within these systems. We also attempted to prove that in light o f these findings, a 

new self-assessment methodology based on an individual approach would be required to 

embrace an enormous complexity of learners’ own classification systems. We emphasized 

that future studies of this type should be carried out as repeated longitudinal studies and 

involve a larger number of subjects.
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CHAPTER 10 

Conclusion

In this thesis, we were exploring how learners of Russian as a foreign language self-assess 

their knowledge of words. We asked a set of simple questions such as:

• Which criteria are considered by learners when they assess their own knowledge of 

words?

• Do learners entirely focus on their meaning knowledge (Paribakht and Wesche’s 

approach) or do they look into the other aspects of word knowledge?

• How do different degrees of certainty about the knowledge of a target word (which 

received a lot of attention in Paribakht and Wesche’s scale) manifest themselves in 

self-assessment categories created by learners?

As usual with theses, these questions turned out to be more complex than we had expected. In 

our case this problem was exacerbated by the fact that we were unable to run traditional large 

scale group experiments with our subjects. Nevertheless, the work reported in this thesis has 

raised a number of significant issues concerning the way that learners of Russian self- 

categorize their knowledge of Russian words. The main findings of our research are:

• Learners measure and classify their knowledge of words in a rather complex and 

varied way. A large variety of features are considered and chosen by learners as 

criteria for their categorizations. These features are referred to both in positive and 

negative context which suggests that learners carry out a rather thorough analysis of 

their knowledge of words.

• Descriptors of lexical knowledge used by learners to categorize their knowledge of 

words fall into two main groups: familiarity and certainty in knowledge. The 

familiarity group contains a wide range of word knowledge aspects referred to by a 

learner while classifying their knowledge of words. The certainty group embraces a 

variety of degrees and levels of confidence in knowledge including wiliness to guess.

• The research revealed a rather large distribution of features among the created 

categories in learners’ classification systems with up to seven different descriptors 

used to characterize a single category. This might indicate that different properties of a 

word are interrelated in the lexicon.



• The categorization systems suggested by different learners vary considerably in terms 

of their quantitative and qualitative characteristics. This hints at the necessity of an 

individual approach within L2 lexical self-assessment methodologies.

• The classification systems created by learners seem to be very unstable with re­

categorization taking place at each stage of testing: new categories become added to 

the system, some of the existing categories split, become altered or disappear from the 

system.

• The research indicated continuous re-location of words among the suggested 

categories within learners’ classification systems. The patterns of these movements 

considerably vary from subject to subject and from word to word.

Anyone who is familiar with the main stream in L2 vocabulary acquisition will recognize that 

this list contains a number of features which are not normally present in research on lexical 

self-assessment. The implication of this is that we may need to re-assess the current models of 

vocabulary acquisition. Unfortunately, a major re-assessment of this sort is beyond the scope 

of a single thesis.

We hope that this thesis will inspire other researchers to look again at some of the issues 

raised in this work and test the existing L2 self-assessment approaches for other unusual 

languages.



APPENDIX

Pilot Study

Self-Assessment vs. Levels Test Assessment 

A .l Introduction

This is a brief report on our study which investigates the issue of L2 lexical self-assessment.

In light of the controversial results reported by different scholars (and presented in chapter 1 

of this thesis) regarding the validity and reliability of L2 self-assessment we were curious to 

explore how learners of Russian would assess their own knowledge of words. Following the 

encouraging findings of the research on self-assessment of L2 learning abilities by Oscarson, 

1978; Hargan, 1994; Birckbichler et al., 1993; Deville and Deville, 1999; Brantmeier, 2006; 

Paribakht and Wesche, 1993-1997; Wan-a-rom, 2010 and others, we carried out this study in 

order to check whether self-assessment of vocabulary knowledge can be regarded as a reliable 

alternative to traditional assessment. Thus in the current study, we hypothesised that self- 

assessment can be used as an indicator of lexical knowledge.

Thus the study reported here was questioning the reliability of self-assessment of L2 lexical 

knowledge as a measuring instrument. Since it did not appear to be possible (within the scope 

of this thesis) to test L2 learners’ ability of assessing their own knowledge of various aspects 

of lexical knowledge, we decided to focus on the meaning knowledge. We also intended to 

investigate how learners themselves would describe their knowledge of words.

Hence, the main goal of the first study was to establish whether learners of Russian would be 

able to assess their meaning knowledge of the target Russian words. It was accompanied by 

the second target of this study which was an investigation of learners’ approach to their 

knowledge of the words that were reported by them as familiar. We also hoped that this 

information supplied by the learners themselves, might shed light on the issue of their 

perception of their meaning knowledge. The research question posed in this study was as 

follows.

Research Question:

Will learners of Russian be able to accurately evaluate their own knowledge of words?



A.2 Study

A.2.1 Method

A.2.1.1 Target words

The targeted words were selected from the Russian word frequency list (Vakar, 1966; also 

checked with ArpaeB et. al., 1977). We took 15 words from 2k, 15 words from 3k and 15 

words from 5k. The total number of the Russian target words was 45: 15 verbs, 15 nouns, 11 

adjectives and 4 adverbs. Each word was typed onto a separate card. Hence, there were 45 

cards in total. The target words were as follows: McuibnuK (boy), uejib3R (it is not allowed), 

HyjtcHo (it is necessary), napod (people), dedyuiKa (grandfather), 3aempa (tomorrow), yMHbiu 

(clever), cmonoean (dining room, self-service canteen), cujibHbiu (strong, severe), noemopumb 

(to repeat, to revise), Hanuuamb (to begin), npednoDtcumb (to propose, to offer), npunmnbiu 

(pleasant), eoprmuu (hot), h u 3 k u u  (low, short), 6ejibiu (white), eocmb (guest), u m r  (name), 

memn (aunt), ye3Jtcamb (to leave), cnpamueamb (to ask), 36onumb (to ring), eepnymbcn (to 

return), ynumbCR (to study), nocnamb, m c u io , h o c , KOMnama, dopoeou, Kpacuebiu, 3a6bimb, 

nadexmbCM, pacmu, 3aeudoeamb, cnedoeamb, nonynamb, ecmpena, ycnex, nopndoK, onbim, 

oeoub, dojibHOu, depeeuR, cuacmjiuebiu and nucmbiu.

A.2.1.2 Participants

The participants of the current study were 32 adults which had been studying Russian as a 

foreign language at Cardiff University. Students’ proficiency levels ranged from beginners - 

Year 1 (15 people) through lower intermediate -  Year 2 (8 people) to upper intermediate - 

Year 3 (9 people). The subjects represented different cultures and backgrounds. Though most 

of the participants were British, with English as their first language, Italian, Polish, French 

and Portuguese were also represented as native languages.

A.2.1.3 Procedure

The study consisted of two stages. At the first stage, the subjects were asked to indicate which 

of the target words were familiar (in terms of their meaning) to them. The participants were 

required to choose the words they knew the meaning(s) of, from a pile of 45 cards with the 

target Russian words written on them (one word per card). They were also required to 

compile the heading for the group of the chosen words (i.e. describe their knowledge of the 

selected words). The instruction was: “Select the words that you know. Write the heading for 

the group of words you have chosen”. Each participant was awarded one point for each word



indicated by them as known. Subjects were not restricted in time. They were not allowed to 

consult dictionaries or discuss the target words.

The self-assessment was followed by the teacher’s assessment at the second stage of the 

study. We used the Levels Test format to evaluate the subjects’ actual word knowledge. This 

test was administered after the self-assessment task had been completed. The participants 

were asked to complete the modified Levels Test based on the same 45 targeted words and 

arranged as a multiple-choice test. Subjects were required to choose the Russian equivalent 

for each of the three English words (i.e. match words with their translations). The instruction 

was: “Next to each English translation, write the number of the Russian word it corresponds 

to”. The following example was offered to illustrate the task.

Example: 1 HenoBeK
2 rocTHHHu,a together 5
3 apyr patronymic 6
4 nrpa game_______ 4
5 BMecTe
6  OTHeCTBO

Taking this example as one item, the whole test consisted of 15 items of this sort, each testing 

three target words. There was no time restriction. Subjects were not allowed to discuss the 

task or consult reference literature. Each correct answer was awarded 1 point (i.e. one point 

for each word that was correctly matched with its translation).

A.2.2 Results

The research question asked in this study along with the main goal of the study address 

learners’ abilities to accurately assess their knowledge of words. Pursuing this target we asked 

the participants to assess their own knowledge of 45 targeted words. The summarized results 

for the three groups of subjects are shown in table A -l.



Table A-l: Mean scores of the self-assessment vs. teacher’s assessment
Group SA2k L2k SA3k L3k SA5k L5k SATot LTot

Yr 1 

n=15

7.00 7.00 8.93 8.47 3.47 3.33 19.40 18.80

Yr 2 

n=8

9.50 9.25 11.75 11.63 4.00 3.50 25.25 24.38

Yr 3 

n=9

11.56 11.33 12.33 12.11 8.22 8.33 32.11 31.78

Note. SA — self-assessment, L -  Levels Test, T -  total

Table A-2: Total Mean scores for self-assessment, assessment and difference

Group SA SD L SD Difference
Yr 1 19.40 5.29 18.80 5.56 .60
Yr 2 25.25 7.27 24.38 8.05 .87
Yr 3 32.11 10.90 31.78 11.60 .33

Note. SA — self-assessment, L -  Levels Test, SD -  Standard Deviation

The data show that subjects were generally very good at evaluating their own knowledge of 

the given words. It is seen from the table that the SA and L values are very close. However, 

scores for the Level 3k words are considerably higher than we might have expected, and the 

data do not show the monotonic decline over frequency. It is also obvious that the scores drop 

off dramatically for Level 5 words. The standard deviations indicate that there are some 

differences (variation) in the data submitted within each of the three groups of subjects. 

Furthermore, as seen from the table this difference increases with the level of proficiency.

Pursuing the main goal of our study, we compared the results of the self-assessment against 

the Levels test data. In order to carry out this comparison, Pearson’s correlation test and 

paired T-test were administered in this study. We did not run ANOVA in this study due to the 

small number of subjects.

The tables clearly indicate that the mean numbers of the self-assessment are very close to the 

mean numbers of the actual assessment. This was confirmed by the statistical analysis:



Pearson’s correlation coefficient r  = .989 which suggests a very strong positive relationship. 

The correlation was statistically significant: p<.001. The results of the paired T-test were as 

follows: t = 2.343; df =31 ;  st. er. of dif. = .253. A good match between the subjects’ self- 

assessment and assessment scores is also illustrated by figure A -1.

Figure A -l: Self-assessment vs. Assessment
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These results will be further discussed in the section that follows.

With regards to the second target of this study -- learners’ self-perception of the known 

words, the subjects provided the following descriptions of their knowledge.

Subjects’ labels for the group of words they selected as known:

“Familiar” (3 submitted) or “very familiar with” (1);

“I think I know these words” (3 submitted);

“I know these words” (9 submitted);

“ I know what these mean”;

“Words 1 know” ;

“These words I believe to be nouns..., verbs..., adjectives.. .etc” ;

“Known with confidence” ;

“Words I have come across before, I know or feel like I know ...” ;

“ I am pretty sure I know these words” ;



“Words which are very familiar and I could translate correctly”;

“Know (very) well” (2 submitted);

“I recognize these and know their meanings”;

“Recognize these words” or “I recognize these words without doubt”;

“I know exactly what these words mean and how to use them”;

“I know the meaning and spelling o f these words”;

“I know the meaning o f these words”; or “I know what these words mean”; 

“Words I know in order in which I learnt them”.

This will be discussed in the next section.

A.3 Discussion

Addressing the two goals of our study, in this section, we will discuss the following two 

issues. The first issue is the reliability of the lexical self-assessment we conducted in this 

study. The second issue is the ways that students labeled the groups of words they selected as 

known.

A.3.1. Self-assessment vs. assessment

Pursuing the first goal of the study we asked the participants to assess their own knowledge of 

the 45 given words. They were required to choose the words (out of the 45 targeted words 

offered for the assessment) they knew. Though the general results of the Levels test, in terms 

of demonstrated meaning knowledge, appear to be a little disappointing (especially for Level 

5 words), they generally matched the data received from the self-assessment task.

Tables A -l and A-2 indicate how self-assessment results related to the results of the actual 

assessment. As seen from the tables, on most occasions, subjects successfully assessed their 

knowledge (meaning knowledge) of the given words. Even visual inspection of the means 

presented in tables A-l and A-2 shows a close match between the self-assessment and 

assessment mean scores. Figure A -l also illustrates an obvious correspondence between the 

self-assessment and assessment curves. Furthermore, this is supported by the statistical 

analysis. A strong positive relationship between the self-assessment and actual (via a 

modified version of the Levels Test) assessment of the subjects’ lexical knowledge is
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confirmed by the results of Pearson’s correlation test (r = .989; p< .001) and paired T-test (t = 

2.343; df = 31; st. er. of dif. = .253).

Thus, learners of our study appeared to be able to accurately evaluate their own knowledge of 

words. This suggests (though we are avoiding generalization) that this type of assessment 

might compliment or even replace traditional assessment in many instances: subject to further 

research.

A.3.2 Labeling the group o f selected words

Pursuing the second target of this study the subjects were asked to label the group of words 

they selected as known in the self-assessment task. Though the instruction required all the 

learners to choose the words they knew, suggested headings for the groups of words they 

selected appeared to be very different. In general, all the labels submitted may be classified 

according to the following two criteria: familiarity (i.e. meaning knowledge in connection 

with other aspects (types) of word knowledge) and confidence (i.e. degrees of certainty in the 

meaning knowledge).

With regards to the first criterion, headings created by the subjects seem to suggest that for 

these learners, knowledge of words might imply more than just knowledge of their meaning. 

Furthermore, labels like these: “I know exactly what these words mean and how to use them”, 

“I know the meaning and spelling of these words” or “These words I believe to be nouns..., 

verbs..., adjectives.. .etc” might indicate that learners evaluate their meaning knowledge in 

close connection with other aspects (or types) of word knowledge. This might also suggest the 

existence of links among different kinds of word knowledge.

As for the second criterion, judging on the subjects’ label descriptions, the following degrees 

of certainty in the subjects’ knowledge may be distinguished (in descending order): j

1) known very well or known with confidence;

2) familiar (known);

3) I think I know;

4) I feel like I know ...

This shows that even “known words” could be graded at different levels depending on



learners’ perception of their knowledge. Furthermore, the fact that most subjects did not 

blindly copy the wording of the instruction “the words you know”, but altered it in order to 

reflect their perception of “known words” might be considered as an argument in favour of 

exploring how L2 learners themselves measure their own word knowledge.

Generally speaking, the current study revealed that while assessing their knowledge of given 

words, our learners tended to consider a wide range of various features including different 

aspects of word knowledge, such as spelling, word class belonging and use in speech/writing. 

This is what one could expect to be included in self-assessment scales evaluating learners’ 

knowledge of words.

A.4 Conclusion

A comparison of the results obtained in this study has revealed the apparent match between 

the subjects’ self-assessment of their word knowledge and their actual performance on the 

Levels Test. Although we cannot generalize the results obtained in a single study we found 

that measuring learners’ L2 vocabulary knowledge by means of self-assessment might be a 

good alternative to traditional evaluating instruments.

This study also revealed that learners tend to consider different features while describing their 

knowledge of words. This raised a number of new issues in relation to the way/s that L2 

learners measure and categorize their knowledge of words. That was investigated in the main 

part of our thesis.
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