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Abstract

This paper presents a vocabulary size test in Greek as a foreign language derived from the first 5000
lemmatised words of the Hellenic National Corpus. It is designed as a Greek version of Meara and
Milton’s (2003) X-Lex checklist test which has test forms in a number of other languages. Such a test
should provide useful information to both learners and teachers of Greek as a foreign language in an
important area of language knowledge, and should help indicate both student level and measure learning
progress. The test has been trialled on learners of Greek at CEFR A1, A2, B1 and B2 levels in the School
of Modern Greek, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. Results suggest that the test works reliably, has
good construct validity and provides estimates of vocabulary size which are believable and fit well with
estimates of vocabulary size at CEFR levels in other languages.
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1. Introduction

Gaining a good knowledge of vocabulary is an essential tool for developing proficiency
in a foreign language. In the foreword of the book Modelling and assessing vocabulary
knowledge, Long and Richards (2007: xii) characterise vocabulary as “the core
component of all the language skills”. Greece is probably not a country where this needs
to be emphasised but in some countries, Britain being one of them, the value of
vocabulary is doubted in modern foreign language teaching communities. The reason
for the importance of vocabulary in developing proficiency is not hard to imagine. As
Wilkins (1972: 111) puts it, “without grammar very little can be conveyed, without
vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.”

In an important area of language knowledge such as this it would make sense for
teachers, and for the learners themselves, to monitor knowledge of vocabulary in order
to check their progress toward the goals of communication and to establish whether the
level of knowledge required for formal exams has been achieved. Yet, until very
recently, we have not had formal tools for measuring vocabulary knowledge capable of
being equally used across a wide range of learners from different learning contexts and
backgrounds. These tools are now emerging and the methodologies used are capable of
being applied to other languages, apart from English. This opens up the useful
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possibility of establishing a fairly standard way of estimating a learner’s vocabulary

knowledge which can work across different languages.

2. The study

The methodologies for estimating vocabulary knowledge in learners tend to be based on
frequency counts, and they focus on the most frequently occurring vocabulary. There
are good reasons for this, the first being that the most frequent vocabulary in a language
tends (but only tends) to be learned earliest. It is good practice to focus a test on what is
known rather than on what is not known. A second reason is that the most frequent lexis
in a language features disproportionately in text coverage and this — how many words in
a text one recognises and understands — can explain a lot about how much a learner will
understand and can communicate, to others. A third reason is that frequency counts are
textbook-neutral, so regardless of the specific material a learner has been exposed to, a
test constructed in this way can identify the words they have learned. These tests appear
to work well in practice (e.g., Meara and Milton’s X-Lex test (2003)). They are very
reliable, and give believable estimates of a learner’s knowledge within the limitations
they work.

One specific limitation of such tests is that they work on a sample of the most
frequent vocabulary, often 5,000 or 10,000 words, and they can only form an estimate
of knowledge within this range. Learners are likely to have some knowledge of words
outside this range as course materials are thematically selected and cannot reasonably
work within strict frequency limitations, so total learner vocabulary knowledge is
underestimated.

The test form we have used is illustrated in Table 1. A complete version of the Greek

test is provided in the Appendix.

Table 1. Illustration of test format

Please look at these words. Some of these words are real French words and some are
invented but are made to look like real words. Please tick the words that you know or
can use. Here is an example.

Mchien
Thank you for your help.

[Ide []distance [Jabattre [ Jabsurde [Jachevé [ Jmanchir
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The test is a Yes/No test which asks the learner to identify the words they know from
a selection of individually presented words. The words are selected, in this illustration,
from across the most frequent 5000 lemmatised words in French. 20 words are taken
from the first 1000 most frequent words, 20 from the second 1000 words, 20 words
from the third, fourth and fifth band, so that an estimate of knowledge of those 5000
words can be made. In addition to these words there are 20 false words, words which
are not real words, but follow all the rules of word formation and sound combinations in
the language being tested; in the example French but in our case Greek. The false words
allow an estimate to be made of over-estimation on the part of the learners. Remember
that it is not always easy to be certain if you know a foreign language word or not, and,
due to economy of practice, learners will tend to give themselves the benefit of the
doubt. The false words allow for this kind of over-estimation to be calculated and the
scores are adjusted accordingly. Real words which are correctly identified score 50,
providing a basic score out of 5000. False words which are identified as real, result in a
deduction of 250 from the basic score allowing for a more accurate estimate of
vocabulary size to be made. These tests allow the way vocabulary is learned to be
checked against a model of learning. Meara’s 1992 frequency model is presented in

Figure 1.

Figure 1. Meara’s (1992) frequency model of vocabulary learning

100

80 —

60 —

40 +—

% words known

0 r r r r
1000 2000 3000 4000 5000
1000 word frequency bands

This suggests that learning will tend to be concentrated in the most frequent bands
so if a learner knows 80% of the vocabulary in the most frequent 1000 word band, then
he or she will know less in the second 1000 words band, still less in the third and fourth

1000-word bands, and so on. This gives a frequency profile, high on the left and sloping
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downwards to the right. As learning progresses, this profile moves upwards, until it hits
100%, complete knowledge of a frequency band. And then a plateau emerges and
learning begins to concentrate in the infrequent bands, so the profile moves to the right.
Empirical evidence shows that this is, indeed, pretty much what happens in groups of
learners, and among most individuals (Milton 2007).

Estimates of vocabulary knowledge made this way appear to give very credible
results which conform to Meara’s model. Figure 2 demonstrates vocabulary uptake,
measured using a test of the most frequent 5000 words in English, across all the classes

in a language school in Greece (Milton 2006).

Figure 2. Vocabulary growth among Greek learners of EFL (Milton 2006)
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This suggests that about 500 words are learned every year in about 100 contact
hours, and that learners take Cambridge FCE with about 3500 words word knowledge.
Extensive work on the vocabulary content of the course books suggests that 500 words
a year is actually a rather good estimate of average knowledge in the bands being tested.
And 3500 words for FCE sits well with Hindmarsh’s (1980) estimate of 4500 words as
a requirement for this level; remember that learners will also have vocabulary
knowledge outside the most frequent 5000 words.

Linking vocabulary size estimates with formal exams also allows vocabulary to be
built into the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (The Council
of Europe 2003). The vocabulary sizes which emerge (taken from Milton and Alexiou
2009) are shown in Table 2 and are indicative, not being absolute requirements for each
level, of course. Learners will vary in their vocabulary knowledge but also in what they
can do with their knowledge; but these figures probably reflect a truth. It would be

impossible to become, for example a very proficient C2 language user without having a
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very sizable vocabulary — you would just be too limited in what you could understand

and what you could say.

Table 2. Vocabulary size and the CEFR (Milton and Alexiou 2009)

CEFR level XLex (5000 max)
English French
Al <1500 1160
A2 1500 - 2500 1650
Bl 2750 - 3250 2422
B2 3250 - 3750 2630
Cl 3750 - 4500 3212
C2 4500 - 5000 3525

The vocabulary size associated with each level is slightly different in French, with
English requiring greater vocabulary knowledge for the same level of communicative
ability. This probably reflects differences between the two languages and the coverage
which the most frequent vocabulary gives.

Our intention, therefore, is to create a vocabulary size test in Greek along lines that
are equivalent to other tests which appear to work well and provide useful information
to learners and teachers. To do this we have drawn on the Hellenic National Corpus
which is a 9 million word corpus drawn from the Greek newspaper Nea, and more
specifically from the cultural, sociological and sports sections.

To give us a workable frequency list to draw test items from, this corpus has had
proper names and other items not relevant for teaching stripped out and it has been
lemmatised. Inflections and derivations work rather differently in Greek derivations
compared to English and French but this process brings the corpus into line with the
English and French corpora, actually making them more similar, and allows a selection
of frequent words to be made to form the Greek test. A frequency list was produced of
the most frequent items and from this list a Greek test has been constructed similar to
the English and French vocabulary size tests: 20 words selected from each of the five
1000 word bands, and 20 pseudo-Greek words. The coverage provided by words in the

Greek frequency list is plotted up and shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Coverage from Greek, French and English frequency lists
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It appears that the most frequent lexis of Greek is slightly less frequent than that of
English (taken from Carroll, Davies and Richman 1971) or French (taken from Baudot
1992). In English the most frequent words provide large amounts of coverage; the most
frequent 150 words give about 50% coverage in a typical text. About 2000 words give
about 80% coverage and this seems to be an important figure because below this level
of knowledge learners struggle for comprehension of texts and struggle to
communicate, while beyond this level they begin to understand the gist of passages they
read or hear, and can begin to be independent in communication. In French the line of
coverage is higher than the English line which suggests that it is possible to understand
and to do more with slightly fewer French words than it is in English. This may account
for the lower French vocabulary size estimates at each CEFR level (Table 2). The Greek
line is lower than the English line which suggests that more words in Greek might be
required to attain the levels of communicability associated with each CEFR than is the
case in English. While English might require only 2000 words for A2 level, in Greek
maybe 2500 words would be needed. And while B1 in English requires about 3000
words, Greek might require 3500 words. This difference may be a product of the nature
of the corpus we are drawing on, there is no spoken Greek element, for example, which
would very likely boost the frequency levels of the most frequent words. But it may,

also, simply be a feature of Greek.

3. Research questions
Our intention, having created a test for estimating vocabulary size in learners of Greek,

is to see how well it works. In particular we intend to examine:
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(a) whether the test is reliable — and produces the same score for the same
learner when knowledge has not changed

(b) whether the frequency effects observable in other languages can be seen
in Greek

(c) whether the frequency profile changes with level and knowledge in the
expected manner

(d) whether the test differentiates between learners of different levels in
predictable ways (and suggests vocabulary knowledge required for each CEFR

level).

4. Results and discussion

4.1 Test reliability and frequency effects

A preliminary trial suggests that the test is reliable. A single learner took five different
forms of the test (different words and false words) in an afternoon. He had little formal
Greek training and has learned primarily from books and holidays. A high score was not

expected and the results obtained are shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Test and retest scores and profiles for an individual test taker
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It is clear from Figure 4, where the scores at each 1000 word frequency band level
are recorded in addition to the overall vocabulary estimate, that something like the
frequency profile emerges and that even where scores on each 1000 word level may
vary slightly, the overall scores, on the right, are remarkably consistent. They suggest

the learner is of a quite low level.
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4.2 Vocabulary profile and level of ability

The study further tested a group of learners in Greece. 64 adult learners at a range of
levels from A1 to B2 took the test. They came from different backgrounds and had been
learning Greek as a foreign language in the School of Modern Greek, Aristotle
University of Thessaloniki. The length of their studies ranged between one month and
two years. They were tested around the end of October so they had just started the

academic year.

Figure 5. Profiles for learners in CEFR bands Al, A2, B1 and B2
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Figure 5 summarises the results drawn from students at each of the four CEFR bands.
The average scores at each frequency band suggest that the frequency effect is present,
as expected, and that the frequency profiles rise with progress as Meara’s theoretical
profile suggests. The profile even appears to be flattening out above 90%. The only
variation is noticed in the size of the knowledge known in frequency band 5, suggesting
knowledge of comparatively infrequent vocabulary. A Friedman test confirms the very
strong trend in this data, the score on each successive frequency band being lower than
the preceding one, ¥ = 190.595, p<.001. These results, conforming to theory, suggest

the test has strong construct validity.

4.3 Vocabulary size and CEFR levels
Figure 6 presents the mean vocabulary size scores for learners at each of the four CEFR

levels we have.
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Figure 6. Mean, maximum and minimum vocabulary scores for learners in CEFR
groups Al, A2, Bl and B2.
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The mean scores increase with each level, as might be hoped, with Al the lowest
vocabulary knowledge and B2 the highest. The relationship between CEFR level and
vocabulary size is strong and its statistical significance is confirmed by an ANOVA,
F(3) = 63.121, p<.001. A Tukey test provides multiple comparisons between levels and
this confirms that the differences between the scores at every level are statistically

significant (Table 3).

Table 3. Multiple comparisons between means scores at CEFR levels.

total

Tukey HSO™P

Subset for alpha = .05
group N 1 2 3 4
1.00 19 |1486.8421
2.00 12 2237.5000
3.00 17 3288.2353
4.00 16 3956.2500
Sig. 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Means for groups in homogeneous subsets are displayed.
a. Uses Harmonic Mean Sample Size = 15.547.

b. The group sizes are unequal. The harmonic mean of the group
sizes is used. Type | error levels are not guaranteed.

However, the neat regularity of the growth in mean vocabulary size scores, and the
strong statistical relationship with the CEFR level, disguises the variation within each
level and the degree to which learners at each level can overlap in their levels. It appears

that there are learners at the top of the A1 group who might, in terms of their vocabulary
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level, fit into the B1 class, and vice versa. These are teaching groups, after all, which
have not been rigorously separated by level.

These figures suggest that in Greek as in English and French, rough vocabulary sizes
can be associated with each successive CEFR level. It was suggested earlier that the
figures at each level would be higher for English than for French. It has also been
suggested that the figures for Greek would be higher than for English. When the
vocabulary levels for Greek at each level are added to the chart for CEFR levels (Table
4), this is what appears to happen. 1500 words as a mean score seems to be at the top
end of the estimate for Al in English, as does 2237 at level A2. In B1 and B2 the size

estimates exceed the English estimates.

Table 4. Vocabulary size in Greek and the CEFR

CEFR Levels XLex (5000 max)

English French Greek
Al <1500 1160 1486
A2 1500 - 2500 1650 2237
Bl 2750 - 3250 2422 3288
B2 3250 - 3750 2630 3956
Cl 3750 - 4500 3212
C2 4500 - 5000 3525

5. Conclusion
These results suggest that the frequency based vocabulary size test in Greek appears to
work very successfully. The results confirm a strong frequency effect in Greek L2
vocabulary acquisition as anticipated in theory and as occurs in other foreign languages.
The test successfully distinguishes between learners at different levels of the CEFR
framework and appears to give credible figures for learners’ level of vocabulary
knowledge. These figures appear to mesh well with the predictions for vocabulary
suggested by the coverage obtained from the frequency data.

This study is a first step in validating this testing tool and in order to confirm its
reliability, we intend to carry out the majority of the tests at the end of the academic
year. We also have some supporting evidence that by using coverage figures drawn

from word frequencies, we can tie the CEFR levels to vocabulary sizes in a whole
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variety of languages other than English, French and Greek. This should help make the

CEFR system both more robust and more transparent.
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Appendix

Greek vocabulary size test examples; a note on testing and scoring

The test presented here contains 20 words randomly selected from each of the first five
1000 word frequency bands found in the lemmatised version of the Hellenic National
Corpus. It also contains 20 false words which are designed to allow the amount of over-
estimation which any forced answer test produces to be calculated and the scores
adjusted. To make the contents clear to users, words from the first 1000 word band are
presented in column 1 of the test. Words from the second 1000 word band are presented
in column 2, and so on. False words are presented in column 6. It is usually good
practice to randomise the presentation of test words.

To enable an estimate of the words a learner knows out of the most frequent 5000
lemmatised words in Greek, scoring is as follows. Award 50 for each real word checked
by the testee and total these to produce a raw score. From the raw score deduct 250 for
each false word which is checked to produce an adjusted score and the estimate of

words known.

Greek vocabulary size test 1

Please look at these words. Some of these words are real Greek words and some are
invented but are made to look like real words. Please tick the words that you know or
can use. Here is an example.

acTuvopio v’

Thank you for your help.
0 ovAAOYOG pOvYO TEPLYPOPT| 0GTUVOLOG aAoyouévn
povo gmetto Tive vrepPfoin mpoPArendpevog VEPOADG
LKpOg devbuvon TPOTEPALOTNTOL ouykpdTNOoN 166p10g BAdg
oA oo Biog Yol VIOTITAOG KOAMpLOG
TpooTadd vl UOpO BePordmro YAPLOTIOVIKOG amEP1OG
BéBora Eeywpilo amoTEPOL oKalm Stokvpaven {oMog
aAAGL® advvopio KTOTN QL pelodio gmonteio QeM
Swfétm TPOOTTIKN £Eoyog opdyko TPOTOTLTTIOL e
EKOTOUUOPLO TPOKPULATIKOG 1¥iwg Wovev KOTAUESTOG TETP10
6plo kafopilm uivooen EvAéviog TPOTOTOPia oepd
Byalo LEAETAD 0GQOANG gUpov) EMUEANTNG otpina
GUYKEKPUEVOS | UOVIHOG TPOGOV AVTIANTTOg pepopyio oKeMKa
€1g Kduepa TPOOPLoUOS £0pTN dnpotikn LOTPLTAKL
viodo GUUPAAA® gpydmg TIOVL Eapvialm apYEOTNYOG
VTOBIAA® TAUVITING EUTVED EQPIKTOG LeTovAoTELGN tpamelOL
KOKAOG pevpa Spopordyto LETOVIDV® Kntpog yepavtonoiio
OVGLAOTIKA, TPOCOTUKE cuvTpnon amodoKIpacio EMADIVO devepn
omovdaiog TAGVO IKOVOTTOUTIKOG VTOVOLEL® emint® TEMOTOTOAIO
0WOoTOG GTPATNYIKY Yuypog Aeoym PNTOPIKOG poyovio
neibm OOV x€iAog Suydlo 0POGIDOVOLLOL Botopd




