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ABSTRACT

Second language listening causes situations of stress and negative perceptions
among learners and teachers. Research has suggested that L2 listening and
vocabulary knowledge are related. However, this relationship has been barely
explored, and in most cases with inadequate instruments. This thesis is an
attempt to bridge those gaps by examining the contribution of the language
learners’ vocabulary size to their listening ability.

A bilingual multiple-choice vocabulary test, based on the official vocabulary list
in a standardized language exam, was created to assess the vocabulary size of
L2-English learners. Its 81 items were delivered first orally, and then in writing.
The ability to comprehend aural texts was assessed through the listening paper
in the same standardized examination. 284 language learners took the
vocabulary and listening tests. After an observation period of 35 weeks, the
study participants were given the same tests. Both datasets were analyzed with
the Rasch model to determine the participants’ abilities and the item difficulties.
Evidence from data analyses supported the following findings:

1) A strong and positive relationship exists between L2 vocabulary
knowledge and listening comprehension.

2) Aural and written vocabulary knowledge are two dimensions that should
be assessed and investigated separately, particularly in relation to
listening comprehension.

3) Aural vocabulary knowledge is a better predictor of listening
comprehension than written vocabulary knowledge, especially among
language learners with comparatively weaker listening skills.

4) Knowing 71.71% of the words featured in a listening comprehension test
is sufficient to answer 72% of its questions correctly.

5) Language learners increase their aural and written vocabulary size, and
improve their listening ability after attending classes for about 35 weeks.
This improvement is particularly acute among lower-level learners.

Based on these results, L2 learners, teachers and researchers should focus
more on the aural form of words to improve listening comprehension.




TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT iv
LIST OF ACRONYMS iX
LIST OF FIGURES K
LIST OF TABLES Xii
CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 1
1.1 — RESEARCH CONTEXT 2
1.2 — VOCABULARY AND LISTENING — GENERAL INTRODUCTION 4
1.3 — BRIDGING GAPS 8
1.4 — CHAPTER SUMMARY 11
CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW 13
2.1 = INTRODUCTION 14
2.1.1 The importance of listening 14
2.1.2 Listening in language learning 15
2.1.3 Listening in language teaching and research 19
2.2 — UNDERSTANDING LISTENING 22
2.2.1 Listening as a process: The ‘teaching approach’ 22
2.2.2 Listening processes 25
2.2.3 Listening in the present study 29
2.2.3.1 Bottom-up or Top-down? 29
2.2.3.2 Bottom-up and Top-down in weak and strong listeners 32
2.3 —=VOCABULARY AND LISTENING 36
2.3.1 Inadequate vocabulary size and listening performance 37
2.3.2 Positive effects of adequate vocabulary size on listening
performance 40
2.3.3 Vocabulary and Listening among L1-Spanish Learners 41
2.4 — KNOWING A WORD — TEXT PROFILING 44
2.4.1 Lexical units in vocabulary studies 44
2.4.2 Mismatches in word families — Single-word items 47
2.4.2.1 Polysemy 48
2.4.2.2 Homoforms 49
2.4.2.3 Proper nouns 51
2.4.3 Mismatches in word families - Multiword items 52
2.4.3.1 Multiword nouns 52
2.4.3.2 Multiword verbs 54
2.4.3.3 Formulaic language 55




2.4 .4 Reasons for the mismatches 57
2.5 - ESTIMATING VOCABULARY SIZE IN L2 60
2.5.1 Vocabulary Size, Frequency and Lexical Coverage 60
2.5.2 Vocabulary Testing and Listening Comprehension 63
2.5.2.1 Unsuccessful attempts to assess the aural vocabulary
size 65
2.5.2.2 Listening Vocabulary Size Test (LVST) 68
2.6 — BRIDGING GAPS 72
2.7 — CHAPTER SUMMARY 75
CHAPTER 3 - METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 79
3.1 — METHODOLOGY 80
3.1.1 Ontological Assumptions and Epistemological Approach 80
3.1.2 Ontology and Epistemology in the present Research Study 81
3.1.2.1 Vocabulary and Listening: Homogeneity, Reliability and 83
Generalizability
3.1.2.2 Vocabulary and Listening: Ecological Validity 85
3.1.2.3 Vocabulary and Listening: Research Questions 88
3.1.2.4 Vocabulary and Listening: Research Constructs 92
3.1.2.5 Vocabulary and Listening: Use of the Rasch Model 93
3.2 - METHODS 98
3.2.1 Vocabulary Test — Preliminary Issues 99
3.2.2 Cambridge English: Preliminary and Preliminary for Schools
(PET) — Vocabulary List 100
3.2.2.1 Preparing the PET Vocabulary List 101
3.2.2.2 The PET Vocabulary List and the BNC-COCA 1-25k 101
3.2.3 Creation of a Vocabulary Test based on the PET Vocabulary 105
List
3.2.4 Cambridge English: Preliminary — Adapting the Listening Paper 108
3.2.5 Preliminary Study — Refining the Vocabulary Tests 111
3.2.5.1 Data collection 111
3.2.5.2 Data Analysis: Descriptive Statistics, Reliability,
Separation 115
3.2.5.3 Data Analysis: Fit Statistics 119
3.2.5.4 Data Analysis: Descriptive Statistics and Item Difficulty 125
3.2.5.5 Data Analysis: Instrument Validity 129
3.2.5.6 Conclusions 133
3.2.6 Main Study — First Data Collection — October 2019 133

-Vi-



3.2.6.1 Descriptive statistics, reliability, and separation

134

3.2.6.2 Data Quality Analysis 135
3.2.6.3 Effect of misfit on data quality 136
3.2.6.4 Conclusions 140
3.2.7 Main Study — Second Data Collection — June 2020 140
3.2.7.1 Adapting to a new research environment caused by
COVID-19 141
3.2.7.2 Data Quality Analysis 141
3.2.7.3 Effect of misfit on data quality 144
3.2.7.4 Conclusions 146
3.3 — CHAPTER SUMMARY 148
CHAPTER 4 — DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 151
4.1 — DATA ANALYSIS — DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS and ITEM
DIFFICULTY 152
4.1.1 First Dataset — October 2019 152
4.1.2 Second Dataset — June 2020 158
4.1.3 Conclusions 163
4.2 - RESEARCH QUESTION 1: How much of the listening performance
in an exam might be attributed to knowing the words in a vocabulary list? 165
4.2.1 Data from October 2019 165
4.2.2 Data from June 2020 170
4.2.3 Conclusions 172
4.3 - RESEARCH QUESTION 2: How much lexical coverage of a spoken
text does a learner need to achieve comprehension in a listening test? 174
4.3.1 Data from October 2019 174
4.3.2 Data from June 2020 178
4.3.3 Conclusions 180
4.4 —- RESEARCH QUESTION 3: How similar are the scores in
vocabulary size tests based on recognising either the aural or the written
form of words? 182
4.4.1 Data analysis 182
4.4.2 Conclusions 186
4.5 - RESEARCH QUESTION 4: How does the relationship between
lexical knowledge and listening performance evolve over time? 188
4.5.1 Data analysis 188
4.5.2 Conclusions 193
4.6 — CHAPTER SUMMARY 196
CHAPTER 5 - GENERAL DISCUSSION 199
5.1 — RESEARCH QUESTION 1: How much of the listening performance
in an exam might be attributed to knowing the words in a vocabulary list? 200
5.2 - RESEARCH QUESTION 2: How much lexical coverage of a spoken
text does a learner need to achieve comprehension in a listening test? 209

-Vii-



5.3 — RESEARCH QUESTION 3: How similar are the scores in
vocabulary size tests based on recognising either the aural or the written

form of words? 215
5.4 - RESEARCH QUESTION 4: How does the relationship between

lexical knowledge and listening performance evolve over time? 220
5.5 - CONTEXTUALIZATION OF RESULTS 224
5.6 —- CHAPTER SUMMARY 228
CHAPTER 6 — IMPLICATIONS, CONCLUSIONS and LIMITATIONS 231
6.1 — LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 232
6.2 — IMPLICATIONS FOR SECOND LANGUAGE RESEARCH
METHODOLOGY 235
6.3 — IMPLICATIONS FOR SECOND LANGUAGE THEORY and

RESEARCH 239
6.4 — IMPLICATIONS FOR SECOND LANGUAGE TEACHING 245
6.5 — IMPACT ON MY TEACHING PRACTICE 248
6.6 — CHAPTER SUMMARY 251
BIBLIOGRAPHY AND REFERENCES 253
APPENDICES 273

-viii-



LIST OF ACRONYMS

B1

Linguistic level included in the Common European Framework of
Reference (CEFR) and equivalent to an intermediate level of
proficiency.

BNC

British National Corpus. Compilation of millions of words from
different sources — written and oral —, mainly from the British variety
of English.

CEFR

Common European Framework of Reference. An introductory guide
to this framework can be retrieved from
http://www.englishprofile.org/images/pdf/Guide ToOCEFR.pdf
(Cambridge University Press, 2013)

COCA

Corpus Of Contemporary American English. Compilation of millions of
words from different sources — written and oral —, mainly from the
American variety of English.

EdD

Doctorate in Education.

EFL

English as a Foreign Language.

ESL

English as a Second Language.

IELTS

International English Language Testing System. It measures the
language proficiency of people who want to study or work where
English is used as a language of communication.

L1

First language or mother tongue of a language user.

L2

Second language of a language user.

LCT

Listening Comprehension Test. Instrument designed to gather data
on the listening comprehension of the study participants. See section
3.2.4 and Appendices 8-11.

LVST

Listening Vocabulary Size Test. Instrument created by McLean et al.
(2015) to estimate the aural vocabulary size of L1-Japanese learners
of English as a second language. The first items in the test are shown
in Appendix 1.

LVT

Listening Vocabulary Test. Instrument designed to gather data on the
aural vocabulary size of the study participants. See section 3.2.3 and
Appendices 3 and 5.

MALQ

Metacognitive Awareness Listening Questionnaire. Instrument
created “to assess the extent to which language learners are aware of
and can regulate the process of L2 listening comprehension”
(Vandergrift, Goh, Mareschal & Tafaghodtari, 2006, 432).



http://www.englishprofile.org/images/pdf/GuideToCEFR.pdf

MNSQ

Mean Square. In the Rasch model it is the chi-square statistic divided
by its degrees of freedom.

PET

Preliminary English Test. Also known as Cambridge English:
Preliminary, and B1 Preliminary. Standardized examination created
and administered by the University of Cambridge Local Examinations
Syndicate (UCLES). The test is meant for English language learners
with a B1-level according to the Common European Framework of
Reference.

SLA

Second Language Acquisition.

SLL

Second Language Learning.

SLT

Second Language Teaching.

TOEFL

Test Of English as a Foreign Language. Standardized examination
created and administered by Educational Testing Service. It intends
to measure the academic communication skills in English for non-
native speakers.

TOEIC

Test Of English for International Communication. Standardized
examination created and administered by Educational Testing
Service. It is meant for non-native speakers who need to measure
their proficiency in English at the global workplace.

UCLES

University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate. Non-teaching
department of the University of Cambridge which operates under the
brand name Cambridge Assessment. Within that institution,
Cambridge Assessment English is responsible for the creation and
administration of standardized language exams like Cambridge
English: Preliminary (PET), currently known as B1 Preliminary.

VLT

Vocabulary Levels Test. Instrument designed by Nation and validated
by Schmitt, Schmitt and Clapham (2001) to give an estimate of
vocabulary size for second language learners of general or academic
English.

VST

Vocabulary Size Test. Instrument designed by Beglar and Nation
(2007) to estimate the written vocabulary size of English language
users.

WRS

Word Recognition Speech: ability to map information from the speech
signal onto the lexical units that information represents.

Written Vocabulary Test. Instrument designed to gather data on the
written vocabulary size of the study participants. See section 3.2.3
and Appendices 4 and 6.

ZSTD

Z-Standardized. In the Rasch model, it reports the statistical
significance (probability) of the chi-square (mean-square) statistics
occurring by chance when the data fit the Rasch model.
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION

This dissertation is the culmination of a research journey that began four years
ago. The initial question that piqued my curiosity was how | could help my
Spanish-speaking students become better listeners in English. Their complaints
about not being able to understand most of the aural texts in that language led
me to focus my investigation on exploring factors that might facilitate their
listening performance (Rubin, 1994). Among those factors, learners’ vocabulary
knowledge stood out as one of the best predictors for the overall proficiency in
second language (Milton, Wade & Hopkins, 2010), and as a highly influential

variable on language skills like listening.




1.1 — RESEARCH CONTEXT

My personal teaching context has played an important role in determining the
topic of this dissertation, as well as its scope and specific focus. | am a teacher
at university in Spain, and | am familiar with situations where students struggle
to become competent users of English as a foreign language. Furthermore, my
own experience as a language learner has influenced my stance towards the

research topic in this dissertation.

The vast majority of my students in my 15 years of teaching experience have
had Spanish as their first language (L1). Many of them have complained about
the listening activities in their English classes because the speakers in the
recordings tended to “speak too fast [or] swallow their words” (Field, 2009, 27).
In some cases, they have even expressed their frustration for not being able to

see any progress in their listening ability after months of hard work.

The perceived difficulty of listening in English might also be reflected in the
overall test results L1-Spanish learners show with respect to other students with
different mother tongues. The European Survey on Language Competences
(European Commission, 2012) assessed the proficiency of thousands of foreign
language learners in 15 different European Union educational systems. The
European authorities had set for their citizens the objective of attaining the
listening level of an independent language user, i.e., B2 according to the
Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). Only 32% of the survey
participants showed to have reached that level in listening, whereas the
percentage dropped to less than 13% among the Spanish learners (Costa &
Albergaria-Almeida, 2015). Spain ranked in the 11™ position in the survey for
reading and writing, whereas its results in the listening tests were the second

worst. Furthermore, about a third of the Spanish-speaking participants showed
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a listening competence below the A1-level (European Commission, 2012).

Finally, this dissertation focuses on the relationship between vocabulary and
listening among L1-Spanish learners with a B1-level in English (CEFR). My
experience with those language learners has shown that achieving this level of
language proficiency might serve to predict their future success in English.
Once that level has been achieved, learners might make further progress, and
arrive at an advanced level of proficiency. Those who are still struggling to
consolidate their B1-level might interrupt their learning and resume it after some
time. Eventually, these learners might be making no actual progress, despite
the many years they might have been studying the language (Yi, 2011).
Interestingly, among the recommendations for those learners aiming to achieve
the B1-level of language proficiency, research has highlighted the importance of

developing both L2 vocabulary and listening (Richards, 2008a).




1.2 - VOCABULARY AND LISTENING — GENERAL INTRODUCTION

The literature review carried out for this dissertation confirms that my students’
complaints are similar to the ones made by other students from other language
backgrounds (section 2.1.2). Second language (L2) listening might cause
anxiety in many language learners (Ferris, 1998; Xu, 2011), which has a
negative impact on their performance (Graham & Santos, 2015; Mills, Pajares,
& Herron, 2006). Furthermore, L2 learners tend to perceive listening as
something difficult to learn, where they feel the least successful, particularly

when they are tested (Kim, 2002; Graham, 2006).

This perception of listening as a difficult skill seems to extend to the classrooms,
as some teachers might show attitudes that are not based on actual research
evidence, and that might not help their students. Many teachers tend to think
that listening is impossible or really difficult to teach (Field, 2009); adopting a
‘comprehension approach’ (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012), where the actual teaching
is equated with testing the skill (Mendelsohn, 2006; Siegel, 2013). However,
research in second language teaching (SLT) has shown that there are
alternative perspectives for the teaching of this skill, where the focus is set not
on the product to achieve — listening comprehension — but on the abilities,
processes and knowledge that a listener needs for such achievement. This
stance towards listening has shown to be more effective than just testing the
listener’s ability (Field, 2009; Hulstijn, 2003; Richards, 2008b; Tsui & Fullilove,

1998).

The investigation of what is necessary to achieve L2 aural comprehension could
lead to the exploration of which factors might hinder or facilitate that
achievement (Rubin, 1994). Once their impact on listening comprehension has

been determined, more efficient teaching methodologies could be offered to

4-



either minimize their negative influence, or to increase their beneficial effect.
Furthermore, these methodologies might — in turn — contribute to reduce the
anxiety caused by the listening experience among some L2 listeners
(Vandergrift & Baker, 2015), and enhance their sense of self-efficacy (Graham

& Santos, 2015).

Among the possible factors that might help our L2 students while listening in
another language, the vocabulary knowledge of the target language has shown
to be clearly beneficial (Fung & Macaro, 2019; Matthews, 2018; Wang &
Treffers-Daller, 2017). Furthermore, this positive impact is particularly
heightened among less proficient users (Pan, Tsai, Huang & Liu, 2018).
Although some researchers might draw on the model proposed by Stanovich
(1980), and claim that L2 listeners have compensation strategies and
mechanisms to make up for their lack of vocabulary knowledge, language
teachers and learners need to understand that nothing is able to compensate
for the lack of the relevant vocabulary (Milton, 2009). Furthermore, cognitive
load theory provides an additional argument for the inability of such mechanism
to compensate for the lack of vocabulary knowledge in certain situations: if a
text has too many unknown words, our mind is likely to be overwhelmed (Paas
& Sweller, 2014). Alternatively, if the person’s long-term memory has a
sufficient number of lexical terms stored, they will be less likely to find unknown
words in a text and therefore, to tax their working memory excessively.

Unfortunately, despite the negative perception L2 practitioners have about
listening, and the importance of teaching how to develop the comprehension of
aural texts, listening might be considered the “Cinderella skill” (Nunan, 2002,
238) in L2 research. Compared to other language skills, listening has received

little attention in the literature, probably because it might seem more difficult to




investigate (Vandergrift, 2007). Consequently, the factors that impact positively
or negatively on the listeners’ performance have been neglected in the literature
(Graham & Santos, 2015).

Moreover, most studies have investigated the relationship between L2
vocabulary and listening comprehension by matching the scores in written
vocabulary tests to the results in listening comprehension tests (Read, 2013). In
other words, they have tried to determine how related the language learners’
vocabulary size is to their listening ability. However, those investigations might
have disregarded the possible existence of two separate dimensions in L2
vocabulary knowledge — aural and written (Milton 2009) — by focusing only on
the written form of words. This decision might be particularly relevant when the
vocabulary scores are subsequently matched to the listening performance.
Moreover, most of the few studies employing aural vocabulary tests to assess
the vocabulary size have drawn on research instruments that might not be the
most suitable for that purpose. The use of dictation tests (Bonk, 2000), or of
aural versions of word-recognition tests (Milton & Hopkins, 2006) might show
construct validity issues, as well as an overestimation of learners’ aural
vocabulary size (van Zeeland, 2014a). Fortunately, there are other vocabulary
tests that target the aural form of words, while raising no concerns about their
validity or reliability (McLean, Krammer & Beglar, 2015).

The importance of accurately assessing the language learners’ vocabulary size
is two-fold. Firstly, because the possible relationship between their lexical
knowledge and their listening performance can be determined more exactly,
providing thus more reliable evidence to support further claims and
recommendations. Secondly, because a relevant strand in the research into L2

learning has focused on determining the minimum percentage of words a




person should be able to recognize in order to function in another language
(van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013b). Once the required percentage is determined, it
is matched to the frequency of occurrence of words in that language to estimate
the approximate number of lexical items a language user should know. For
example, if it is necessary to know at least 95% of the words in any text to
understand it, and that percentage is covered with the occurrences of the 5,000
most frequent words in a language, learners should know those 5,000 words to
function adequately in the target language.

Those percentages are based on the previous assessment of learners’
vocabulary size. If the vocabulary tests are not sensitive enough they might
overestimate or underestimate the actual vocabulary size, leading to
inaccuracies in the number of words necessary to function in a language. As
teaching and learning plans might be based on those figures, the impact on the
classrooms is clear. An apparently minimal variation in the percentage of
necessary words might imply learning thousands of new lexical forms (section

2.5.1).




1.3 — BRIDGING GAPS

In the previous sections we have seen the pertinence of carrying out research
into L2 listening comprehension, especially among L1-Spanish speakers who
want to become proficient listeners in English, and how their vocabulary size
might contribute positively to their listening performance. The following
paragraphs present the aims of this dissertation to contribute to the body of
research into L2 vocabulary and listening comprehension.
First of all, as this dissertation investigates the facilitating effect of vocabulary, it
focuses on the processes and elements leading to listening comprehension,
rather than on the final product to be achieved. This investigation intends thus
to add to the few studies about the relationship between L2 vocabulary size and
listening comprehension. Furthermore, it presents an additional perspective on
this topic, as it is a partial replication of previous research studies (McLean et
al., 2015; Steehr, 2009), although on a more linguistically homogenous
population of L1-Spanish speakers. In particular, and based on the gaps
detected in previous studies (section 2.6), this investigation intends to:

1) estimate the relationship between L2 vocabulary size and listening

comprehension over time,
2) determine the differences between L2 aural and written vocabulary,

3) estimate the minimal L2 vocabulary size necessary to achieve listening

comprehension.

Apart from adding to the existing research into L2 vocabulary and listening
comprehension, this study contributes to that body of knowledge with its novel
and unique design. This investigation intends to increase the accuracy of both

estimations by focusing on the validity and reliability of the instruments




employed for the data collection, and in their subsequent analysis. In particular,

this design aims at:

1) increasing the overall validity of the study by drawing on the same
framework to create its research instruments,

2) enhancing the validity of those instruments by using two versions — aural
and written — of the same vocabulary test, in a bilingual format,

3) refining the reliability of the research instruments by carrying out a
preliminary study to determine the best performing items,

4) increasing the accuracy of the assessment by employing multiple
measures (Webb, 2002), administered one after the other to the same
participants at two moments in time,

5) improving the overall reliability of the study by drawing on the Rasch

model, a more thorough and conservative approach to data analysis.

One last set of objectives are related to the fact that the present research study
is part of a dissertation for a professional doctorate in Education (EdD). | want
to help my own students, as well as other language learners, and find evidence
in support of more beneficial methodologies and approaches than the ones
currently in use (Vandergrift, 2007). Those novel perspectives might eventually
contribute to change their perceptions about listening. Moreover, statistics
indicate that L1-Spanish speakers might need more help than other students of
English in Europe, particularly with listening comprehension (section 1.2).
Therefore, both the preliminary and the main study are carried out in language
centres in Spain, within a population of L2-English learners attending classes at
a B1-level.

The following chapters will elaborate on the contribution of this dissertation to

the field of L2 learning. Chapter 2 will present what researchers have already
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said about L2 listening comprehension and its relationship with lexical
knowledge. In particular, it intends to show the possible gaps in previous
research that the present investigation might contribute to mitigate (section 2.6).
Chapter 3 will deal with the methodology and methods employed in this
dissertation. A thorough account of all the methodological decisions taken with
respect to the study design will be provided, as well as a detailed description of
the unique contribution of the Rasch model, and a discussion of the quality of
the instruments employed in the data collection. Chapter 4 will show the
different data analyses performed to find evidence in support of the answers to
the research questions. Chapter 5 will present those answers and contextualise
them by drawing on some studies already discussed in the literature review.
Finally, Chapter 6 will discuss the impact of those answers on future research
into L2 vocabulary and listening, on theoretical and methodological approaches
to this research topic, and on the specific aspects of L2 classroom practice

affected by the findings and claims of the present study.
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1.4 - CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter has introduced the broad topic in this dissertation: second
language vocabulary and listening comprehension. After a brief presentation of
the negative results and perceptions L2 listening might generate, we have seen
the need for more research in the field, particularly investigations based on
more adequate methodological approaches. In the final section of this
introductory chapter, we have presented how this study might contribute to
bridge some of the gaps mentioned in the previous sections by mentioning its

main aims.
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CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW

Helping students be better listeners in a second language has a direct positive
impact on their overall linguistic performance, because in some cases, most of
the language they acquire is through the linguistic information they hear
(Richards, 2008b; Rost, 2006). However, reality in the language classrooms
tells us that most students are simply tested in their listening skills instead of
being taught how to be more proficient in that respect (Field, 2009; Vandergrift
& Goh, 2012). Some research studies (e.g., Ferris, 1998; Graham, 2002;
Graham & Santos, 2015; Kim, 2002; Mills et al, 2006; Xu, 2011) have
investigated the problems L2 learners face when dealing with this language
skill. Other studies have addressed the possible factors that might bear an
influence on the listening performance (e.g., Boyle, 1984; Mendelson, 2001;
Rubin, 1994; Tsui & Fullilove, 1998; Vandergrift & Baker, 2015). Among those
studies that have focused on the listening skill, the vocabulary size of those L2
learners has been pointed out as one of the possible predictors of their listening
performance (Field, 1998, 2009; Goh, 2005, Rost; 2005, 2011; van Zeeland,

2018; Vandergrift & Baker, 2015; Wang & Treffers-Daller, 2017).

This study intends to explore the contribution of language learners’ vocabulary
size on their ability to understand aural texts. Consequently, the first sections in
this literature review will present the reasons why listening is the language skill
under study, as well as a brief description of the listening model that underpins
the investigation (section 2.2). Based on that model, section 2.3 will address the
possible influence of L2 vocabulary knowledge on listening performance. The
final sections of this chapter will focus on more practical issues as they deal
with questions such as knowing a word or quantifying the vocabulary size, and

with concepts like corpora and frequency vocabulary lists.
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2.1 - INTRODUCTION

Experts in second language acquisition (SLA) claim that ‘listening’ and ‘listening
comprehension’ are synonymous (Richards, 2008b). Although many authors
have attempted to define listening comprehension (Buck, 2001; Rost, 2011),
they all tend to see listening comprehension as a process of making sense of
the linguistic input delivered orally to a person (Yi'an, 1998). Two important
aspects stand out from this definition. First, that the purpose of listening is
comprehension (making sense). Second, that the listener plays an active role —
“fully as active as when speaking” (Mendelsohn, 2001, 34) — because they

combine the use of multiple resources to achieve comprehension.

2.1.1 The importance of listening

Listening is probably the most important skill to obtain comprehensible input
(LeLoup & Ponterio, 2007), and we can consider it the “foundation of language
acquisition and communication ability” (Rost & Wilson, 2013, xiii). In fact, adults
spend about half of the time they need to communicate just listening to what
other people are saying (Siegel, 2015). In the case of L2 learners, listening
might be the primary source to acquire the target language (Rost, 2006). This
might be the case with classrooms and methodologies where oral interaction is
a priority, whereas skills like reading or writing might be the main focus of
interest in other contexts of language learning, like a doctoral thesis, for

example.

Research has shown that listening is pivotal in many forms of communication,
and that understanding oral input is essential in several daily situations.

Therefore, any enhancement in the way our L2 students use their listening skills
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will have a noticeable impact on their overall linguistic performance, especially
in informal education and in settings where communication is encouraged

(Vandergrift & Baker, 2015).

The importance of carrying out investigations on L2 listening can also be seen
in the tests results European citizens have shown in that particular skill. The
European Survey on Language Competences assessed the proficiency of
54,000 Europeans in learning a foreign language across 15 educational
systems in 14 different countries. Costa and Albergaria-Almeida (2015)
concluded that only 32% of the participants showed a B2-level in listening as
stated in the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). According
to the educational authorities in most European countries, students should have
that linguistic level for the first foreign language they are learning by the end of
their secondary education (Baidak, Balcon & Motiejunaite, 2017). The results in
this survey are comparatively worse for the target population of the present
study, i.e., L1-Spanish speakers who are learning English as a foreign language
Among the Spanish participants less than 15% of them showed a proficiency of
a B2-user in listening, and almost a third of them showed a linguistic

competence below the A1-level in that skill (European Commission, 2012).

2.1.2 Listening in language learning

The previous section has shown how being able to understand aural texts is
important in our everyday lives, particularly among language learners. However,
they perceive listening as something difficult to learn, where they feel the least
successful, particularly when they are tested (Kim, 2002; Graham, 2006).

Several reasons might account for this perception of difficulty, and the
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subsequent feelings of low self-efficacy. Students might feel less ‘prepared’ for
the listening part of a language test, when compared to other sections of the
same examination. This perception from students might come from the belief
held by many teachers that effective listening is synonymous with task
completion (Graham, Santos & Francis-Brophy, 2014). If the students’ results in
a test are poor, the logical consequence is to think that success has not been

achieved.

Secondly, L2 learners might perceive listening as difficult because there exists
little ecological validity (section 3.1.2.2) in the way listening skills are taught and
tested, which in turn might lead them to feel ‘less in control’. In real-life
situations, listeners have different aids at their disposal that might help them
overcome possible communication problems (Alderson, 2005). They can
interrupt the speaker’s discourse, ask for clarification of some parts of the
content, or draw on paralinguistic features like body language. Unlike what
happens in most real-life situations (Lynch, 1997), in the vast majority of
listening tests, the input is unidirectional — preventing any interaction with the
speakers —, conveyed by people who are perfect strangers to them, and about
topics or situations that are usually foreign to the listener, and that might attract
little interest on their part. In this respect, Field’'s unexpected finding about L2
listeners’ beliefs is revealing (Field, 2012). Contrary to his initial hypothesis, he
concluded that the ecological validity of the listening task is a more decisive
factor for the students to perceive its relative difficulty than the cognitive

demands it might pose on them.

Another aspect of those negative perceptions on L2 listening is the anxiety it
causes among learners. We can understand anxiety here as a “state of

anticipatory apprehension over possible deleterious happenings” (Bandura,
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1997, 137). In this definition, perceptions of self-efficacy are key to successfully
manage that apprehension over future negative events (Mills et al., 2006). In
this respect, research has documented how language learners lack confidence
in their oral abilities, as well as the stress and anxiety they feel when listening is
at stake (Ferris, 1998; Xu, 2011). Anxiety influences the listener's performance
(Graham & Santos, 2015; Mills et al., 2006) because if “learners are worrying
about not understanding, they are not giving their full attention to the task at
hand” (Arnold, 2000, 784). Alternatively, the more confident and less anxious
the listener feels, the better their performance in listening comprehension
(Brunfaut & Revesz, 2014; Vandergrift & Baker, 2015). Furthermore, language
instructors may contribute to their L2 students’ comprehension by enhancing

their confidence in their own abilities in a foreign language (Mills et al., 2006).

Previous research studies have pointed out several reasons for those
perceptions of listening as difficult skill to learn, and a major source of anxiety
among L2 learners. Firstly, listening is transitory. The different nature of written
and spoken texts is a crucial factor here. When a person reads a text, they have
permanent access to the input, and they can get back to its relevant parts if
necessary, because the text is present in time and space (Ridgway, 2000).
Investigations on how the L2 reader’s eyes behave while reading confirm that
they do not process the written input in a linear and straightforward fashion, and
that they draw on the permanent nature of the written text. Compared to native
readers, language learners take longer to read a text, fixate more on some
parts, divert less their attention to previous parts of the text, and skip fewer
words (Cop, Drieghe & Duyck, 2015). On the other hand, aural texts are only
present in time, which implies processing online the information conveyed,

without the possibility of getting back to a previous passage unless the delivery
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is interrupted, and a repetition or clarification provided. Furthermore, this
resource is usually available to the listener only in real-life situations, whereas in
L2 classrooms — and especially when learners’ listening performance is

assessed — this possibility is seldom made available to them.

A second aspect of L2 listening that might cause those perceptions of difficulty
and feelings of anxiety might be that the input L2 learners receive is a block
without spaces, as the words are pronounced in connected speech. Again, the
intrinsically different nature of written and aural texts plays a major role in the
way language users approach them, and on how their working memory is taxed
(Ridgway, 2000). When a person reads a text in the target language, they can
benefit from the presence of blank spaces to delimit the individual words (Field,
2009), determining where one word ends and the next begins. Furthermore,
when new ideas are introduced in a written discourse, they are easily perceived
because a new paragraph or section begins. However, in oral texts —
particularly in more spontaneous and unscripted texts — those transitions and

marks might be harder to find.

A third factor that renders listening a comparatively more difficult skill is that
listeners might need to pay attention to additional and complementary ways to
deliver the message (Zhang & Graham, 2020). In listening comprehension, the
context might be more important than in reading, as the speaker has other
‘channels’ to convey their message. Listeners might need to pay attention not
only to the lexical and syntactic output the speaker is conveying — as they would
with a written message — but also to the particular stress or intonation employed
by the speaker. Moreover, although in some L2 classrooms the listening events
are usually one-way (Lynch, 1997), and limited to double playing short audio

passages (Field, 2009), in real-life situations listeners might need to make use
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of visual elements accompanying the aural text such as the speaker’s body

language, or the use of multimedia elements like diagrams or video.

These three factors — the transitory nature of aural input, the blurred contours of
words in connected speech, and the importance of context and multimodality in
some listening events — might tax language learners’ working memory in
listening more than in reading (Ridgeway, 2000; Vandergrift & Baker, 2015). If
their working memory — responsible for the temporary storage and manipulation
of information for language processing — is overwhelmed, a breakdown in
comprehension might occur, which might cause subsequent feelings of anxiety

and low perceptions of self-efficacy (section 2.2.3.2).

2.1.3 Listening in language teaching and research

The relative difficulty of listening might also become apparent among L2
teachers. Many language classrooms have reduced the instruction of listening
to the mere checking of correct answers on the part of the learners (Vandergrift
& Goh, 2012). Some teachers might believe that listening is difficult to teach,
and a skill where tangible outcomes are hard to achieve (Field, 2009). There
might exist cases where “many teachers are themselves unsure of how to teach
listening in a principled manner” (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012, 4). Consequently,
language teachers only play recordings and check answers, without asking why
or how their students have arrived at those answers (Mendelsohn, 2006), and

leave thus no room for the actual teaching of the skill.

This lack of systematicity among language teachers with respect to teaching
listening might be the consequence of the comparative scarcity of research into

the skill (van Zeeland, 2014b; Wang & Treffers-Daller, 2017). If teachers do not

-19-



have access to soundly designed research into L2 listening, with readily
applicable findings to be implemented in the language classrooms, they might
continue to believe that checking their students’ answers is the only possible
manner to teach how to be better L2 listeners. However, another reason might
be the lack of consistency between what teachers think is necessary with
respect to teaching this skill, and what they really do in their classrooms.
Graham et al. (2014) found that L2 teachers saw listening as a teachable skill
with clear ideas from research about how to do it. Yet, few of them introduced
activities meant to teach their students how to listen. For example, they thought
that identifying word boundaries in connected speech was important to listening
comprehension. However, only a minority used this finding from previous
research studies (Goh, 2000; Rost, 2005) and asked their students to identify

those word boundaries while listening.

Moreover, listening might be perceived as difficult by publishers and textbooks
authors, as it has also received the least systematic attention from them
(Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). Although some research findings have been
available for decades, there seems to exist a gulf between what research says
and what publishers offer L2 language learners and teachers (Graham &
Santos, 2015).

With respect to how research has approached listening, researchers might have
considered it as something difficult to investigate. Its transitory nature might
account for the limited number of L2 research studies that have focused on
listening (Alderson, 2005). It might be the least researched of the four skills
because the ephemeral nature of the aural input makes it clearly more difficult
to be analysed and studied (Vandergrift, 2007). Furthermore, language

research might tend to employ more written than spoken material simply
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because ‘it is easier to do experimentally” (Anderson, 2020, 417).

Moreover, when researchers study the processes that lead to reading
comprehension — the other traditionally considered receptive language skill —
they can make use of devices to record the reader’'s eye movements, and
inferentially link the results to different mental processes (Lynch, 1998; Conklin
& Pellicer-Sanchez, 2016). Comparatively, the difficulty of accessing the
listeners’ minds, and the complexity listening as a construct might have led
many researchers to draw on reading-based findings in their investigations

about this skill (van Zeeland, 2014b; sections 2.5.2.1 and 5.2).

The first part of this section has highlighted two key aspects of how listening is
understood in the present study. Firstly, that the purpose of listening is to make
sense (i.e., comprehension). Secondly, that listeners play an active role in
making that sense while drawing on a variety of resources. Then L2 learners’
perceptions on listening have been analysed, and their importance within their
learning experience contextualised. The last part of this section has focused on
the idea that listening is not only difficult for learners to learn, but also for
researchers to study, and for teachers and publishers to deal with. Although
different studies have been discussed, more research on L2 listening is
necessary to prevent it from becoming “a source of frustration to learners and

an area in which it seems difficult to make progress” (Graham, 2011, 139).

-21-



2.2 - UNDERSTANDING LISTENING

Section 2.1 has highlighted the importance of listening in second language
learning and addressed how it is perceived among language learners and
teachers, as well as the possible reasons for those perceptions and their
consequences. Now the discussion focuses on the listening model that

underpins the present study.

The ‘comprehension approach’ (Field, 2009) — equating listening to a product to
be gained — might be considered ‘commonplace’ in second language
classrooms (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). However, focusing on the listening
ability, on its processes and knowledge sources to achieve comprehension of
aural texts is certainly a more efficient way to help our students develop as
proficient listeners in their L2s (Hulstijn, 2003; Tsui & Fullilove, 1998). In other
words, to help language learners become better listeners it is necessary to
understand what listening comprehension entails. In fact, this study focuses on
investigating the possible influence of one element (vocabulary) on the listening

performance of L2 learners.

2.2.1 Listening as a process: The ‘teaching approach’

Several experts in second language teaching have argued that a successful
listening pedagogy has to derive from studying listening as a process, not as a
product (Richards, 2008b; Field, 2009). Consequently, teachers need to
understand how learners engage in it, what difficulties they have, and how they
deal with those difficulties (Graham & Santos 2015). This pedagogy focuses on
the ability itself, and approaches the phenomenon of listening from a more

holistic perspective that might encompass all the processes and demands —
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internal and external — that affect comprehension (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012).

This shift of focus from the product to the process, lends itself to the analysis of
the possible difficulties inherent in understanding aural messages, so that part
of the variability in learners’ listening performance might be accounted for. By
ascertaining the reasons why some listeners are more successful than others,
language teachers might then be able to devise methodologies to help their
students more efficiently. In this new model, the comprehension approach is
considered a means to an end: “instead of simply checking answers, the
instructor operates diagnostically, establishing precisely why certain answers
(correct or incorrect) have been given” (Field 2009, 95). By analysing the
answers given and the reasons why the students have chosen them, the
teacher might begin to have a clearer picture of what is actually happening in
their students’ minds when they listen to a text in a foreign language. Once
teachers have accessed this information, they could devise methodologies to
help their students overcome the difficulties they are experiencing (Field, 1998).
In this respect, several authors have analysed listening texts in an attempt to
compile the possible factors that might affect their relative difficulty (e.g., Buck,
2001; Rubin, 1994), so that teachers are able to anticipate those ‘obstacles’ and

design activities that might help their students surmount them.

A second strand towards a process approach to teaching listening is advocated
by authors who have focused on providing L2 learners with strategy instruction
to overcome possible difficulties and become better listeners. Instead of
diagnosing what causes listening breakdowns, they based their offer on an
initial diagnostic test, and a subsequent needs analysis. One illustrative
example in this strand is the use of the Metacognitive Awareness Listening

Questionnaire (MALQ) “to assess the extent to which language learners are
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aware of and can regulate the process of L2 listening comprehension”
(Vandergrift et al., 2006, 432). Another example might be the awareness-raising
activities proposed by Graham and Santos (2015) along with some strategies to
help learners become better listeners. In both cases, language learners are
informed about the existence of the metacognitive resources at their disposal —
like planning and evaluation, or directed attention — and then instructed in how

to make the best use of them.

Nevertheless, despite all research in support of a teaching approach to listening
— and unlike the case of reading or writing — few teachers and even fewer
published methods have adopted stance towards the skill (Field, 2010; Siegel,
2015; Tomlinson, 2013). The absence of a real pedagogy of L2 listening in the
language classrooms might be attributable to a lack of understanding of what
listening really is and what the listening processes entail (Mendelsohn, 2001).
Furthermore, language teachers might be unaware of a range of activities that
might help effectively in the development of subskills and strategies necessary

to listen competently (Siegel, 2013).

Another reason for the persistence of product-based approaches to listening in
the L2 classrooms might be the washback effect generated by some language
testing institutions and high-stakes public examinations, with tests that have not
evolved over the years (Goh, 2008), and that identify the skill of listening with
choosing or writing the right answer to a question. Leading institutions in the
market of language testing like Cambridge Assessment English or Education
Testing Service conceive the listening paper in their language examinations as
a series of unidirectional listening tasks. Every year, millions of language
students take a standardized language exam to certify their level of proficiency

because they might need a visa, apply for a job, or begin their university studies
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abroad. They need to be prepared for that exam, so because of the washback
effect, teachers offer them listening exercises and tasks replicating the ones
featured in the test. This methodology might lead students to a de-facto
identification between unidirectional listening and listening in real life, as well as
identifying listening success with a high score in the listening section of a
standardized test. This kind of test might be extremely reliable from a
psychometric point of view, but they certainly lack certain ecological validity

when compared to real-life listening situations (section 3.1.2.2).

This section has presented an alternative view to the comprehension approach.
This pedagogy considers listening as an ability underpinned by a series of
processes that lead to the achievement of the final goal of comprehension.
Furthermore, it suggests analysing the different processes involved in listening,
and the intrinsic difficulties they might pose to language students. Then, either
remedial activities, or instruction on strategies are offered to students to help
them overcome the obstacles to comprehension and become better listeners.
The following section introduces different perspectives found in the literature
about those listening processes, and presents the listening model that

underpins the present study.

2.2.2 Listening processes

Listening is certainly a complex skill that involves a series of psycholinguistic
abilities, processes, subskills, and knowledge sources (Field, 2009; Rost, 2011).
Vandergrift & Goh (2012) presented a thorough account of what L2 listening
comprehension entails, and identified four sets of cognitive processes: 1)

controlled and automatic processing, 2) perception, parsing and utilisation, 3)
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metacognition, and 4) top-down and bottom-up processing. They also
highlighted the importance of both linguistic knowledge (e.g., phonological or
vocabulary knowledge) and prior knowledge (e.g., background and pragmatic
knowledge) to be a successful listener. Figure 2.1 shows the interrelationships

between the sets of processes and the different knowledge sources.

Figure 2.1 — Cognitive processes and knowledge sources in listening comprehension (Vandergrift

& Goh, 2012, 27)
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Automatic versus controlled processing refers to how rapidly and accurately
language learners are able to access the knowledge sources necessary to
process aural texts. The ephemeral nature of the auditory signal is one of the
reasons why listening is perceived as a difficult skill (section 2.1.2) because it
forces the listener to process that input almost online. Research has
emphasized the importance of having a high degree of automaticity in
processing the acoustic input so that attentional resources are free to focus on

higher-level information (Field, 2009; Hulstijn, 2003). Generally speaking, good
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L2 listeners are those who have automatized some of the listening processes,

and are able to focus their attention on aspects of wider meaning (Field, 2009).

The framework of perception, parsing and utilization is based on Anderson’s
(2020) model of listening comprehension, one of the most widely cited in L2
research (Zhang, 2018). In the first phase — perception — listeners use bottom-
up processing to recognise sounds and get a phonetic representation. Then,
this representation is parsed to activate potential word candidates by using both
word-based cues like the onset or salience, and meaning cues like the context
or the topic (van Zeeland, 2014a). In the final stage of utilization, information
from the perception and parsing stages is related to information stored in long-
term memory. This representation is not sequential, but the three phases have

a two-way relationship with each other.

Metacognition refers to the language learners’ awareness of the cognitive
processes that take place while listening, as well as their ability to monitor,
regulate and make an orchestrated use of them. Again, successful listeners use
metacognition more to regulate the listening processes and achieve
comprehension (Graham, Santos & Vanderplank, 2008; Vandergrift & Goh,

2012).

In the literature the distinction between bottom-up and top-down is probably the
most widely used approach to L2 listening (van Zeeland, 2014a). Bottom-up
processing is identified with linguistic processing. The focus is on sounds,
phonemes and parts of the words that we hear (Graham & Santos, 2015), so
that we are led by the input we receive in real time (Rost, 2011). On the other
hand, research considers top-down processing as equivalent to semantic and
pragmatic processing. In this case, higher-level mental processes help us build

ongoing and tentative representations of what the message might be like.
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These mental processes make use of our previous experiences, and of what we

expect from that particular listening situation (Rost, 2011).

Research has claimed that bottom-up and top-down processes do not refer to
particular levels of processing aural input, but to the direction towards which
these processes are heading. In a bottom-up process, small or lower-level units
are progressively reshaped into larger ones; whereas in a top-down process,
larger units exercise an influence over the way in which smaller ones are
perceived (Field, 2009; Rost, 2006). Furthermore, these processes are not
considered to be alternatives, but “mutually dependent and highly
interconnected” (Field, 2008b, 3). In other words, listeners employ both
directions of processing when trying to understand aural input. They might try to
recognise and decode individual words in bottom-up processes to form larger
structures of discourse, while using contextual cues and world knowledge for
top-down processing to check that those larger structures have been correctly
formed.

This section has shown a listening model where the skill consists of a series of
complex processes involving not only linguistic knowledge, but also other
sources of information that the listener may have like their familiarity with the
listening situation and the auditory input. Furthermore, the processes to
understand aural messages may begin in the auditory signal and finish in the
listeners’ minds or the other way round, in an overlapping and iterative
sequence that might take milliseconds. The following section intends to highlight
the importance of bottom-up processing in this listening model, and connect it to

the methodological choices of the present investigation.
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2.2.3 Listening in the present study

Both language teachers and learners need to be offered more effective
approaches to listening than the currently used in most classrooms. A more
effective listening pedagogy is possible when it is based on the analysis of the
different processes involved in listening comprehension (section 2.2.1). This
section draws on an analysis of what L2 comprehension consists of (section
2.2.2), and discusses the impact of either bottom-up or top-down processing on

the listening ability.

2.2.3.1 Bottom-up and Top-down.

Many researchers have advocated for the introduction of both bottom-up and
top-down activities to help L2 learners become better listeners (Andringa,
Olsthoorn, van Beuningen, Schoonen & Hulstijn, 2012; Field, 1998; Graham &
Santos, 2015; Mendelsohn, 2006; Rost, 2011; Vandergrift & Tafaghodtari,
2010). Bottom-up practice deals with recognizing and identifying sounds,
phonemes, and words, focusing on the available linguistic knowledge. Top-
down activities focus on the use the listener makes of other sources of
knowledge, and of strategies to arrive at comprehending the aural input. It could
have a compensatory function, as the listener can use that information
strategically and compensate for inadequate linguistic knowledge like not being
able to notice or recognise words in connected speech (Field, 2004; Vandergrift,
2007).

Although both types of processing are connected to each other and mutually
dependent, the question is which one is more effective and should be favoured

in the language classrooms. The answer is that both types of processing should
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be employed, but in due course (Field, 2009). On the one hand, some research
studies have catalogued good listeners as those who make better use of their
inferencing skills to help them understand the message, and check
understanding and monitor the whole process of arriving at meaning (Goh,
2002; Vandergrift, 2003). These studies claim that the listener may transfer
knowledge from their first language (L1) to understand the speaker’s mood
through their intonation patterns, or from past experiences to anticipate the next
step in highly standardized procedures like checking-in at a hotel, or going
through security at the airport. These information sources — prior knowledge in
the model presented in Figure 2.1 — might be used to confirm hypotheses,
discard competing options from tentatively decoded units of meaning, or to
monitor overall understanding.

Moreover, Field (1998) claims that there seems to exist an interactive-
compensatory mechanism for some kind of automatic trade-off between the
amount of information available to the listener from the aural input and the clues
they have from the context. He relates his claim to the interactive-compensatory
model that states that “a deficit in any particular process will result in a greater
reliance on other knowledge sources regardless of their level in the processing
hierarchy” (Stanovich, 1980, 32). Similarly, other authors suggest that in
situations where comprehension of aural texts is limited, L2 listeners may use
compensatory strategies and additional sources of information available to them
(Vandergrift, 2004; Yi'an, 1998). This use of compensatory mechanisms might
be even more necessary among lower-level language learners because those
listeners “are limited by working memory constraints” (Vandergrift, 2004, 6).
However, these resources are not available to all listeners at all times. Figure

2.1 has clearly shown how the overall process to achieve comprehension
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begins with the aural input, which is perceived and forms a phonetic
representation. L2 listeners might already experience difficulties the moment
they are exposed to the acoustic input, at the beginning of the bottom-up
processing, as they struggle to decode the information they are receiving (Goh,
2000; Graham, Santos & Vanderplank, 2010). They might even fail to notice
some of the words within the aural input they are trying to process, which clearly
diminishes their opportunities to make lexical inferences (van Zeeland, 2014b).
The reasoning follows Schmidt’'s ‘noticing hypothesis’ (Schmidt, 1990): if the
listener is unaware of the presence of a word embedded in a piece of
connected speech, they will probably fail to activate any top-down processes to
infer the meaning from the context, or from their own prior knowledge.

The process of building meaning from aural input might be seen as an ongoing
task primarily based on understanding — and noticing — what the speaker has
said before. This assumption might imply that top-down strategies are not a
good alternative to poor decoding skills, because “co-text depends entirely for
its reliability upon whether the listener's decoding skills are adequate or not!”
(Field, 2009, 136). In other words, although contextual and co-textual evidence
from the utterance might help the listener understand better the aural message,
they might fail to do so if the listener is unable to decode sufficient building
blocks or basic units of meaning in the message in an accurate manner. For
example, a listener that decodes the input ‘I can’t’ as ‘I can’ might certainly be
misguided in their assumptions about the overall message to be conveyed, in
the subsequent inferences activated to help further understand that message,
and in the process of checking-up whether larger structures of meaning have
been formed accurately. This failure to decode a simple unit of meaning

correctly — or even notice it — might affect the decoding of subsequent units and
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the building of larger units of meaning.

Noticing and efficiently processing the aural input with the help of linguistic
knowledge are ‘at the basis of listening’ (van Zeeland, 2014a). The next section
will address how the use of the different knowledge sources in listening

comprehension create two different patterns among weak and strong listeners.

2.2.3.2 Bottom-up and Top-down in weak and strong listeners

Some lower-level L2 listeners hardly ever make an “orchestrated use of bottom-
up and top-down sources of information” (Graham & Santos, 2015, 13). It is an
involuntary decision forced by the circumstances (Fung & Macaro, 2019). They
are so overwhelmed by the input and the necessary efforts to decode it, that
they are unable to allocate attentional resources to both bottom-up and top-
down processes (Field, 1999, 2008b, 2009; Hulstijn, 2003; Rost, 2006;
Vandergrift, 2003).

It seems reasonable to assume that one cannot achieve the overall
comprehension of a message if they have difficulties in distinguishing the minor
components of that message (van Zeeland, 2014b). In fact, research argues
that many students are simply so overwhelmed with the online processing of
new information that they cannot retain and interpret it (Conrad, 1985), so that
no form of association or fixation occurs in long-term memory for subsequent
processes of listening comprehension (Goh, 2000). This inability to cope with
the online processing of oral input might occur even if the listener recognises all
the words as they are spoken (Goh, 2002; Ohata, 2006).

According to the cognitive load theory, human beings might have two types of
memory: working and long-term. Working memory is “the mental workspace

used for the short-term storage and manipulation of information required for
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diverse cognitive tasks” (Wiley, Sanchez & Jaeger, 2014, 599), while long-term
memory is where our prior knowledge is stored. Our working memory is
severely limited in terms of capacity and duration when it has to deal with novel
information, whereas there is no limitation in the information held in our long-
term memory (Paas & Sweller, 2014). Within this framework, learning occurs
when new information passes from the working memory to the long-term
memory to be stored there. In this process, the role of long-term memory is vital
to facilitate the work of the working memory: prior knowledge might be used to
reduce the uncertainty of dealing with too many novel elements at the same
time (Paas & Sweller, 2014).

This description of the roles and capacities of both types of memory — working
and long-term — might help explain how weaker L2 listeners fall into a vicious
circle when they have to understand a spoken text: they fail to understand some
lower units of meaning (words) because they do not know them, or because
they are unable to notice them in connected speech. They could activate top-
down processing to bridge the gap, but they are so busy at lower level units that
they cannot pay attention to the correct use of those compensatory sources.
Alternatively, if they pay more attention to the use of top-down strategies, they
might miss part of the acoustic input, which, in turn might expand the gap in
comprehension.

The opposite might be true for stronger listeners — those who are considered
more successful or proficient in L2 listening — as they could benefit from a
virtuous circle. They might experience little trouble at the level of decoding the
input and parsing it, so they could pay full attention to the use of top-down
resources to check understanding, monitor hypotheses, and build larger units of

meaning. These resources might, in turn, help in the further decoding of lower
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units as the discourse unfolds, because they might confirm the few tentative
competing guesses those expert listeners may have made. As some
commentators have explained (Hulstijn, 2003; Field, 2009), these language
users are able to free up attentional resources because they have automatized
the lower-level decoding processes (section 2.2.2).

Although top-down processing and information sources are relevant to achieve
listening comprehension, it is necessary to find out what aspects of bottom-up
processing could be developed through instruction, so that language learners
are not only taught how to compensate for problems at that level (Rost, 2011).
In the discussion of bottom-up and top-down processing, the importance of
noticing (Schmidt, 1990) has been highlighted. One of the factors that may
affect noticing is the salience of the word in the auditory input (van Zeeland,
2014a). Based on how our long-term memory interacts with our working
memory (Pass & Sweller, 2014), we could conclude that the familiarity the
listener has with the words in the auditory input — prior knowledge stored in their
long-term memory — might play a clearly positive role in both noticing and
decoding those words. Furthermore, the listeners’ prior knowledge of the words
featured in the input might also play a positive part in processing the aural text
and arriving at its comprehension. In other words, it seems reasonable to
assume that if the listener already knows the word, it might be easier for them to
notice it in the input, and decode and process it in an almost automatic fashion
(section 2.2.2), so that their working memory is not taxed and attentional
resources are available to process the unknown parts of the auditory input.

The following section addresses the influence of the language learners’
vocabulary size on their ability to understand aural texts. This exploration aims

to present research evidence in support of more effective strategies and
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methodologies for the language classroom (section 2.1). Those proposals might
facilitate the noticing and bottom-up processing of the auditory input, and the
subsequent use of top-down resources and processes (Mendelsohn, 2001;
Yi'an, 1998). By doing this, many language learners might be helped to break

that vicious circle they experience when listening.
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2.3 - VOCABULARY AND LISTENING

The previous sections have shown why listening is the focus of the present
study. First, we have seen how more efficient listening pedagogies are
necessary, and how they should be based on the analysis of what listening
comprehension really entails. Therefore, the overall listening comprehension
model that underlies the present study has been introduced, with a special
focus on bottom-up and top-down processing, and how its use might facilitate
listening success.

When L2 listeners experience difficulties at the bottom-up level, a
‘compensation’ strategy might be activated and top-down processes are used to
bridge the gap (section 2.2.3). Alternatively, when the linguistic input presents
no difficulties to be understood, a ‘facilitating’ mode is activated in the listener,
and top-down processes are used to help them decode the linguistic input more
efficiently (Yi'an, 1998). However, we should bear in mind that there do exist
situations where the linguistic knowledge a listener has “is so low that no
amount of strategic behaviour can compensate and overcome the

comprehension problem” (Fung & Macaro, 2019, 4).

In this respect, the importance of vocabulary in understanding aural input,
particularly in L2 classrooms, is clear because no compensation strategy is an
adequate substitute for the vocabulary knowledge (Milton, 2009). First, | will
address the negative effects of insufficient vocabulary knowledge on the
listening performance of L2 learners, and attempt to account for the reasons for
that insufficiency. Then, | will discuss some research evidence that supports the
positive relationship between vocabulary knowledge and listening performance
in L2 environments. The section will then highlight the importance of studying

that relationship among L1 Spanish learners of English, the target population of
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my research study.

2.3.1 Inadequate vocabulary size and listening performance

Despite the problems that listening causes among L2 practitioners, and the
importance of teaching our L2 students how to develop their listening
competence in their target language (section 2.1), the factors that affect this skill
have traditionally received little attention in the literature (Graham & Santos,
2015; Mendelsohn, 2001; Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). Boyle (1984) was one of
the first researchers to investigate which factors affect listening comprehension
in L2 environments. He asked students to list the issues with the biggest impact
on their listening comprehension, and they place knowing the vocabulary in a
much higher position than their teachers did. Since then, research has
abundantly highlighted the importance of vocabulary in listening
comprehension (for example, Brown, 2006; Chang & Millet, 2014; Cheng &
Matthews, 2018; Field, 2008a; Fung & Macaro, 2019; Hulstijn, 2003;
Kelly, 1991; Matthews, 2018; Milton, 2009, 2013; van Zeeland, 2014b; Wang

& Treffers-Daller, 2017).

The biggest problems L2 learners might have when they listen are
text problems, the difficulties that derive from lacking the necessary
vocabulary, or from their inability to recognize an already known word within
rapid connected speech (Cross, 2009). Furthermore, not knowing the words
might be the most important obstacle to auditory comprehension (Field,
2008a; Kelly, 1991). As we have seen in section 2.2.3, if the listener does
not know a word, it might be more difficult for them — or even impossible
— to notice that word, or to determine where the word begins and ends, or

to parse it onto a lexical unit and retrieve its meaning. The cognitive load
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theory claims that understanding a text when there are too many unknown
elements in it — particularly when those elements are highly interactive with
each other — will imply a heavier intrinsic cognitive load (Paas & Sweller,
2014). If we accept that our working memory is limited in the number of
elements it can process simultaneously, and in the duration of that
processing, we might assume the existence of situations where the load is
excessive to process. Alternatively, it seems plausible to accept that the more
elements are stored in long-term memory, the lower the chance of finding
novel information items in a text and, therefore, the lower the chance for our
working memory of suffering a cognitive overload (section 2.2.3.2). In this
respect, the cognitive load theory might provide an additional source of
rationale to justify the exploration of correlations between inadequate
vocabulary levels and poor listening performance.

L2 learners sometimes feel anxious when they listen to native speakers
and think that they “speak too fast [or] swallow their words” (Field, 2009, 27).
They might even complain about being unable to understand most of the
input in a listening task, although they can later recognize and understand
the same words in the corresponding transcript of the recording (Cai & Lee,
2010; Goh, 2005; van Zeeland, 2014b). One possible explanation for this
phenomenon might be that students tend to identify knowing a word with just
knowing what it means and recognizing its written form, neglecting how the
word is pronounced or acoustically perceived (Nation, 2001). This
phenomenon might lead some learners to be completely unable to
comprehend connected speech in L2 even if they do know all the words in
their written form (Bonk, 2000). Therefore, researchers, teachers and
learners should assume that knowing a word might also imply being able to

recognize it within a spoken text (van Zeeland, 2018).
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There might be a further explanation for this inability of some L2 learners
to recognize the words in connected speech. They might tend to learn a
set of citation forms or perfect phonemes, which are likely to present different
acoustic qualities when they are embedded into connected speech (Field
2009). In connected speech, the acoustic signal might be inconsistent when
compared to citation forms, causing a great deal of variation depending on
the context it occurs, which might lead L2 listeners to make an extra effort
to recognize it. A listener might need to be flexible enough to accept that
some forms may sound differently depending on their neighbours in the

acoustic stream (Bonk, 2000; Field, 2008a).

The fact that some language learners are unable to notice or decode
words when they are perceived acoustically indicates the existence of two
different vocabulary knowledge dimensions: written and aural. Research
has claimed that being able to recognize a word in its written and aural
form is different (McLean et al., 2015; Milton & Hopkins, 2006), and
should be assessed separately (Cheng & Matthews, 2018; van Zeeland,
2017; Zhao & Ji, 2018), However, apart from the present study, only one
investigation has attempted to study those differences on the same population

in an empirical study (Masrai, 2020).

This section has discussed how insufficient vocabulary knowledge might
impact negatively on the performance of L2 listeners. This negative
impact is particularly acute among lower proficiencies in the target language
(Bonk, 2000; Fung & Macaro, 2019; Goh, 2000; Matthews, 2018; Tsui &
Fullilove, 1998). The following section focuses on research claiming that
having an sufficient vocabulary knowledge in the target language is

indicative of adequate levels of listening comprehension.
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2.3.2 Positive effects of adequate vocabulary size on listening performance

Research studies have shown a strong positive correlation between being a
proficient listener and efficiently accessing a large vocabulary (Andringa et al.,
2012; Matthews & Cheng, 2015; Milton et al., 2010; Steehr, 2009). These
studies have supported the claim that sufficient listening comprehension levels
are clearly related to a higher familiarity with the words in the spoken text
(section 2.2.3.2); whereas limitations in vocabulary knowledge seldom co-occur

with those comprehension levels (Bonk, 2000; Goh, 2000).

Alderson (2005) generalized this positive correlation and claimed that L2
learners’ vocabulary size is largely responsible for their overall language ability.
He studied the correlation between scores in a vocabulary test and other
language skills, and set that correlation at .61 in the case of vocabulary and
listening (Alderson, 2005). In a similar line of research, other studies have
shown that L2 learners’ vocabulary size might be able to explain the variance in
their listening comprehension scores in percentages that range from 23%
(Bonk, 2000) to 65% (Masrai, 2020). Furthermore, in a recently published study,
Masrai (2020) has investigated the joint contribution of both aural and written
vocabulary to explain the language learners’ listening ability. Both vocabulary
measures were significant predictor, although the impact of written vocabulary
knowledge was “marginal” when compared to the predictive power of listening
success that the aural vocabulary size showed (Masrai, 2020, 22). The
differences that the present study has found between aural and written
vocabulary will be presented and discussed in sections 4.2, 4.4, 5.1 and 5.3 of

this dissertation.

Moreover, this positive influence of vocabulary on listening comprehension

seems to be particularly relevant among students with lower proficiency in the
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target language (Pan et al., 2018), and might explain a large percentage of the
variation in their ability to infer the meaning of unknown vocabulary in a text
(van Zeeland, 2014b). These high figures might have led other researchers to
consider language learners’ vocabulary size a good indicator of their listening
success (Cheng & Matthews, 2018; van Zeeland, 2018). The actual impact of
learners’ vocabulary size on their ability to understand and produce texts in a

second language will be the focus of Section 2.5.1.

2.3.3 Vocabulary and Listening among L1-Spanish Learners

Another argument in favour of investigating the beneficial relationship between
L2 vocabulary knowledge and listening refers to the target population in the
present study: L1-Spanish students enrolled in intermediate-level classes of
English. My experience with Spanish-speakers learning English as a foreign
language has shown me that the B1 level might be considered a ‘cut-off point’.
Achieving this level of language proficiency might serve to distinguish between
those learners who make further progress and reach an advanced level of
proficiency in English, and those who will keep on floating within the same level
for several years. Many of the learners who have reached this plateau of
learning are unable to communicate in English, despite the many years they
might have been studying the language (Yi, 2011). Consequently, teachers and
researchers could focus on those aspects that previous investigations have
highlighted as troublesome for intermediate-level learners of English. Among
the language issues to focus on, Richards (2008a) recommended helping those
students develop their L2 vocabulary and listening proficiency. A similar call for
enhancing our students’ vocabulary learning can be found in other studies

(Fung & Macaro, 2019; Pan et al., 2018).
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The need for vocabulary learning and listening instruction might be particularly
acute among L1-Spanish learners, the target population of my research study.
More than 2,000 Europeans with different L1s participated in a study of their
vocabulary size in English, and one of the findings was that the scores in the
vocabulary tests were comparatively worse among the learners whose mother
tongue was Spanish (Alderson, 2005). Moreover, another survey carried out on
school students in Spain showed that less than 15% of them had reached the
level of a B2-user in listening, and that almost a third were placed below the A1-
level in that particular skill (European Commission, 2012).

A possible reason for those results might be that the amount of input, output,
and interaction in the language classroom in the European Union is insufficient
(Suzuki, Nakata & Dekeyser, 2019), and that the time allocated to foreign
language instruction is relatively small (Baidak et al., 2017). However, the data
published by the European Commission (2012) reveals that those secondary
students in Spain might have already had about 1,500 hours of contact classes
and practice in English by the end of their primary education. Furthermore,
guidelines on the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) claim
that an average learner might need about 100 hours of work — in the classroom
and outside it — to achieve the initial level of A1. After about 1,300 hours of
classes and practice in the target language, this same average learner should
be able to achieve a B2-level (Cambridge University Press, 2013).

Although the present study is confirmatory in its nature (section 3.1.2) and it is
beyond its scope to investigate the reasons for the current situation of L2
listening in Spain, one obvious conclusion of matching these data to the results
at secondary schools in Spain is that something might be wrong with the way

students are taught, when almost a third of them are below the A1 level in
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listening. The reason for those poor results might not be that too little time is
allocated to teaching L2s at school (Baidak et al., 2017), or that an insufficient
amount of input, output and interaction is offered in the language classrooms in
Spain (Suzuki et al., 2019), as all those learners have attended more than 1,000
class hours. In any case, L2 learners in Spain need more research that
supports the design and implementation of effective methodologies to help them
be more proficient listeners (section 2.2.2). In the particular case of the possible
impact of learners’ vocabulary size on their ability to comprehend aural texts,
this is the first study to investigate this relationship among adult L1-Spanish
speakers.

This section has addressed the relationship between the language learners’
vocabulary size and their ability to understand spoken texts. There is a
significantly positive correlation between vocabulary and listening performance
in L2 (Andringa et al.,, 2012; Matthews & Cheng, 2015; Milton et al., 2010;
Steehr, 2009). Both the negative effects on listening when learners have
inadequate lexical levels, and the beneficial influence of a sufficient vocabulary
size have been addressed. Interestingly, research has claimed that the impact
of lexical knowledge is particularly relevant among those learners with a lower
level of proficiency (Pan et al., 2018). The section has finished by referring to
the particular relevance of investigating the relationship between vocabulary
knowledge and listening performance among L1-Spanish learners of English as

a foreign language, the target population in the present research study.
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2.4 - KNOWING A WORD - TEXT PROFILING

Some studies mentioned in this chapter have based part of their claims on
estimating the vocabulary size of groups of language learners. Before
discussing the instruments employed in the past to assess that knowledge
(section 2.5), it is necessary to address the literature on what knowing a word
might entail, and what unit research might use to ‘quantify’ the vocabulary size

of a person.

Establishing the unit of quantification is essential in any study that intends to
compare results both within elements of that investigation and with similar
studies. However, some experts in L2 vocabulary research have claimed that
the counting units used in previous vocabulary studies have been imperfectly
defined in the literature (Schmitt et al., 2017). Others have highlighted the idea
that researchers into L2 vocabulary need to agree on the vocabulary unit under
investigation (Bauer & Nation, 1993); or insisted on the importance of clearly

reporting the unit of counting (Gyllstad, 2013).

2.4.1 Lexical units in vocabulary studies

For the sake of comprehension, it might be necessary to explain now the
standard definitions found in the literature on vocabulary and analyses of texts
for different lexical units (Milton, 2009; Nation, 2001, 2006, 2016; Steehr, 2008).
Token refers to all the words that are to be found in a given text, regardless of
their form or the number of times they are repeated in a text. Token, in this

sense, is synonymous with ‘running words’.

Types are all the different words that can be found in a text, so that repeated

instances are counted in this case as one. Therefore, in the sentence ‘The
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student studied the new words with the rest of the class’, there are 12 tokens

and 8 types, because the term ‘the’ repeats itself four times.

Lemmas are the result of grouping the types from the same headword and their
basic inflections like plural, third person for present simple, or past tense and
past participle (Nation, 2001). Lemmas usually group items with a common part
of speech, so the sentence ‘Workers usually complain about having to eat at
work’ has 9 tokens, 9 types and 8 lemmas (‘workers’ and ‘work’ are nouns
here). Lemmas might be the preferred unit of counting when productive
vocabulary is to be assessed (Webb, Sasao & Ballance, 2017), as test-takers
can be told to use the correct part of speech for a given context, as in ‘work’,

which can be a noun or a verb.

A further level in establishing a morpho-lexical unit is the word family. In this
case, types and lemmas that are similar in their morphology are grouped
together. For example, in the sentence: ‘The singer sang a lullaby her mother
used to sing to her’, there are twelve tokens, ten types, nine lemmas and eight
word families because ‘singer’, ‘sang’ and ‘sing’ are considered members of the
same family. The main difference with a lemma is that a word family might
include different parts of speech as in ‘strong’ and ‘strongly’, whereas a lemma
only includes elements with the same part of speech, as in ‘heavy’, ‘heavier’,

‘heaviest’ (but not ‘heavily’).

For receptive vocabulary, word families are the recommended unit of counting
(Milton, 2009; Nation, 2016; Nation & Coxhead, 2014). Researchers assume
thus that knowing one or two members of a word family facilitate the receptive
knowledge of other members with little learning burden, i.e., little effort on the

part of the learner (Nation & Webb, 2011).
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Nevertheless, L2 vocabulary researchers need to decide how encompassing
the term word family is going to be in their studies. Bauer and Nation (1993,
253) defined it as “a base word and all its derived and inflected forms that can
be understood by a learner without having to learn each form separately”. They
distinguished up to seven possible levels of grouping within a word family,
depending on the affixes used to modify the base word: the deeper the level,
the more affixes are included, and the more encompassing the word family is.
Altogether, Bauer and Nation came up with 91 possible ways to modify a base
word. In level 1, each different form of a word is considered a word family,
whereas in level 7, derivation includes classical roots and affixes like in

‘Francophone’ or ‘embolism’ (Bauer & Nation 1993).

Once the different levels of grouping for a word family have been determined,
investigators could analyse texts, and assess how often each word appeared.
The result of analysing a compilation of thousands of texts (i.e., a corpus) is the
creation of wordlists based on frequency of occurrence. Examples of those lists
are Nation’s 1-14k based on the British National Corpus (Nation, 2006), or his
more recent compilation of the 25,000 most frequent words in English based on
the BNC and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (Nation, 2012,
2019). In both cases, Nation grouped words up to the sixth level in Bauer and
Nation’s typology (1993), considering thus that classical roots and affixes turn
the base word into a different word family. When investigations into L2
vocabulary employ websites and software packages like Compleat (Cobb,
2019) for text profiling based on those frequency lists, we need to assume that
those studies consider all words up to level 6 (Bauer & Nation, 1993) members

of the same family.

Researchers have often claimed that language learners find it relatively easy to

-46-



know the form of other members of a word family and understand their meaning
(Bauer & Nation, 1993), particularly when their derivations and inflections are
very common (Milton, 2009). Learners who already know one member of a
word family are expected to recognize most of the other members (van
Zeeland, 2018), even if their linguistic proficiency is minimal (Beglar & Nation,
2007). However, there might be a lack of consensus about which derivations
should be included in a word family (Staehr, 2008). Furthermore, the facilitating
effect of knowing one word to learn the other members of its family might only
be applicable to receptive knowledge (Schmitt & Zimmerman, 2002). Therefore,
the argument of the little effort to learn new members of the same word family
might hold true in situations where productive knowledge is not required (Webb

etal., 2017).

Word families seem to be the most readily operational category to assess
language learners’ receptive vocabulary knowledge. However, there are some
situations where the use of word families as the unit of counting might be less
straightforward than initially thought. Polysemy, homoforms and proper nouns
are examples of single-word mismatches. Multiword nouns and verbs, as well
as formulaic language might also fail to find a match in the operationalisation of

the word family as the unit of counting.

2.4.2 Mismatches in word families — Single-word items

This subsection focuses on three of those special cases unable to find an exact
match within the word families. It deals with polysemy, understood here as a
single word with more than one meaning like ‘sweet face’ and ‘sweet taste’,

homoforms — including homonyms, homographs and homophones — and proper
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nouns, those of person, place, or thing in particular (Richards & Schmidt, 2002).

2.4.2.1 Polysemy

In the case of polysemic words, it might be necessary to determine what
meanings are considered, especially when it comes to using them in vocabulary
tests. Previous vocabulary tests and their corresponding research reports might
have addressed polysemy in a slightly vague manner. For example, Schmitt et
al. (2001) randomly selected word families for their Vocabulary Levels Test
(VLT), checked their frequency of the family members, and included the most
frequent one in the test. The items eventually selected for their vocabulary test
maintained the ratio that reflects the distribution of word classes in English.
Therefore, they included nouns, verbs and adjectives with this ratio: 3 (noun): 2
(verb): 1 (adjective). However, the test designers dealt with polysemy just by
including the “most frequent meaning sense” (Schmitt et al., 2001, 63) for each

item in the test, without presenting any evidence of how they achieved that.

Similarly, the Vocabulary Size Test (VST) from the part of speech and meaning
that best reflected the “highest frequency environment” in each word family
(Beglar & Nation, 2007, 12). Furthermore, the listening vocabulary size test
(LVST), where subjects have to listen to the target word, first in its isolated form,
and then in a sentence is equally unspecific on how to deal with polysemic
words. The choices for the test takers to choose from had been translated into
their L1 (Japanese), but the designers of this vocabulary test only mentioned
that the correct option would have “the closest meaning to the English word

being read” (McLean et al., 2015, 758).

The three tests mentioned above (VLT, VST and LVST), as well as most of the
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vocabulary tests used in L2 research to assess vocabulary knowledge, select
their items from vocabulary lists compiled according to the frequency of
occurrence of their items in the target language (Nation, 2006; Nation, 2012,
2019). Those lists are the result of frequency analysis of large corpora like the
BNC or the COCA, which comprise hundreds of millions of words from
thousands of written and spoken texts. With respect to polysemy, those
wordlists just present the headword (Nation, 2017), so that none of the different
parts of speech of the same item, nor its possible meanings are considered.
Apart from randomly selecting the items for their vocabulary tests, researchers

also need to decide which of the possible meanings they are referring to.

Research reports on the assessment of receptive vocabulary should clearly
inform not only about which word families or lemmas they have selected for
their tests, but also about how they have decided which of the possible
meanings they are testing in each of the items. Proceeding in this manner might
facilitate the work of other researchers who want to compare results across

investigations, or replicate studies with slight modifications.

2.4.2.2 Homoforms

Homoforms include three possible realisations: homonyms, homographs, and
homophones. Homonyms are words that present the same spoken and written
form, but with different and unrelated meanings. A ‘ball’ might be a round object
and a formal party where a dance is involved. From a semantic point of view
even expert linguists find it difficult to tell the difference between homonymy —
two or more words written and pronounced alike, but with different meanings —
and polysemy — a single word with more than one meaning (Richards &

Schmidt, 2002). It is certainly beyond the scope of this research study to
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address this question in depth and therefore, for the sake of comprehension, we
might need to assume that the difference lies in the proximity of the different
meanings (Parent, 2012). In this respect, the different meanings of ‘sweet’
depending on its object — ‘sweet face’, ‘sweet voice’, ‘sweet taste’ — might
indicate polysemy. On the other hand, the realisations of ‘can’ — modal verb and
a cylindrical container for drinks — might lead us to consider them a clear case

of homonymy.

Homographs are words that are written in the same way, but pronounced in a
different manner and with a different meaning. A ‘bow’ /bauv/ refers to the show
of respect by means of bending forward the head or the upper part of the body.
However, when it is pronounced /bau/ it refers to the weapon for shooting
arrows (Summers & Gadsby, 1987). On the other hand, homophones are words
that, although being written differently, are pronounced in the same manner, but

show unrelated meaning, as it happens in ‘pie’ and ‘pi’.

As word frequency is based on the written form of words, homophones are
easily dealt with because they are assigned to two different word families. On
the other hand, the actual realisations of homonyms and homographs are
grouped as one single word. This decision might imply an extra learning burden
as the learner is supposed to know not only the different forms included in a

word family, but also the different meanings each of the forms might show.

From the point of view of vocabulary test designers, homonyms and
homographs imply a similar challenge to the one posed by polysemic words.
Test designers might need to specify which part of speech they are using
(‘work’ as a noun or as a verb), and the meaning they are referring to (‘play a
role’, ‘play football’, ‘play the guitar’, etc.). By clearly stating their policy on

polysemy, homonyms and homographs, and by subsequently following it, they
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might exclude any possible bias in the selection of items, or in the overall test
design. In this respect the VLT (Schmitt et al., 2001), the VST (Beglar & Nation,
2007), and the LVST (McLean et al., 2015) failed to explain how they would

deal with polysemy, homonyms, and homographs.

2.4.2.3 Proper nouns

Proper nouns like ‘Richard’, ‘Newcastle’, or the ‘National Healthcare System’
differ from common nouns, which are directly associated to a class or to a
specific entity of a given class. They are usually excluded from text analyses
based on frequency not only because they are not considered part of the
vocabulary any language user should learn, but also because of feasibility
reasons. Proper nouns, including those to name people (patronyms) and places
(toponyms), might be too varied to be included in frequency lists. For example,
a mere list of English last names yields a result of more than 14,000 different
surnames (Family Education, 2019). In the case of toponyms, the list will
certainly be longer. Furthermore, the possible inclusion of those proper nouns in
lists based on corpora raises the issue of whether to include only those
associated to the English-speaking countries, or extend the inclusion to all of
them. These proper nouns are assumed to be easily recognized and
understood when they are encountered in a text because they usually refer to a
particular instance of reality. This reference helps the language user
differentiate that instance from the rest of similar entities in their class.
Furthermore, the English language distinguishes the written form of proper
nouns from common nouns by means of capitalizing their first letter, unlike other
modern languages like German for example, where all nouns are capitalized in

their first letter.
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Moreover, the inclusion of proper nouns into frequency lists might imply a huge
amount of work, and its benefit might be minimal. For example, Nation (2012,
2019) has compiled so far a list of 21,662 word families for proper nouns with a
total of 22,409 instances at Level 6. This list includes entries like ‘America’
(‘American’, ‘Americanisation’, ‘Americanism’, etc.), ‘Anthony’, ‘Smith’, or
‘Newyork’ (all one word). But some other proper nouns are neglected because
we can find family names like ‘Dicaprio’ or ‘Jolie’ but not ‘Deniro’ or ‘Blanchett’.
This compilation might be considered work in progress as new entries are
added to the list. But it also needs refining, as it includes acronyms like ‘NHS’
(National Health System) or ‘HSBC’ (The Hongkong and Shanghai Banking
Corporation) that should be in the acronyms list with entries like ‘BMW’
(Bayerische Motoren Werke) or ‘NATO’ (North Atlantic Treaty Organization).
Consequently, some authors have implicitly supported the view of not using
proper nouns in text analyses because they considered that the compilation of
those nouns is an ongoing endeavour that will never end (Nation & Webb,

2011).

2.4.3 Mismatches in word families — Multiword items

The previous section has focused on single-word items featured in a text that
might not find a straightforward match within a word family. Now is the turn of
those words that are featured in two or more occurrences like compound nouns,

phrasal verbs, and formulaic language.

2.4.3.1 Multiword nouns

The inclusion of multiword expressions like compound nouns and phrasal verbs
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in vocabulary lists based on frequency might be a more difficult issue to deal
with. According to Bauer and Nation (1993) transparent compound nouns could
be added after their Level 2 category, which includes inflectional suffixes (plural,
past tense, comparative, etc). Nation’s compilation (2012, 2019) is a list of
3,108 word families for these compounds (e.g., ‘airplane’ or ‘backpack’) with a
total of 6,044 instances at Level 6. However, the compilation of transparent
compound nouns is still an ongoing process that requires further work and

refinement, so their availability for use in research is still limited.

As it happened with the headword and the other members of a word family,
some researchers have also claimed here that the learner already knows these
compound nouns because their parts are known, and their meanings are
related to the overall meaning of the compound (Nation & Webb, 2011). These
researchers think then that if a learner already knows the meaning of ‘back’ and
the meaning of ‘pack’, they should easily come to the meaning of the compound

‘backpack’.

The term word family is in italics here because of the difficulty of classifying a
compound noun as only one word family and not as two separate families.
Thus, the compound ‘yearbook’ could be ascribed either to the word family
‘year’, or to the one for ‘book’, or just constitute its own category (i.e.,
‘yearbook’). In this last case, the potential creation of derivations and inflected
forms from the headword — as in ‘backpack’, ‘backpackers’, ‘backpacking’,
‘backpacked’, etc. — might be a factor to consider the compound a category on
its own. Furthermore, a compound noun might be realised in two words
separated by either a hyphen or a blank space in their written form (e.g.,
‘passer-by’, ‘credit card’), with obvious repercussions on the potential

derivations and inflections (‘passers-by’, ‘credit cards’).
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From the point of view of implementing a research study based on frequency
lists, it might be reasonable to exclude the use of multiword nouns. First,
because even if we agreed on what compound nouns to include and on how to
count them, manual checks might be necessary. A second reason for the
exclusion of compound nouns refers to the feasibility of their use. Frequency
lists based on corpora tend to exclude all compound nouns because of the
question of whether to count them as one or more word families. Even when
lists of compound nouns are available (Nation, 2012, 2019), most text profiling

websites and software packages (Cobb, 2019).

2.4.3.2 Multiword verbs

Another instance that might be ‘problematic’ refers to researching multiword
verbs or phrasal verbs (Capel, 2010). Although these verbs consist of two or
more words, they refer to a single lexical unit as in ‘look forward to’, or ‘put up
with’. However, corpus analyses tend to consider them instances of different
word families (‘look’, ‘forward’, ‘to’; ‘put’, ‘up’, ‘with’). Despite constituting a unit
of meaning, they fail to be included into the analyses as one word family in
themselves, or as part of a given word family because of the same practical
reason mentioned above for compound nouns. Their inclusion would imply
analysing the corpora manually to find out all the possible instances of
multiword verbs, and subsequently modifying the computer programs like
Compleat (Cobb, 2019) to include all those multiword expressions as units of

meaning.

Furthermore, transparency in some of those expressions might be difficult to
find. Although some authors claim that focusing on the particles of those verbs

might help in understanding their overall meaning (Side, 1990; White, 2012),
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they might have neglected the phenomenon of polysemy in many multiword
verbs. For example, we need to look at the objects in the sentence — and not at
the particle — if we want to understand the multiword verb ‘work out’ in ‘Susan
works out at the gym every Friday evening’, and in ‘Susan needs a bit of time to
work out a solution’. The opacity of some multiword verbs has been considered
“a major source of difficulty” for second language learners of English (White,
2012, 419). For example, understanding ‘face off’ as the beginning of a
confrontation, or ‘chew out’ as a synonym for reprimanding someone might

imply a major challenge for some language users.

2.4.3.3 Formulaic language

One last phenomenon of multiword units is that of formulaic language, which
might be described as two or more words that match a single meaning. This
matching might be transparent, as in ‘more and more’ that might refer to
‘increasingly’; or fall closer to the opaque end of the continuum, as in ‘learn by
heart’ (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012). Research has considered that not accounting
for formulaic language is a “serious limitation of the discussion” (Schmitt &
Schmitt, 2012, 484), and it has claimed that wordlists based on frequency are
deficient because they only feature single words, which might be just the “tips of

phraseological icebergs” (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012, 302).

Martinez and Schmitt (2012) examined the BNC to determine the most frequent
phrasal expressions in English, “a particularly opaque subset of formulaic
language” (299) because the unique meaning of the whole multiword
expression might not be discernible from decoding each of its elements.
Although the compilation of 505 phrasal expressions (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012)

is a good attempt to include this type of multiword expressions in the analyses
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of texts based on frequency, it presents two main limitations. First, a closer look
at the items included in the list might challenge the claims made by those
authors about the opacity of the phrasal expressions. Among the 15 most
frequent opaque multiword expressions in English, they included items such as
‘a few’, ‘a lot’, or ‘a little’, which might be perfectly understandable by having a

look at its individual elements.

A further criticism about this compilation of phrasal expressions is the authors
checked the validity of their list by analysing one single academic article,
comprising only 2,172 tokens (Axelrod, Axelrod, Jacobs, & Beedon, 2006).
They concluded that, assuming that a person knows only the words in the 2000-
word family level (2k level), 7.46% of the tokens in that text might be considered
‘off-list’ words, words that are beyond the lists employed in the comparison, and
therefore likely to be unknown to that person. If the comparison of the tokens
from the same text is made while taking the opaque phraseology into account,
the percentage of off-list words from the text increases to 26.87%. In other
words, when multiword expressions like ‘fall short’, ‘take account of’, or ‘missing
the boat’ were considered as individual words, all of them fell within the 2k level.
However, in the second comparison those expressions were considered as
meaningful sets of words, and fall within the group of off-list words (Martinez &
Schmitt, 2012). Moreover, a further analysis of the article employed for the
compilation of opaque phraseology (Axelrod et al.,, 2006) reveals that
expressions featured in the text like ‘fall short’ or ‘miss the boat’, are not in the
list compiled by Martinez & Schmitt (2012). Consequently, more evidence is

thus needed to support the validity of that phrasal expressions list.
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2.4.4 Reasons for the mismatches

The previous sections have addressed cases like polysemy, homoforms, proper
nouns, multiword nouns, phrasal verbs, and formulaic language. We have also
discussed why in those situations further considerations and compromises on
the part of the researcher might be necessary. The use of frequency wordlists
based on the analysis of corpora might be really useful for vocabulary research,
but it has its limitations. These limitations are heightened because specific
software is used in the compilations of frequency wordlists based on corpora,
and in the comparisons between texts and those frequency wordlists. The
linguistic knowledge of computers in this respect is limited: they can only judge
if a given string of characters in the text is different from the next one, and if it
has an exact match in any of the entries stored in their databases. The use of
computers in the analyses of texts has reduced the concept of ‘word’ to a match
on a list stored in a computer, ignoring the cases of homoforms, polysemy or
proper nouns, and neglecting the inclusion of multiword units in the analyses
(Cobb, 2013). When dealing with those particular cases, research studies need
to assume that some single words might actually be two words, and some

phrases might really be single words.

We have already discussed those situations in the analysis of the words in a
text where the computer might find it hard to provide a clear answer. The very
use of computers in text analyses is the reason why some of those items cannot
find a match in the lists (Cobb, 2013). We have seen attempts to overcome this
problem by providing computer systems with new wordlists of proper nouns,
compound nouns (Nation, 2012, 2019), and multiword expressions (Martinez &
Schmitt, 2012). But further research is necessary until valid and reliable

wordlists are readily available to account for phenomena like polysemy,
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homoforms, proper nouns or multiword expressions. We have to agree with the
implicit call for further and more refined research into this matter as “the
measurement of the size and knowledge of formulaic language is still in its

infancy” (Schmitt, Cobb, Horst, & Schmitt, 2017, 2).

Two consequences might be drawn from the discussion in this section. Firstly,
frequency lists should be redefined to account for homonyms, homographs,
polysemic words, multiword verbs, compound nouns and phrasal expressions.
We need to go beyond the space-defined word form to stop the current
inaccuracy of frequency lists, and transform text profiling based on frequency
into a more useful instrument in vocabulary research (Cobb, 2013; Gardner &

Davies, 2007).

A second consequence of accepting the inability of text profiling instruments to
account for all those phenomena refers to research studies using vocabulary
lists and other instruments to analyse the profile or lexical density of a text.
These investigations have to be aware of their limitations in this respect, and
clearly address them in their research reports. Until more accurate instruments
are made available to the researcher interested in using frequency lists in
vocabulary studies, they might need to be cautious about the accuracy of some

of the instruments used in their investigations.

In the present research study, multiword instances were excluded from the
vocabulary tests and subsequent analyses because of the difficulty of
operationalising them within the software framework available. In the case of
polysemic words and homonyms, all the realisations included in the PET
Vocabulary List had an equal chance to be selected for the vocabulary tests
(section 3.2.3). Appendices 3 and 4 show the vocabulary tests with 150 items

employed in the preliminary study in May 2019. Appendices 5 and 6 show the

-58-



refined version of the tests (81 items) employed in the main study, whereas
Appendix 7 features some elements included in the PET Vocabulary List,

downloaded from Cambridge Assessment English.
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2.5 - ESTIMATING VOCABULARY SIZE IN L2

This section focuses the discussion on how previous studies have estimated L2
learners’ vocabulary size. Once we have shown the positive correlation
between lexical knowledge and listening performance (section 2.3.2), it might
seem reasonable to address the possible ways of quantifying the size of that
vocabulary, and how research has matched it to the actual understanding of
spoken texts. Knowing the lexical coverage necessary to understand aural texts
can provide us with useful information to estimate the vocabulary size a learner

needs to function in a second language (Matthews, 2018).

2.5.1 Vocabulary Size, Frequency and Lexical Coverage

The breadth or size of vocabulary among language learners has been typically
estimated through vocabulary tests, and then matched to the ability to
comprehend texts, either written or spoken. By quantifying the approximate
number of words a learner knows, and checking the frequency of the words
featured in a text, researchers have set the minimum vocabulary size to
understand different types of texts. Moreover, research has claimed that word
frequency is the best measure available to assess the lexical quality of a text
(Crossley, Cobb & McNamara, 2013), that the actual frequency of a word in a
language might correlate with other dimensions of learners’ linguistic
proficiency, and consequently, that frequency should guide the selection of

words for learners to study (Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996).

A research area on word frequency has focused on analysing the influence of
the vocabulary featured in a text on the ability of a language learner to

understand it (Bonk, 2000; Hirsch & Nation, 1992; Staehr, 2009; van Zeeland,
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2018). The lexical density of written or spoken texts has been assessed
according to the frequency of the words those texts feature, and then matched
to the comprehension shown by a group of L2 learners in different tests, and to
their receptive vocabulary knowledge. In this assessment of written or spoken
texts, research has understood the density of a text as a synonym for its
possible difficulty, based on the assumption that the more frequent words are,
the more likely those items are to be known by the average language user, and
the easier they render the text to be understood. The subsequent analyses of
the results have led researchers to set minimum levels to achieve

comprehension, either in reading or in listening.

At least three aspects might be considered when determining the lexical density
of a text. The first factor is the type-token ratio, i.e., the number of separate
words in a text divided by the total number of words featured in that text
(Richards & Schmidt, 2002). Another approach to the assessment of the lexical
density of a text will set the focus on the intrinsic density of each element
featured in a text by examining issues such as polysemy, register, imaginability,
tangibility, etc. For example, a word like ‘sport’ might be considered very
frequent in English, although some realisations like ‘old sport’ might have
certain degree of added difficulty that is not shown by the sheer frequency of
the headword. Words referring to abstract concepts might be more dense —i.e.,
more difficult — than other words that are easier to be pictured in our minds,
regardless of how many times they appear in a given text, or how frequently
they are used in the language. However, in most cases research has equated
lexical density to frequency and compared the words featured in a text to
vocabulary lists based on frequency. In fact, both the investigations cited in this

dissertation and the present study itself primarily understand the construct of
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lexical density in this manner.

How much vocabulary is then necessary to understand a text? The answer to
that question is not as straightforward as it might seem if we analyse the claims
made by previous research. For example, some studies have suggested that
knowing 95% of the words in a text is sufficient to allow “reasonable” reading
comprehension — i.e., scores of 55% or higher in a test (Laufer, 1989, 321).
Hirsch and Nation (1992) increased the coverage of the words in a text to 97-
98% as the necessary minimum for pleasurable reading. Other subsequent
studies have recommended a lexical coverage of 98% to enable enough
understanding of a written text (Hu & Nation, 2000; Nation, 2006), to achieve
68% of correct answers in a reading comprehension test (Schmitt, Jiang &
Grabe, 2011), to read independently in academic settings (Laufer &
Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010), or when “very high comprehension is aimed at or

more difficult text types are used” (van Zeeland, 2018, 2).

For listening comprehension, Bonk (2000) set the minimum lexical coverage at
90% of the words featured in that aural text. He claimed that listeners might be
using other resources and strategies that enable them to comprehend spoken
discourses far beyond what their actual vocabulary size could predict. Staehr
(2009) found that with a coverage of 94% of the words in an aural text, the
mean listening comprehension scores were 60%; whereas people who knew
98% of the words were able to reach a mean score of 73% (Steehr, 2009). In
another study, van Zeeland and Schmitt (2013b, p. 457) set that minimal
coverage for “adequate” comprehension of a spoken test at 90% of all its words,
although they recommended knowing 95% of the words to avoid variation in the

comprehension levels.

There exist some variation in the minimal percentage of words a person has to
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be familiar with to operate adequately in L2 reading, or listening. Those lexical
coverages vary not only depending on the language skill, but the studies also
differ in their recommendations for the same skill. An increase from 90% to
95%, or from 97% to 98% might seem relatively small, but in practice it might
imply learning thousands of new words. For example, increasing the coverage
from 95% to 98% would imply passing from a vocabulary size of 2,000-3,000
word families to 6,000-7,000 word families (van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013b).
Such an increase would bear a clear impact on the demands placed on the
learners, so percentages about the minimum knowledge necessary to achieve
comprehension or function adequately in the target L2 have to be highly
accurate. This accuracy relies on two separate measurements: research has to
be precise when assessing the amount of vocabulary a language user has, and
when analysing the lexical density of a text in terms of the frequency of its

words.

Once we have explored the concepts of both lexical density and lexical
coverage in the literature, the discussion will focus now on the way previous
studies have estimated language learners’ vocabulary size. A great deal of the
following section will address the validity and reliability of those estimations,
because analysing the quality of the research studies and their instruments may
help “distinguish research studies from conjecture or opinion” (Heigham &

Croker, 2009, 38).

2.5.2 Vocabulary Testing and Listening Comprehension

The construct of vocabulary knowledge implies several components that could

be grouped into form, meaning and use (Nation, 2001; Milton, 2013). It might be
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impossible to assess all those components with the same instrument, so
researchers have to decide which ones are the most relevant for their study.
This section addresses only the vocabulary tests used in the past to assess
language learners’ receptive vocabulary size with respect to their listening
comprehension. Those research instruments seem to yield better correlations
with listening comprehension, and explain more of its variance than other tests
assessing the L2 learners’ vocabulary depth, i.e., the different aspects of form,

meaning or use they know (Wang & Treffers-Daller, 2017).

As well as showing a lack of consensus in the minimum figures to achieve
comprehension (section 2.5.1), most studies in the past have only assessed
learners’ ability to recognize the link between the written form of a word and its
meaning (Adolphs & Schmitt, 2003; Andringa et al., 2012; Hirsch & Nation,
1992; Nation, 2006; Steehr, 2009). Although those tests are considered a
“‘measure of written receptive vocabulary size” (Beglar & Nation, 2007, 11),
research has employed their estimations for correlations to listening
comprehension. Furthermore, those studies have made use of written
vocabulary tests despite the claims that learners’ ability to recognize words in
their written and spoken forms might be different (Zhao & Ji, 2018), and
consequently they should be assessed separately (Cheng & Matthews, 2018;
van Zeeland, 2017; Zhao & Ji, 2018), so that the aural vocabulary knowledge is

emphasized as the “primary construct of relevance” (Matthews, 2018, 24).

Comparatively, very few studies have employed listening vocabulary tests to
estimate their participants’ vocabulary size. The use of this type of vocabulary
test might increase the correlation figures between vocabulary size and listening
comprehension (Milton et al., 2010; Steehr, 2008). Furthermore, it can also offer

valuable perspectives into vocabulary and listening, because being able to
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recognise words from speech is vital to L2 listening (Wang & Treffers-Daller,

2017).

2.5.2.1 Unsuccessful attempts to assess the aural vocabulary size

One of the first examples of a listening vocabulary size test — in the form of a
dictation — was created by Fountain and Nation (2000). The target items for that
test were selected for frequency, and included in a slightly longer text. The
marking procedure only focused on the correctly spelled forms of the target
words, neglecting their actual position in the sentence, and ignoring errors “with
the regular -s, -es, -d, and -ed suffixes” (p. 33). This marking procedure might
be indicative of confounding variables (McLean et al., 2015), as it identifies
listening vocabulary knowledge with both recognizing the aural form of the

words, and spelling them correctly.

Similarly, other research studies have tested the aural vocabulary knowledge by
means of a dictation test with target words selected from frequency bands
based on the BNC-COCA (Cheng & Matthews, 2018; Matthews, 2018). These
studies attempted to avoid the possible confusion of two variables (recognition
of words in connected speech and their correct spelling) by using a rubric to
categorize minor spelling errors, and systematically assign marks to different
levels of word recognition (Matthews, O'Toole & Chen, 2017). Based on the
high levels of inter-rater reliability reported on the use of this marking scheme, it
seems that the threat to the validity of the construct (word recognition) might
have been avoided. In fact, research studies have claimed that this type of test
might be a good instrument to assess productive phonological vocabulary

knowledge (Cheng & Matthews, 2018).
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Two main criticisms could be made of dictation exercises to test aural
vocabulary size. First, and most importantly, this type of aural vocabulary test
identifies knowing a word with just being able to recognize its aural form and
produce its written form, without having to provide evidence of any link to its
meaning. L2 learners with some proficiency in the target language phonology
might be able to recognize and transcribe L2 words they have just encountered
for the first time, particularly those words that are similar in form to their L1.
However, they might fail to make any further sense of them within a broader

discourse, which is the ultimate goal of listening comprehension (section 2.1.1).

The second limitation in using dictation tests for the assessment of aural
vocabulary size refers to the way the answers are elicited from the test-taker.
One of the reasons for the difficulty of listening when compared to reading is
that there are no spaces to determine the end of one word and the beginning of
the next (section 2.1.2). In those vocabulary tests (Cheng & Matthews, 2018;
Fountain & Nation, 2000; Matthews, 2018), the test-takers have to write the
target word within one blank, with other words before and after. Those
boundaries are really helpful to the listener to anticipate when to focus their
attention on the stream of words, and for how long. The ecological validity of the
instrument is thus negatively affected (section 3.1.2.3), as it differs from what a

listening situation actually demands from the listener.

Other research studies have used an aural vocabulary test like the Peabody
Picture Vocabulary Test, where the test-taker has to recognize each target item
from a series of pictures. Although this instrument to measure vocabulary
knowledge is considered to be highly reliable and a “more valid measure of oral
receptive vocabulary than most vocabulary tests” (Vandergrift & Baker, 2015,

401), their administration on a one-to-one basis makes it really inconvenient
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and time-consuming. Furthermore, the target items in this test are pronounced
in an isolated manner, without revealing what part of speech words like ‘work’
might refer to. Besides, among L2-populations it might be difficult to check if the

learner is able to link the recognized aural form to its correct meaning.

Aural versions of word-recognition tests such as the Aural Lex or the Y_Lex test
(Meara & Miralpeix, 2006) have been used in other studies (Milton & Hopkins,
2006; Milton et al., 2010; van Zeeland, 2014a). This kind of Yes-No tests
present L2 learners with words pronounced in an isolated manner, and they
have to decide if they know the word. The test also shows the learner nonwords
which follow the same phonotactic rules as the target language. For every false
positive, i.e., a word that a test-taker claims to know but is inexistent in the
target language, a percentage is subtracted from the overall vocabulary score.
The introduction of those control words aims to minimize the possible impact of

carelessness and guessing.

Three aspects of this Yes-No tests might be criticized. The first refers to the fact
that the test-takers themselves decide if they know the target words. Secondly,
the absence of a clear criterion about what knowing the target words implies. It
could be just being sure that the word exists in the target language, or it could
be that they can recall their meaning, or maybe it could mean being able to use
it correctly in a sentence. Since the inclusion of nonwords in the test is the only
manner to control that the test-taker is being accurate in their judgements an
overestimation in the results might occur (Eyckmans, 2004; van Zeeland,
2014a). A final criticism refers to the aural version of this Yes-No vocabulary
test. The test is usually done on a computer, and its test-takers can play the
target word as many times as they wish, and take as long as they want to

answer each question (McLean et al., 2015). This might not be the case in real-
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life situations, where listeners need to process the spoken text almost
immediately (Field, 1999), and most of their listening success depends on not
having to ask for repetitions or clarification. All these alleged flaws in the design
of this type of vocabulary tests might have contributed to overestimations of
learners’ vocabulary size as high as 34.6% (Eyckmans, 2004; van Zeeland,

2014a).

2.5.2.2 [ istening Vocabulary Size Test (LVST)

A possible way to avoid those errors in the estimation of L2 learners’ vocabulary
size might be to create the aural version of an already existing written
vocabulary test which has provided evidence of its efficiency. For example,
McLean et al. (2015) employed a similar format as the Vocabulary Size Test

(Beglar & Nation, 2007) for their new Listening Vocabulary Size Test (LVST).

The Vocabulary Size Test (VST) presents each target word in its written form,
both separately and within a short sentence to determine the part of speech the
target item refers to. Test-takers have four short sentences from which they
have to choose the best match for each of the target items. There are 140 items
in the test, and each band with a thousand of the 14,000 most frequent words in
English according to the BNC is represented by ten target items. That relative
frequency is based on the wordlists compiled by Beglar and Nation (2007) from

the British National Corpus (BNC).

McLean et al. (2015) created the LVST, a recorded version of a vocabulary test
where the items were pronounced individually, and then repeated within a short
sentence, simply to determine their part of speech. Furthermore, they selected

the target words from a new set of wordlists compiled by Nation (2012, 2019)
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from the BNC/COCA. Although these wordlists cover the 25,000 most frequent
words in English, the LVST only employed items from the first 5 bands (1-5k),
and from the Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000). They also translated the
four options for each of the target words into Japanese, the L1 of the
participants in their investigation. Subsequent analysis of the LVST showed
high levels of reliability, and clear signs of validity (McLean et al., 2015).

Appendix 1 shows the first items in the test.

Employing a multiple-choice format, and translating the options into the test-
takers’ L1 might also raise concern about its validity and reliability (Nation,
2001). Firstly, the additional cognitive load on the test-taker, which might have
an impact on their performance in the test. Learners are asked to switch
between their L1s and the target language, as the prompt or question is in their
L2 and the answers to choose from are presented in their L1. Secondly,
presenting four options to the test-taker to choose from, and assuming that
knowing a word is just being able to select the right choice has been considered

“simplistic [and] questionable” (Huang, 2010, 4).

The alleged cognitive load that might derive from the use of translations in this
kind of vocabulary tests has failed to be detected in qualitative analyses
performed by McLean et al. (2015). Furthermore, a multiple-choice format for
vocabulary size estimations has proven to be a valid and highly reliable method
according to quantitative and qualitative analyses (Beglar, 2010; Silva &
Otwinowska, 2019). Moreover, vocabulary tests that identify knowing a word
with being able to recognize its form and match it to a meaning should be
favoured instead of criticised. The reason is clear: “the form-meaning link is the
first and most essential aspect which must be acquired” when studying L2

vocabulary (Schmitt 2008, 333) because it is “a fundamental first step in gaining
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control over a particular word” (Cheng & Matthews, 2018, 4).

Several reasons support the use of translations in this kind of vocabulary test.
Firstly, translations of the target words into the test-takers’ L1 might facilitate the
creation of replication studies in other parts of the world, with different target
languages. The scarcity of replication studies in applied linguistics in general,
and in L2 acquisition in particular, is considered one of the most serious
problems the discipline has to face, because they are crucial in the promotion of
transparency and collaboration in research (Abbuhl & Mackey, 2017).
Fortunately, several research studies into vocabulary testing have contributed to
mitigate that scarcity of replication in the field, by implementing different
bilingual versions of vocabulary tests (Karami, 2012; Nguyen & Nation, 2011;

Zhao & Ji, 2018).

Secondly, as bilingual vocabulary tests present the words in the target language
and the options in the test-takers’ L1, they might provide “feasible alternatives to
more challenging and time-consuming monolingual tests” (Nguyen & Nation,
2011, 86). In monolingual versions of a multiple-choice vocabulary size test, the
options are written in the target language in the form of a broad definition, a
paraphrase, or a description. Test designers have to be extremely careful in
those sentences, and use words that are actually more frequent than the target
item. This precaution might be impossible to maintain when testing the
knowledge of very frequent words (Beglar & Nation, 2007). Furthermore, test-
takers with lower levels of proficiency in the target language, might be unfamiliar
with some syntactic structures used in those definitions, which might result in
testing additional aspects of that language, apart from just their vocabulary size
(Nguyen & Nation, 2011). Consequently, when beginners or low level learners

are included among the target population for a study, the use of bilingual tests
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might be preferable (Nation, 2007; Levitzky-Aviad & Laufer, 2013), because the
respondent’s ability to recognize the target items — which should be the focus of
vocabulary tests — is not confounded with their ability to read answer options in

the L2 (Wang & Treffers-Daller, 2017).

This section has addressed different ways employed in the past to estimate the
vocabulary knowledge of L2 learners, especially their aural vocabulary size. The
discussion has focused on the validity and reliability of those studies because
the accuracy in the estimations has a clear impact on the overall precision of
those studies that focus on the lexical coverage to achieve comprehension in L2
(section 2.5.1). The following section will present a summary of the gaps
detected in this literature review as well as an account of the way they have

been addressed in the present study.
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2.6 — BRIDGING GAPS
This literature review implicitly serves the purpose of accounting for the
instruments employed in the present study to quantify how big the vocabulary of
L2-English learners is, and to determine how influential this size might be in
their listening performance. Chapter 3 — Methodology and Methods — will
address the most relevant decisions taken in the planning, implementation and
analysis of this research study, meant to investigate the relationship between
vocabulary and listening among L2 learners.
The gaps detected in the literature review of L2 vocabulary and listening
comprehension led to investigating these research questions:

1) How much of the listening performance in an exam might be attributed to

knowing the words in a vocabulary list?

2) How much lexical coverage of a spoken text does a learner need to

achieve comprehension in a listening test?

3) How similar are the scores in vocabulary size tests based on recognising

either the aural or the written form of words?

4) How does the relationship between lexical knowledge and listening

performance evolve over time?

The present study adds to the general body of knowledge in second language
research because:
1) Itis an empirical study with a clearly quantitative approach, which is less

common in the field of applied linguistics.

2) It investigates a language skill that has received less attention than the

rest.
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3)

4)

It refuses to use written methods to investigate listening comprehension.

It uses a scarcely employed bilingual format to assess the form-meaning

link in a receptive vocabulary test (e.g., Karami, 2012).

It intends to confirm the enhanced suitability of aural vocabulary tests in
correlations with the language learners’ listening performance (e.g.,

Steehr, 2008).

It intends to bring more empirical evidence to the claim that there is a
strong and positive correlation between the language learners’

vocabulary size and their listening ability (e.g., Alderson, 2005).

It intends to bring more empirical evidence to the question of how much
lexical coverage of a text is necessary to achieve listening
comprehension: 90% (Bonk, 2000), 94% (Steehr, 2009), 98% (van

Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013b).

Moreover, this study aims to explore new territory in the realm of second

language listening and vocabulary, and bridge several gaps detected in

previous research:

1)

It is the first one to use the same framework for the research instruments
employed to study the two variables, vocabulary and listening. The
validity of those instruments is enhanced with respect to previous
studies, which have used receptive vocabulary tests and listening

comprehension measures from different sources (e.g., Staehr, 2009).

It is the first study to explain how mismatches in frequency lists (e.g.,

polysemy) are dealt with in the investigation.

It presents the first bilingual vocabulary test for L1-Spanish speakers, a

potential population of 471 million (Eberhard, Simons & Fennig, 2021).
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4)

It is the first study to use two vocabulary tests — aural and written —

especially created for the population under study.

It is the first study to use the same items in two vocabulary tests where

the only difference is how they are delivered (orally or in writing).

It is the first study to estimate the actual differences between learners’
aural and written vocabulary size. Unlike Masrai’s study (2020), this
investigation employs vocabulary tests with no validity and reliability

issues that might lead to overestimations (Eyckmans, 2004).

It is the first study to investigate the relationship between L2 vocabulary
and listening by delivering three tests to the same population at the same

moment in time, and then after a period of about 35 weeks.
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2.7 - CHAPTER SUMMARY

This literature review has begun with a brief introduction to the importance of
second language listening and how it is perceived by learners, teachers, and
researchers. This first section has also shown how a ‘comprehension approach’
(Field, 2009) has pervaded in most L2 classrooms (Vandegrift & Goh, 2012,
12), and in published methods available in the market (Siegel, 2015). A different
pedagogy of listening is necessary, because many L2 learners are just being
exposed to a series of recordings, and then tested in their comprehension by
answering a batch of questions. Research has shown that new pedagogical
approaches to listening should be based on the processes and components that

entails the skill (section 2.2.1).

Section 2.2 has discussed the model proposed by Vandegrift & Goh (2012),
where L2 listening is a complex skill that involves different sets of processes
and information or knowledge sources (Figure 2.1). Firstly, it includes
Anderson’s (2020) model of language comprehension with three steps in a
highly iterative and overlapped process: perception, parsing, and utilization.
Listeners can also draw on previous knowledge they may have stored in their
memories to facilitate the process of comprehension. Depending on the
direction of the processes involved — from the auditory input towards the
representation in memory or vice versa — this listening model speaks of bottom-
up processing or top-down processing. Additionally, it includes automaticity and
metacognition as two key elements to predict listening success: the more
automatized the decoding, lower-level, or bottom-up processes are, the more
successful the listener. Furthermore, the more aware the listener is about their
own cognitive processes, and how to monitor and regulate them, the more

success they will have in their listening comprehension.
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This listening model highlights the intrinsic importance of bottom-up processing
as listening comprehension is prompted by an auditory signal that is perceived,
then parsed and eventually utilized. If there are difficulties while noticing that
signal (Schmidt, 1990), or if listeners struggle to perceive and parse it, the entire
comprehension is affected. Although, top-down processing might facilitate the
understanding and bridge those gaps, in some cases it is impossible,
particularly with lower-level listeners, because their short-term memory is
overwhelmed and the burden is “intolerable” (Nation, 2016; 5). Alternatively,
more proficient language users are able to make an “orchestrated use of

bottom-up and top-down sources of information” (Graham & Santos, 2015, 13).

Once we have shown the importance of listening in L2 learning (section 2.1)
and how it is understood in the present study (section 2.2), Section 2.3 has
introduced the reasons why vocabulary knowledge is the other variable under
study in this investigation. In this respect, several studies have been cited to
show the positive and facilitating relationship between vocabulary knowledge
and listening comprehension. Among those references in the literature, the
‘noticing hypothesis’ (Schmidt, 1990) and the ‘cognitive load theory’ (Paas &
Sweller, 2014) have been cited to support the inclusion of learners’ vocabulary
size as a variable under study. If noticing the words in an aural text and how
salient they are perceived (van Zeeland, 2014a) might affect the overall
comprehension of aural messages from the very beginning of the process
(Figure 2.1), learners’ vocabulary already stored in their memory should be one
of the independent variables under study.

Section 2.4 has dealt with the issue of the unit of counting. This aspect is crucial
in estimations of vocabulary size, particularly if we equate lexical difficulty of a

text with the frequency of its words in the target language. Word families seem
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to be the most suitable unit of counting for receptive vocabulary size. However,
the section has also addressed those instances in texts that have no clear
match in wordlists based on frequency: polysemy, homoforms, proper nouns,
compound nouns, multiword verbs, and formulaic language.

The final thread in this literature review has focused on different ways to
estimate the L2 receptive vocabulary size, and discussed issues with respect to
word frequency in the analysis of texts. The present research study intends to
assess the ability to recognize words and activate lexical matches in L2 learners
by means of a receptive vocabulary test. Then, this estimation will be linked to

each participant’s ability to understand aural texts.
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CHAPTER 3 - METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

The methodology followed in this investigation, and the methods employed
within this framework is inherently related to the quality of the entire research
study. This chapter will address the study validity and reliability, since none of
the claims made in this research can be fully understood and eventually
accepted by other researchers if they fail to be the result of a thorough and

honest process of inquiry.

First, | will discuss how | see reality (ontology), and how | might apprehend it
(epistemology). Then, those theoretical approaches to reality (ontology) and
investigation (epistemology) will be operationalised in the form of the constructs
used in this research study, the research questions to investigate those
constructs, and the statistical analyses used to draw conclusions from the
investigations. The second part of this chapter will deal with the methods
employed in this investigation, and the decisions made in the planning, design,
and implementation of its research instruments. Data from a preliminary study
will also be analysed and presented to support the subsequent decisions made

with respect to the research instruments employed in the main investigation.
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3.1 - METHODOLOGY

The research process is sometimes compared to that of being a member of a
given community, where you arrive at claims through the ‘disciplined’ process of
using particular research methods. “[Y]ou follow its warrants; thus you belong to
that club” (Heigham & Croker, 2009, 39). The ‘warrants’ to be followed in
qualitative research tend to focus on meaning and sense making. They aim to
prove that the study has captured fairly the essence of the phenomenon, and
that the researcher’s findings make sense to the members of the particular
research community concerned by the study. On the other hand, warrants in
quantitative studies tend to be based more on numbers, and prefer to use
standards drawn from statistics to establish the validity of their claims. In both
cases, warrants are the core of the research enterprise, and help “distinguish
research studies from conjecture or opinion because they make explicit the

basis of belief for the claim” (Heigham & Croker, 2009, 38).

3.1.1 Ontological Assumptions and Epistemological Approach

In research studies using a quantitative approach, research tradition dictates a
series of detailed procedures the investigators have to carry out. The stricter the
procedures followed by the researchers are, the more confident they can feel of
being right in the claims they make. In particular, quantitative researchers tend
to include in their samples as many occurrences as necessary, but at the same
time, they try to interfere as little as possible in the sampling process. Their
sample will be representative if every possible occurrence of the phenomenon

in reality has had an equal and fair chance to be included in it (section 3.2.3).

| agree with the attempts to overcome past paradigm wars or clear-cut
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dichotomies between quantitative and qualitative approaches to the study of
reality. In this respect, research objectives “can be classified as falling on a
continuum from exploratory to confirmatory” (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005,
277). In other words, instead of dividing research into two mutually excluding
paradigms because of their essential nature (ontology) and the way they
perceive reality (epistemology), we could classify research studies because of
their ultimate purpose. | think this teleological way of approaching research is
much more fruitful than adopting entrenched stances defending one paradigm
over the other, because it focuses on a premise every researcher should bear in
mind: research objectives drive studies, not the paradigm or method

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005).

3.1.2 Ontology and Epistemology in the present Research Study

This research study primarily drew upon the claim that the vocabulary size and
listening comprehension in a foreign language might be related (e.g., Fung &
Macaro, 2019; Matthews, 2018; van Zeeland, 2014b). The methodology used
here might be ascribed to the quantitative paradigm because of its clear
intention of measuring and estimating a series of dimensions in second
language learning. Adapting instruments that have been previously designed for
similar research studies reinforces the ascription of the present investigation to

the quantitative paradigm, and its research tradition.

First, this study used instruments to collect data that had been created within
the same framework: a listening paper in a standardized test, and the
vocabulary list published by the institution responsible for that examination. The

vocabulary tests (Appendices 3, 4, 5 and 6) were based on a vocabulary list
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compiled to help learners prepare for a language proficiency test (Appendix 7).
Moreover, this vocabulary list was also meant for reference use for the people
involved in writing question paper materials (Street & Ingham, 2007), so that
they could “check whether it is permissible to test a word at a given level’

(Capel, 2010, 2).

Secondly, the instruments employed to estimate the vocabulary size in most
previous studies had only assessed their ability to recognize the link between
the written form of a word and its meaning (section 2.5). However, many
researchers in applied linguistics claim that learners’ ability to recognize words
in their written and spoken forms might be different and “should be assessed
separately” (van Zeeland, 2017, 144). A few studies have followed this advice
and used separate tests to assess the aural vocabulary knowledge of L2
learners, although they might raise some concerns. Both dictation exercises
(e.g., Cheng & Matthews, 2018; Fountain & Nation, 2000; Mathews, 2018), and
aural versions of word-recognition tests (e.g., Milton & Hopkins, 2006; Milton et
al., 2010; van Zeeland, 2014a) might show construct validity issues, as well as
an overestimation of learners’ aural vocabulary size as big as 34.6% (van

Zeeland, 2014a).

The present research study is a partial replication of the investigation carried
out by McLean et al. (2015), as the vocabulary test also presents orally its
items, both in an isolated manner and then, embedded in a sentence.
Furthermore, it is a bilingual vocabulary test, where the items are presented in
the target language — English — but the test-takers are given the four possible
options to choose from in Spanish, their L1. On the other hand, the methods
used in the present study differ in several aspects from the ones employed by

McLean et al. (2015). Firstly, the items in the listening vocabulary test (LVT)
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were also included in a written vocabulary test (WVT) to allow possible
comparisons across study participants, and to increase the accuracy of the
assessment by employing multiple measures (Webb, 2002). Moreover, the two
versions of the vocabulary test were supplemented with a listening
comprehension test (LCT) to enable possible correlation analyses between
vocabulary and listening scores. Secondly, the possibility of experiencing either
floor or ceiling effects that might affect the study reliability was avoided by
selecting the target population through clearly stated inclusion criteria (Table
3.1). Furthermore, the reliability of the results was enhanced by drawing upon a
vocabulary list — PET Vocabulary List — meant for the same linguistic level as in
the inclusion criteria, and by using a listening paper from the same standardized

examination.

3.1.21 \Vocabulary and Listening: Homogeneity, Reliability and

Generalizability

The use of a more homogenous sample of candidates is a relevant issue in this
research study because it might have a positive impact on the reliability of the
testing instruments designed to collect data from the participants. The
preservation of homogeneity was applied to both samples used in this
investigation: participants and target items for the tests. Furthermore, this
homogeneity in the sample was intended to be ensured in the sampling of study
participants by setting a series of inclusion criteria to enhance their
representativeness of the target population (Table 3.1). The same criteria were
preserved in the observational period of the study, with a view to increasing the
reliability of the data gathered. Ultimately, the results and conclusions drawn

from those data might show enhanced validity and reliability by having a more
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homogenous sample than in previous studies (section 5.2).

Table 3.1 — Inclusion criteria for the target population.
(1) AGE: adult students

(2) L1: Spanish
(3) TEACHING: formal instruction at a language centre

(4) LINGUISTIC LEVEL: intermediate-level groups (B1-level according to the CEFR)

The closer and more similar the sample and the population are, the more
confident we can be in attributing characteristics from the former to the latter.
The statistics based on the sample used in this investigation were more likely to
reflect the possible parameters because the sample was closer to the
population under study. Reliability is understood here as internal consistency
(Jones, 2013), where similar results will be gathered on repeated uses on the
same subjects. Consequently, the more reliable the test scores are, the more

generalizable the study is (Bachman, 1990).

A homogenous sample of target words was also sought for the two vocabulary
tests employed in this study, as their target items were selected from a
vocabulary list compiled for students with a similar level as the target population
in this study (Street & Ingham, 2007). The two vocabulary tests were then
delivered to a sample of students attending B1-level classes of English, and
whose first language was Spanish. Their answers in the tests were analysed to
determine the best performing items, so that a shorter and enhanced version

was subsequently employed during the observational stage of the study.

Another major difference with previous research is the use of a longitudinal
design to investigate the relationship between vocabulary and listening
comprehension at two points in time. The use of the same research instruments

on the same population on a second occasion was sought to enable the
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corroboration of preliminary results and findings. Moreover, a standardized B1-
level listening exam — based on the same framework as the vocabulary list —
was used in the main study. Eventually, the participants’ scores in the
vocabulary tests were matched to their results in the 25-item listening test.
Once again, the research design intended to preserve high standards of both
validity and reliability. Figure 3.1 shows a diagram with a timeline for the

different instruments employed in thin this investigation.

Figure 3.1 — Research Instruments: Design, Implementation and Use
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3.1.2.2 Vocabulary and Listening: Ecological Validity

In the research design for this study, | adopted a quasi-experimental approach
to data gathering, where participants were recruited from intact classes
(Doérnyei, 2007). This study was observational, and | did not intend to intervene
upon, or attempt to control all the circumstances that affected the participants’
learning. In other words, the ecological validity — understood as minimal
interference with the participants’ usual circumstances when learning English —
took precedence in this study. Nevertheless, controlling all those factors was
beyond its scope, and it would have been impossible, given its longitudinal

design with intact groups of learners.
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Ecological validity has been typically linked to the question of whether
researchers are able to generalize from what they have observed in their
laboratories to the world outside those premises (Schmuckler, 2001).
Consequently, the more the laboratory conditions mimic the ones existing in
reality, the more ecologically valid a study might be. Nevertheless, in social and
behavioural studies this validity can only be “approximated” (Cicourel, 2007,
735), because researchers need to find compromises along their investigative
journeys to make their studies operationally feasible, and to have adequate
scientific control over their investigations (Schmuckler, 2001). In the present
study, those research compromises might be found in the clear definition of
constructs (section 3.1.2.4), the inclusion criteria for the prospective study
participants (Table 3.1), and the unbiased selection of a sample as

representative as possible.

Three decisions were made to keep the experimental context — especially the
stimuli and the tasks — as close to real life as possible, and to approximate the
ecological validity in this study (Schmukler, 2001). First, the LVT intended to
replicate what language learners might find in real-life situations: a speaker
using a given lexical term embedded in a sentence that the listener has to
decode in real time. Pauses were inserted between the items, so that the
participants had time to read the four options from which to select the correct
meaning. Translations into Spanish were used with the aim of operationalizing
the idea of ‘understanding’ the meaning of the target word (section 3.1.2.4).
Secondly, the target items in the vocabulary tests were selected from the PET
vocabulary list published by Cambridge Assessment English (UCLES, 2012).
B1-level students are referred to this compilation to prepare for that

standardized language examination, including its listening paper. Thirdly, a
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listening paper from the PET examination was used to assess the participants’
listening comprehension. This is the same test, with the same tasks, rubrics,
instructions and stimuli as thousands of B1-level students of English take every
year to certify their linguistic proficiency. Moreover, this listening paper comes
from the same framework as the vocabulary list employed in the random

selection of the items for the vocabulary test.

Moreover, the possible variability in the data — derived from the preservation of
the ecological validity of the study — was also limited by using clear inclusion
criteria to have a more homogenous sample of participants than in similar
research studies (McLean et al., 2015). The likely variability in the lessons and
methodologies the participants were exposed to during the observation period
(approximately 35 weeks) was also minimised by the fact that all of them were
recruited from the same setting, a state language school in Spain (section
3.2.5.1). Although language learners from different groups participated in the
main study, their teachers had to use similar materials in their classes, follow
similar methodologies, and prepare them for the same end-of-course exam.
Additionally, a great deal of consistency across groups was also expected
because their teachers and materials were supposed to align themselves to the

guidelines stated for intermediate-level language learning in the CEFR.

This section has presented the population under study, and the instruments to
assess the relationship between vocabulary and listening. The first aim in the
test design was to preserve the access to intact classes with learners of English
as a foreign language, because the ecological validity of the study took
precedence over the control for external variables that might impact on the
results. At the same time, the homogeneity in the sample of participants was

sought by including a series of criteria (Table 3.1). The selection and design of
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the research tools to gather the data were also purposeful, as the target words
for the vocabulary tests were selected from a list compiled according to the
same criterion reference as the listening test. Having a homogenous sample of
participants and research instruments might have helped minimise the impact of
extraneous variables on the general construct of L2 vocabulary knowledge and
listening comprehension. The next section in this chapter will discuss how the
investigation of a topic as broad as L2 vocabulary and listening was framed by a
series of research questions and the subsequent definition of the study

constructs.

3.1.2.3 Vocabulary and Listening: Research Questions

The immediate objective of this study was to confirm the claim that the L2
vocabulary size and listening comprehension might be related (Fung & Macaro,
2019). The approach chosen for this study was a confirmatory one
(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005), in an attempt to find data to corroborate what
other researchers had previously claimed. Therefore, a quantitative research
design was employed to confirm or refute that claim. Furthermore, inferential
statistics were used to analyse the data and gather evidence for the Research
Questions in this study (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). A teleological approach
to research might be really efficient when carrying out investigations because |
do not think that research is “a philosophical exercise” but an attempt to find
answers to questions (Dornyei 2007, 207). Consequently, the decisions made
within the entire research pro