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The Development of Passive and Active
Vocabulary in a Second Language: Same
or Different?

BATIA LAUFER

University of Haifa

The study investigates the gains in three types of English as a Foreign Language
vocabulary knowledge, passive, ‘controlled active’ and free active, 1n one year
of school instruction It also examines how these aspects of lextcal knowledge
are related to one another.and what changes occur 1n these relatonships after
one year Gains 1n vocabulary were measured by companng two groups of
learners with six and seven years of instruction Relationships among the three
areas of knowledge were investigated by companng them within the same
mndividuals The results show that passive vocabulary size (as measured by
Vocabulary Levels Test) progressed very well, controlled active vocabulary (as
measured by the productive version of the Levels Test) progressed too but less
than the passive Free actve vocabulary (as measured by Lexical Frequency
Profile} did not progress at all Passive vocabulary size was larger than
controlled active 1n both groups of subjects, but the gap between the two
types of knowledge increased in the more advanced group Passive and
controlled active size scores correlated with each other well Free acuve
vocabulary, on the other hand, did not correlate wath the other two types The
results raise several questions about the nature of vocabulary knowledge and
the effect of instruction on vocabulary growth

BACKGROUND

The process of learning a second language has often been described as the
learner’'s progress along the Interlanguage continuum from a non-exstent
knowledge towards native-hke competence without necessanly reaching 1t 1f
this 1s the view we take of L2 acquisition, then vocabulary learmng should
involve a gradual increase 1n the learner’s vocabulary size as the most stnking
difference between foreign learners and natve speakers 15 1n the quanuty of
words each group possesses For example, graduates of Israeh high schools are
expected to have learnt about'3,500-4,000 word families in Enghsh as a
foreign language while 18-year-old natve speakers of English are reported,
according to modest estumates, to have mastered 18,000-20,000 word farmlies
at the end of high school (Nation 1990) We realize that progress
vocabulary learming 1s not only a quantitative 1ssue Knowledge of words
may progress from superfrcial to deep at vanous stages of learning (For a
discussion of the notion of vocabulary depth, see for example Read 1993,
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Wesche and Panbakht 1996) Yet we consider vocabulary size rather than
depth to be of cruaal importance to learners Vocabulary size was found to be
a good predictor of reading comprehension (Anderson and Freebody 1981,
Koda 1989, Coady et af 1993) and to correlate well with wnung quality
(Linnarud 1986, Astuka 1993) It 1s an iumportant component of fluency n
speech and learners themselves associate progress 1n language learning with
an increase 1 the number of words they know

Investigating the progress of learners’ vocabulary size can be of considerable
value to language research and pedagogy For example, teachers might want
to know how much instruction 15 needed before students have reached the
vocabulary threshold level which 1s necessary for the comprehension of
wntien authentic prose For English, a threshold of 3,000 word farmhes (5,000
lexacal 1tems) was suggested for ‘mimimal comprehension’ (Laufer 1992) and
5,000 word famihes {8,000 lexical items) for reading for pleasure (Hirsh and
Nation 1992) For Dutch, a higher threshold 1s claimed to be necessary for a
simiar populanon of umversity students, 10,000-11,000 lexical items
(Hazenberg and Hulstyn 1996) Information on learners’ vocabulary size at
different stages of instruction can show how realisuc the expectations of a
given lexical syllabus are, or what would consttute an optimal syllabus As for
rescarch, some topics related to increase n vocabulary size are the
relatonship between vocabulary growth and different input conditions,
such as comprehension-based versus production-onented mstruction, the
effect of language learning context (second or foreign} on vocabulary growth,
similanties and differences' between the developments of passive and active
vocabulary

And vyet there are very few quantitative studies where vocabulary size 15
measured at different stages of language learmng over a long penod of time
Yoshida (1978) 1s a case study where the final vocabulary size of the subject 15
only 300 acuve words Other studies dealing with vocabulary growth mostly
measure small increments resulting from different testing tasks, learning tasks,
teaching methods, or input conditions (Cohen and Aphek 1981, Palmberg
1987, Lupesku and Day 1993, Joe 1994, Hulstyn et al 1996) The studies
usually nvestigate the acqusiion of words which have speafically been
chosen for the expenment rather than changes in the global vocabulary size

The pauaty of studies in the area of L2 vocabulary size development could
be due to the difficulty researchers have expenenced with defining the nature
of language knowledge and with desigming valid and rehable tests which
measure this knowledge Researchers differ in their defimtion of vocabulary
knowledge Yet in spite of the differences, 1t is nevertheless agreed by most
that lexical knowledge 1s not an all-or-nothing phenomenon, but involves
degrees of knowledge. The differences among researchers lie n the
charactenzation of these degrees and consequently in the types of tests
required to measure them (See, for example, Naton 1990, Read 1993,
Hennksen 1996, Meara 1996, Wesche and Panbakht 1996} In most models,
however, 1t 15 acknowledged that the learning of a word usually progresses
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from receptive to productive knowledge (For cniticism of this distinction, see
Melka-Teichroew 1982} Therefore, a word that can be correctly used should
also be understood by the user, when heard, seen or both The opposite,
however, 1s not necessanly true In our opimion, mere memonzaton of a
word form 1n a given context without understanding the word’'s meaning
cannot be called productve knowledge If the leammer can repeat the
memonzed word with 1ts context 1n a test situation without understanding
1t, this 1s mechamcal reproduction, not production Consequently, passive
vocabulary size 1s considered to be larger than the active size even though no
substantiated speafication 1s provided as to how much larger 1t 15

As for tests of vocabulary knowledge, we do not as yet have one instrument
measuring both size and depth of vocabulary, that 1s one test where the
number of items 1s sufficiently large to represent the learners’ vocabulary size
and where, at the same.time, all degrees of knowledge are tested For
example, Meara and Jones’ (1990) yes-no size test does not specify what type
of knowledge 1s tested, Naton's (1983) Levels Test 1s a size test of vocabulary
comprehension, Arnaud {(1992) measures what he defines as ‘lexical quality’
of wrniung Wesche and Panbakhts (1996) measure several aspects of
vocabulary knowledge, but with a mited number of words

Since vocabulary knowledge 1s not an all-or-nothing phenomenon and
since no single test of vocabulary size and depth 1s available, we suggest a
‘multiple test approach’, 1e the use of a battery of tests where each test
measures a different aspect of vocabulary knowledge The advantages of the
multiple tests approach for vocabulary development research are twofold
First, taken together, the results can provide a comprehensive picture of
learners’ vocabulary at different stages of language development Second, by
comparing test results for each individual, we can find out about the
relatonship among different aspects of lexical knowledge 1n the same learmners
and the changes that may occur m these relanonships with progress n
learning.

In this paper we investigate the development of three components of word
knowledge the basic receptive (passive) knowledge, 1e understanding the
most frequent and core meaning of a word, e g ‘solution’ as in ‘solution of a
problem’ rather than ‘chemical solution’, and two types of productuve
knowledge controlled and free (For a discussion of the nouon of core
vocabulary, see Carter 1987) The first type entails producang words when
prompted by a task An example 15 having to complete the word ‘fragrant’ 1n
‘the garden was full of fra___ flowers’ Free productive knowledge, on the
other hand, has to do with the use of words at one’s free will, without any
speafic prompts for particular words, as 1s the case of free composition The
distinction between controlled and free active vocabulary 1s necessary as not
all learners who use infrequent vocabulary when forced to do so will also use 1t
when left to theirr own selection of words We do not underestimate other
aspects of knowledge, such as understanding penpheral meanngs, or
awareness of words’ paradigmatc and syntagmanc relations Yet we regard
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the three types of knowledge investigated here as the most basic 1n L2 leaming
for the reasons discussed below With regard to comprehension, studies
relating vocabulary to reading have tested the learners’ understanding of
words’ core meamngs It has also been demonstrated that the general
vocabulary rather than jargon (1e vocabulary frequent only in specahzed
topics) creates most comprehension problems (Cohen et al 1979) This 1s why
we focus on the most frequent meamng of words The first type of productive
knowledge, the cued recall, resembles a real life situation where a speaker/
wrter tnes to access a specific word which best fits the context that has been
created for hum/her, for example, by an interlocutor, or by short wntten
questions which have to be answered As for free production in which a large
pornon of context 1s created by the language user, this type of vocabulary use
abounds m letters, reports, oral presentations Another important considera-
uon 1n the choice of the three areas of lexical knowledge for investigation 1s
therr amenability to measurement Each one was tested by a different
measurement mstrument These three instruments will be descnbed 1n the
study section

THE STUDY
Aim

The purpose of the study was twofold. first, to examine the development of
three types of vocabulary knowledge passive, controlled active, and free
active over one year of school instruction and second, to examine the
relationship among these three types of knowledge at different stages of
vocabulary learning

Research questions
The speafic research questions were as follows

1 What developments occur in the three types of vocabulary knowledge over
one year of study?

2 How are the three types of vocabulary knowledge related to one another in
the same individual®

3 How do these relationships change after one year of study?

Subjects

The subjects were two groups of learners 1n a typical comprehensive high
school 1n Israel Group One consisted of twenty-six 16-year-old 10th graders
who studied Enghsh for six years in school Group Two consisted of twenty-
two 17-year-old 11th graders who studied Enghsh for seven years The two
groups were studymg English in the ‘5 pomnt stream’, 1e the advanced
curniculum 1n the Israeli school system (as opposed to 3 and 4 point streams)
All the subjects were nauve speakers of Hebrew None had Enghsh-speaking
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parents and none had lived outside Israel Since Enghsh 1s a forergn language
in Israel, most of the mput 15 received from formal instructton All schools
follow a syllabus of the Miumstry of Education and use matenals that are
authonzed by 1t At the end of high school instruction, 1 e at the end of grade
12, all students take a government exam i Enghsh Exposure to English
outside the classroom consists mainly of English-speaking TV programmes
with Hebrew subtitles and of computer games Occasionally, teenagers may
communicate with English-speaking tournsts

As our subjects were muiddle-class children, we can assume that exposure
outside school was similar for all of them since most watch the same Enghsh
TV programmes and occasionally use computers at school, home or fnends’
homes The two groups of subjects were from the same school and were
taught by the same teachers Thus the two groups of subjects were as closely
matched as possible with regard to input conditions, 1n school and outside 1t,
with regard to teachers, socioeconomic status, and mother tongue In sum,
even though the study was not longitudinal, the groups were carefully
matched on all vanables except the addittonal year of school 1n group two
Therefore, we postulated that the difference between the groups in their
respective English vocabulanes can be attrtbuted to this additional year of
study

Research instruments and procedure

Three instruments were used to measure three dimensions of the subjects’
vocabulary knowledge (1) The Vocabulary Levels Test (Nanon 1983, 1990)
for passive vocabulary size, (2) the productive version of the levels test (Laufer
and Nation, 1n press) for controlled active vocabulary size, and (3) The Lexcal
Frequency Profile (Laufer and Nation 1995) for lexical nchness n free written
expression

In the Vocabulary Levels Test, learners are required to match groups of
three words out of six with their paraphrases as in the following example

1 ongmal

2 pnvate complete
3 royal

4  slow first

5 sorry

6 total ~———— not publhc

The test includes samples from the 2,000 most frequent words, the 3rd
thousand, the Sth, the Unmiversity World List {Xue and Nation 1984) and the
10th thousand The target words are tested 1n 1solation so that no contextual
clues are provided We are not interested in the guessing ability of the subjects
but 1n therr sight vocabulary, which 1s the amount of words they can
understand without any contextual clues The answers are scored as correct or
mcorrect Each correct answer 1s given one -point Each frequency level
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section consists of 18 1tems There are five sections in the tests, the maximum
score 15 therefore 90 In the present study, the 10th level section was not
mcluded since high-school syllabus requires teaching about 4,000 words by
the end of school Therefore the maximum score for the test was 72 (18 per
frequency level x 4 levels)

The test of Controlled Productive Knowledge (Laufer and Nation 1n press) 1s
modeled on the levels passive test It uses the same vocabulary frequency
bands and the same 1tems In this test, however, the items are not provided
but elicited i short sentences In order to avoid elicitation of non-target
words which may fit the sentence context, the first letters of the target words
are provided For example,

They wll restore the house to 1ts ong___ state

The scorng 1s 1n terms of correct (1 point} or incorrect/blank (0 points) An
item 1s considered correct when 1t 1s semantically correct, 1 ¢ the appropnate
word 15 used to express the mtended meanmng If used 1n the wrong
grammatical form, for example, stem mstead of past tense, 1t 1s not marked
as mncorrect A word with a spelling ervor which does not distort the word (e g
* recieve 1nstead of receive) 1s not marked as incorrect either Most of the
mcorrect answers included non-words, hke organ, or existing words which
were incorrect 1n the provided context, hke origami in the example above As
in the test of passive vocabulary size, the maxumum score 15 90, but in the
study 1t was 72 since the 10,000 section was not included

The two tests are available in four parallel versions Each version has a
sample of items from different frequency levels, yet the items themselves are
different Therefore when subjects are tested both on the passive and active
tests, or on one of them twice, 1n pre- and post-tests, adminstening different
versions ensures that the same items do not reappear In this study the
subjects received two parallel versions for passive and controlled active tests
versions A and C

The test of free productive vocabulary consists of a composition of about
300400 word tokens and its analysis 1n terms of LFP—Lexical Frequency
Profile (Laufer and Nation 1995) This measure shows the relative proportion
of words from different vocabulary frequency lists in the composition Here 15
an example of how this calculation 1s done Let us imagine a composition
consisting of 200 different words Among these, 150 belong to the first 1,000
most frequent words, 20 to the second, 20 to the UWL—University World List,
and 10 are not 1n any hst These figures are converted into percentages out of
the total of 200 word types The LFP of the composition 1s therefore 75%-
10%~10%-5% The entire calculation 15 done by a computer programme
which matches vocabulary frequency hsts with a text that has been typed into
the computer The LFP can be converted into a condensed profile consisting of
the percentage of basic 2,000 words, 1 e the sum of scores on the first two lists
and the percentage of the beyond-2,000 words, 1 e the sum of scores on the
UWL and ‘not on the lists’ {For advantages of the beyond-2,000 measure, see
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Laufer 1995) For the LFP analysis to be performed, the compositions are
typed 1nto the computer with the followang modifications spelling errors that
do not distort the word are corrected 1n order to make the word recognizable
by computer, proper nouns are omitted (they are not considered as belonging
to the lexis of a given language) and words that are semantically mcorrect
(e g wrong meammg, wrong collocation) are omutted as well since they
cannot be regarded as known by the learners In this study, all learners were
required to write on the following topic Should a government be allowed to imit
the number of children in families? Except for the words 1n the topic, no
vocabulary was provided mn the prompt

In all three tests, a ‘word’ 1s defined as a base form wath its inflected and
denved forms, 1¢ as a word famuly For example, happy, happily, happiness,
unhappy was considered one ‘word’ even though they are different lexical
items and therefore different dictionary entrnies (For a more precse
description of word familes, see Bauer and Nation 1993)

The three instruments had been found to be vahd tests of vocabulary size
The passive test showed a substantial degree of imphcational scaling (Read
1988) The two other tests were shown to discnminate among learners of
different language proficency levels (Laufer and Nation 1995, Laufer and
Nation in press) In the study, the rehability of the passive test was 88 using
the Kuder-Richardson 21 formula, and the rehability of the controlled active
test was 82 The LFP measure cannot be analysed for internal consistency as 1t
does not consist of discrete items However, i the vahdauon study of the
measure {Laufer and Nation 1995), the LFP was found stable across different
composinons of the same leamners

The three tests were given duning three duferent lessons within one week
They were presented to students as part of ther normal class work The first
two tests took about 20-30 munutes each to complete (Less advanced
students did not attemnpt to do the difficult parts which tested the low
frequency vocabulary and therefore used less ume ) The time allocated to
composition wnting was 90 minutes For each subject, three scores were
calculated the passive vocabulary score, the controlled acuve score and the
Lexical Frequency Profile—a 4 score-detailed profile and a condensed two-
score profile

Results

To answer research question one, the two groups of students were compared
on the three vocabulary scores Means, standard deviations and ¢-test results
are presented 1n Tables 1, 2 and 3 Table 4 summanzes the compansons of the
three tables In Tables !, 2 and 3, the individual frequency level scores for
passive and controlled active tests are out of the maximum of 18 (see previous
section), the totals are out of the maximum score of 72 The LFP and beyond-
2,000 scores are given 1n percentages of the words as each frequency level
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The differences between the two groups of leamers are presented in terms of
t-test results

Table 1 Comparison of passive vocabulary size

10th graders 11th graders Difference

(n = 26) (n=22)

Mean  SD Mean SD t-value p
2,000 13 24 289 16 7 179 439 0 0001
3,000 795 331 13 64 355 510 0 0001
UWL ., 232 306 1017 553 590 0 0000
5,000 064 180 7 58 4 87 653 0 0000
Total 24 15 810 48 09 15 86 6 57 0 0000

Table 1 shows that the passive vocabulary has grown considerably 1in one
year If we express the raw scores n terms of numbers of vocabulary famihes,
the total of 24 15 represents roughly 1,900 word families and 48 09 represents
3,500 ! If we compare the passive vocabulary sizes of the two groups, we can
see that 1t has increased by 84 per cent 1n one year of study

Table 2 Comparison of controlled active vocabulary

10th graders 11th graders Difference

(n = 26) (n=22)

Means SD Means SD t-value p
2,000 11 83 339 15 229 372 0 0005
3,000 629 234 930 384 325 0 0002
UwL 258 233 526 329 320 0 0003
5,000 104 145 3 86 320 391 0 0003
Total 21 74 7 67 33 42 10 &7 3 87 0 0005

Table 2 shows that the controlled active vocabulary has increased too
Converted mnto numbers of word famulies, the growth 1s from the total of
1,700 1n the 10th grade to 2,550 1n the 11th grade, 1 e about 50 per cent

Looking at the two tables, we can see that the growth of the two types of
vocabulary knowledge 1s not 1dentical In one year learners added about 1,600
word families to their passive vocabulary and 850 word famihes to controlled
actuve lexis In percentages, there was 84 per cent growth mn the passive
vocabulary and 50 per cent in the controlled active
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Table 3a Comparison of lexical profiles
10th graders  11th graders t-value

(n = 26) (n = 22)
1st 1,000 86 3% 85 6% ns*
2nd 1,000 6 45% 746% . *ns
UWL 2 80% 320% ns
Other 4 30% 3539% ns

*Not sigruficant

Table 3b Condensed profiles
10th graders  11th graders t-value

(n=26) (n = 22)
Basic 2,000 92 7% 93% . ns
Beyond 2,000 7 1% 6 7% ns

Tables 3a and 3b show that there was no significant progress in the free
active vocabulary of the learners Even though their passive and controlled
active vocabulanes have improved, they use the same proportion of frequent
and non-frequent vocabulary 1n a free writing activity

Table 4 Vocabulary growth—summary

Passive Controlled active Free active
(beyond 2,000)

(in word famihes)

10th graders 1,900 1,700 7 1%
11th graders 3,500 2,550 6 7%
gain n % 84% 50% —-—

To answer research questons 2 and 3, we calculated the ratio between
passive and controlled active vocabulary for each group of subjecis {(active size
x 100% ' passive size) and also correlated the passive, controlled active and
beyond 2,000 scores for each individual in each group Table 5 presents the
ratios, Table 6a and 6b—the correlations

with regard to the relationship between the three types of vocabulary, we
can see that the passive vocabulary 1s larger than the controlled active, but the
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Table 5 Comparison of passive—controlled active ratios

Passive Controlled active Ratio

*

" (in word families)

10th graders 1,900 1,700 89%
1 1th graders 3,500 2,550 73%

Table 6a Spearman correlations among individual test scores
(10th graders)

Controlled active Beyond 2,000
{free active)

Passive 067 0078
p=1001 p=75

Controlled acuve 025
p=28

4

Table 6b Spearman correlations among mdmvidual test scores
(11th graders) '

Controlled active Beyond 2,000
: (free active)

¥

Passive 078 01ls
p=0.002 p=0 62

Controlled active 008
i p=078

+

ratio between the two 1s different m the two groups In the 10th grade it 15
89 per cent while a year later it decreases to 73 per cent This means that the
gap between the two types of lexical knowledge has wadened at a higher level
of language proficiency (The higher the rato between two figures, the closer
the figures are ) Tables 6a and 6b show that there 15 a ugh and sigmficant
correlation between the two This means that the learners who have a higher
passive vocabulary size are also those who have a higher controlled active
vocabulary size Beanng in mind the lower ratio of the more advanced group,
the results in Tables 5 and 6 suggest that the higher one’s passive vocabulary
size, the wider the gap between 1t and the controlled active vocabulary



BATIA LAUFER 265

As for the free active vocabulary, since 1t was measured i terms of
proportion between frequent and non-frequent vocabulary and not in terms
of knowledge of speafic items, 1t was umpossible to calculate the ratio between
free active vocabulary and the other two types (It 1s unhkely that we can
devise a test measuring how many words a person can use at free will, unless
his vocabulary 15 very hmited ) What we measured 1in the study 1s the
relanonship between free active vocabulary as expressed in the beyond-2,000
score with the other two scores Tables 6a and 6b show that free actuve
knowledge does not correlate at all with the passive and the controlled actve
knowledge This indicates that learners who could recogmse more words than
other learners and produce them if forced to, were not necessanly those who
would use more 1nfrequent vocabulary 1n free expresston The non-sigmficant
and almost non-existent correlation n the group of 11th graders shows that
the lack of relationship persisted even after an additional year of instruction ?

Discussion

In research question one, .we asked what developments occurred in the three
types of vocabulary knowledge over one year of study OQur results showed
that passive vocabulary increased by 1,600 word families in one year of school
struction Beanng m mind that a school year consists of roughly 180 hours
of instruction {5 hours a week x 36 weeks), the average vocabulary gamn per
lesson was about 8-9 word farmhies This 1s an encouraging figure since 1t
suggests that many words can be learnt 1n a second language within a
relatively short penod of time From Table I, we can see that the most
impressive growth occurred i the Umiversity Word List This may be the
result of a more difficult authentic non-fiction reading matenal that is
introduced 1n grade 11 These findings are not very different from another
study (Laufer 1995) in which umversity students of engineering who were
taking an EFL course acquired 300 word famihes 1n one semester, in about
50 hours of instruction These students were much less motivated than the
high school learners prepanng for matnculation exams and yet they managed
to learn about an average of six word famtlies per an hour of instruction
Nation {1982} surveys expenments of vocabulary learning 1n hsts which show
impressive gamns over a period of hours The present study investigated
vocabulary learming 1n a normal classroom setting and not 1n an expenmental
situation Yet the conclusion seems to be the same—a large number of words
can indeed be learnt even when the learming context 1s not ‘natural’, te
when learners are not exposed to the new words 1n the language speaking
environment These results underscore the fact that classroom instruction can
provide an optimal setting for vocabulary learming

If passive vocabulary size can improve so well in one year, one may wonder
why 1t took the 10th graders in our study 6 years of instruction to learn 1,900
words 1f 1,600 words can be learnt in one year Is 1t the case that teachers
underestimate learners’ ability for vocabulary learming and do not require
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encugh? Or does this non-linear progress reflect the nature of L2 vocabulary
learming which may proceed slowly in the first years and gan momentum
later” The results of controlled active vocabulary exhibit a similar picture of
non-hneanity The 11th graders knew 850 words more than the 10th graders
If one year 1s enough for learming 850 words why should 1t take 6 years to
learn 1,700 words??

Nauon {1990) presents a summary of L} vocabulary size development
between the ages 1 3 and 18 At the age of 5 5, vocabulary size 15 1,528 word
famihes, at 10 7-7,020, at 15-12,000 and at 18-17,600 These figures suggest
that the development 15 rather iinear, about 1,000 words every year If
vocabulary learming in L1 and L2 were the same, the answer to the question
above would be teachers had underestimated thesr learners” ability and had
missed an opportunity to teach them much more than they did Yet L2
guantitative lexacal learming, particularly instructed learming, cannot be
identical to L1 vocabulary acquisiion First, L2 learners who learn English
between the ages of 10 and 18 are cogmitively more developed than children
with the same vocabulary size mm English as L1 (ages 6-7) Second, the
amount and nature of exposure to the language 15 different 1n the two cases
Third, by the age of 5-6 the basic grammar in L1 has been mastered But after
5-6 years of learning a foreign language, grammatical problems stll exist and
therefore learners and teachers may not be willing to devote too much time
and effort to lexas Our tentanve conclusion, taking into account the hneanty
of vocabulary learning 1n L1 and also acknowledging the differences between
the two processes, would be the following even though about 1,600 words
were learnt passively and 850 actuively in one year, in the 11th grade, this does
not imply that 1n the preceding 6 years the same amount of words could have
been learnt each year However, more tuime and effort could be spent on
helpmg students increase the size and control of their L2 lexicon
Consequently, a larger target vocabulary for 10th graders could have been
ammed for

As for free active vocabulary, the lack of progress of 11th graders means that
in spite of an 1mpressive Increase 1n passive vocabulary and a good progress in
controlled active vocabulary size: learners did not put this knowledge into use
when left to their own choice of lexis To put 1t differently, the free active
vocabulary reached a plateau beyond which 1t did not progress According to
Laufer (1995), the beyond 2.000 vocabulary of first year umversity students 1s
about 13 per cent whule that of native speaking high school graduates reaches
23 per cent These figures suggest that there was certainly room for improving
the beyond-2,000 score with an addinonal year of mstruction Even though
I1th graders are not expected to reach the level of university students, we
would have thought that some of the addimonal 1,600 words that they tearnt
passively would have filtered into their free expression The plateau 1n free
acuve vocabulary may be the result of the lack of incentive to use more
advanced, wnfrequent, and error-prone words Communicatively onented
teachers may be satisied with the learners’ ability to get meaning across
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Grading conventions 1n school emphasise correctness and seldom reward
lexacal nchness These do not encourage the learner to take a nsk and use
more difficult vocabulary Also conventional re-wnte exercises usually focus
on alternative structures rather than on alternative vocabulary Swain (1995)
and Swain and Lapkin (1993%) claim that learncrs will not progress beyond a
given stage of competence unless pushed to exploit all their resources Qutput
‘pushes learners to process language more deeply (with more mental effort)
than does mput In speaking or wnting, learners ‘“stretch” their
Interlanguage to meet communicative goals’ (Swain 1995 126-7)

Hence the mmportance of output mn addition to mput If our learners had
been given exercises and tasks which were speahcally designed to ehant the
new vocabulary that was taught, they might have been more willing to
mcorporate 1t into their free production

In research question two, we asked how the three types of vocabulary
knowledge were related to one another 1n the same individuals, 1n question
three, how these relanionships changed over one year of study The decreasing
rano between the passive and controlled active vocabulary indicates that some
of the addittonal words that were learnt 1n the 11th grade did not enter the
acuve vocabulary Taking these results together with the correlations in
Table 6, we can conclude that an increase 1n one’s passive vocabulary will, on
the one hand, lead to an increase 1n one’s controlled active vocabulary, but at
the same time lead to a larger gap between the two These findings are not
unreasonable When one’s passive vocabulary 1s low, it consists of the most
frequent useful words that cannot be avoided 1n expression Repeated use of
these words reinforces their active knowledge But as the passive vocabulary
size expands, less frequent words are learnt The learner can often convey
meamng without using these words If not ‘pushed’ to use them, they may
never be activated and therefore remain mn passive vocabulary only The
higher the passive vocabulary size, the higher the number of words that may
not enter the active lexis and hence the lower ratio between the two

With regard to free productive vocabulary, the lack of correlanon between
it and the other two types of knowledge substantiate the findings discussed 1n
relation to research quesuon onc Better passive and controlled active
vocabulary do not seem to be reflected in free production This 15 true for
each proficiency group and across proficiency levels The learners seem to
have ‘fossiized’ their free vocabulary at an average of 7 per cent of beyond-

. 2,000 words per composition and do not progress even when their passive and
controlled active vocabulanes improve * The strategy of learners of using few
resources (managing with as httle as possible) can be referred to as a nsk-
avoiding strategy, task simplification, or simply, taking the easy way out If
not discouraged, learners may perpetuate this convement performance
strategy
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The results of the study raise several interesting questions which could be
explored 1n the future

1 We found that learners could learn a large amount of vocabulary
(passive and controlled active) 1n one year, but learnt a much smaller number
of words per year 1n the preceding six years of mstrucuon The queston 1s
whether this non-hneanty reflects the nature of vocabulary learning, or
simply the requirements of the school syllabus This question could be
investigated 1n two stages The passive/controlled active rate could be studied
at chfferent stages of language learning We may find that the gap between the
two widens as learning progresses, or that it changes, narrowing and widening
at different stages of learning Secondly, parallel groups of learners could be
assigned different vocabulary-size learning goals We would then check the
following (a) whether learners can cope with any load assigned to them, or
whether there 1s a ‘vocabulary size learning threshold’, 1e a hmited number
of words that can be learnt wrespective of syllabus, and (b) whether the
vocabulary size that can be acquired 1s in any way related to the level of
learmner proficiency

2 The study showed that gains in passive and controlled active vocabulary
were not reflected 1n lexacal profiles of free wriing Two explananons of this
finding are possible One 1s that the gains found 1 our study are insufficient
for any effect on free expression The nature of vocabulary learning may be
such that much larger quantities of words have to be learnt passively before
some of them are used at learners’ free will Another explanation has to do
with the nature of classroom nstruction which may not have forced the
learner to stretch his/her Interlanguage resources and use the words that have
been taught Further research should look at a wader range of learners’ passive
and controlled active vocabulary size Maybe a larger passive vocabulary size
than that of our learners will affect the lexical profiles of wnting
Furthermore, vocabulary teaching methods could be compared m order to
see whether an ‘output-onented’ approach to vocabulary teaching would
affect the free productive use of vocabulary

3 The results showed that the gap between the passive and the controlled
active vocabulary increased with progress in learning. The question 1s whether
the more words we learn passively, the fewer of these we can activate (though
some of them do enter the active lexicon), or whether our learners were not
provided with sufficient opportunities to activate therr vocabulary in the
classroom Further research could lock at second, as opposed to foreign,
language learners’ vocabulary Since second language learming context
provides better conditions for using new words, 1t would be interesting to
see whether the gaps between passive and controlled active vocabulary would
be smaller than in our study and whether free active vocabulary would be
chfferently affected as well

4 The tasks used in the study were all wnitten The LFP measure could also
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be used to analyse spoken language It rmight be interesting to compare lexical
richness of spoken and wntten language samples of the same people

In this study we provided some quantitative results on the development of
passive and active lexical knowledge in a second language Whether the
development pattern as reflected n the resulis 1s a consequence of classroom
instruction, or whether 1t reflects the nature of lexical learning, or both, 15 still
not clear Further research may tell
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NOTES

1 The figures are approximations of the actual
vocabulary size The calculation 1s done as
follows

The first 1,000 level and the second are
assumed to have the same score, the 4th
1 000 level score 15 taken as an average of
the 3rd and 5th levels The sum of the
scores at all the levels 1s muluphed by 5,000
{as the test without the 10th level repre-
sents a size of 5,000 word families} and
divided by 108 (18 items per level for 6
levels—1 2, 3, 4, 5, UWL)} Even though
learners were tested on 72 1tems (4 levels
+UWL), two mussing levels, T and 4 are
filled ' The UWL is not a separate
frequency level, but consists mamnly of
words at 4th and S5th level Therefore 1t is
added to the 5,000 sample

2 A larger sample wath a more diverse popula-
uon proficency-wise yielded moderate and
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