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Abstract

The importance of vocabulary is stressed as a central aspect of language learning.
The aim of this investigation! was to study how lexical input from a textbook and
use of individual vocabulary notebooks affected Swedish upper secondary school
students’ vocabulary acquisition by answering the three following research
questions: What frequency levels are represented in the vocabulary taught in the
textbook? To what extent does the productive vocabulary knowledge of the group,
as measured by the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), change after exposure to the
textbook? To what extent did the students benefit from the vocabulary notebooks?
Firstly, a corpus of texts from the textbook was created and analysed to establish
the frequency levels of the vocabulary in the corpus. Laufer and Nation’s
Vocabulary Levels Test was then used to establish the group’s productive
vocabulary knowledge. Lastly, the effectiveness of the vocabulary notebook was
examined. The results indicate that the particular textbook was well-suited in
terms of frequency levels and the students’ knowledge of K3 words improved, but
the vocabulary notebook was not found to be effective.

Keywords: vocabulary; textbooks; learner corpus; vocabulary notebooks;
frequency levels

1. Introduction

The importance of vocabulary is stressed as a central aspect of language
learning. A recent study by Bergstrom, Norberg and Nordlund (2022: 393)
conducted in Sweden, where this study is also situated, concluded that ‘one
of the most central components in language learning, namely vocabulary,
appears to be left without further instruction in the EFL classroom’ and
‘teachers showed a great reliance on incidental vocabulary learning, where
words were understood as “picked up along the way” while doing other

1 This article is a revised version of the author’s MA thesis.
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things, such as reading and playing games’. This approach is problematic
since acquiring vocabulary is a complex process. There are a number of
features of a word that a learner must be familiar with in order to know it,
such as spoken and written form, collocations and associations (Nation
2001: 27). Not only do learners have to learn several aspects of a word,
but they must also learn many words in order to develop language
proficiency. For example, Schmitt and Schmitt (2014: 492) suggest that a
learner should know the 3,000 most common word families to be able to
fully participate in a ‘wide range of situations’ and daily conversation,
while Nation (2006: 59) states that a learner should have knowledge of
between 8,000-9,000 of the most common word families to comprehend
98 percent of authentic written discourse. Whilst the process of learning
vocabulary may be challenging for a learner, the benefits of a well-
developed vocabulary are many. It improves the learner’s overall
academic success, reading comprehension and opportunity to succeed in
higher education (e.g., Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski 2010; McMillion
and Shaw 2009; Pecorari et al. 2011; Yu 2009). Teachers and researchers
frequently identify learners’ vocabulary knowledge as in need of
additional improvement, and overall, there appears to be a lack of a
systematic approach by teachers in terms of vocabulary teaching (e.g.,
Nation 2001; Schmitt 2008; Schmitt, Jiang and Grabe 2011; Schmitt and
Schmitt 2014; Walker and Allan 2018). It is within this context that this
study takes place, examining how lexical input from a textbook and use of
individual vocabulary notebooks affect Swedish upper secondary school
students’ vocabulary acquisition.

2. Background

2.1 Learning and teaching vocabulary in the English classroom

The phenomenon of knowing a word is complex and challenging for
students. Nation (2001: 23-59) considers several distinct aspects of what
it means to know a word (word knowledge) and makes a distinction
between a learner being able to recall and recognize the appropriate
meaning of the word (receptive knowledge) and using the word in multiple
contexts (productive knowledge). Automaticity is also an important part
of word knowledge and refers to whether or not the learner is able to recall
and use the word quickly and almost without any conscious effort (Gass
and Selinker 2008: 231). It should be mentioned here that word learning
is incremental and does not follow an explicit path; for example, it is
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possible to have some productive knowledge before having receptive
knowledge Nation (2001: 23-59). Furthermore, receptive knowledge and
productive knowledge have a complex and layered relationship with
vocabulary breadth (how many words are known) and vocabulary depth
(how well they are known), which are aspects that need to be learned in
order to reach productive mastery of a word (Nation 2001: 27).

A learner must know several different variables to reach productive
mastery of a word and this includes awareness of form, meaning,
collocation, associations, grammar, register and more (Nation 2001: 27).
It becomes evident that reaching productive mastery of a word is a
complex process and it is further complicated by how different words have
what Nation (2001: 23-24) refers to as different learning burdens: some
words are harder to learn for students depending on their language
background, and the different aspects of what it means to know a word
may increase its learning burden. In this study, the majority of the
participants have Swedish as a first language and are learning English as
a second language. Both languages are Germanic, share a history and are
a part of Western culture, i.e., the languages are closely related, and thus,
the learning burden should be lighter. But at the same time, the participants
will still experience the learning burden of some words to be higher since
learning burden is not only transfer-related (Nation 2001; 23-24). Some
words also have, for example, a higher learning burden due to their
intrinsic properties because, for example, spelling, length, register and
grammar affect the process of learning a new word (e.g., Laufer 1997).

Teaching students vocabulary in the classroom may be done either
incidentally or intentionally. It is either the by-product or the focus of the
learning activity (e.g., Hulstijn 2005). The two methods co-exist in the
classroom and can be used for different purposes depending on what the
teacher intends the outcome of the learning activity to be: a common
incidental learning activity is reading, as it does not necessarily focus on
developing vocabulary, but is instead concerned with language in use (e.g.,
Schmitt 2008). Several studies have shown that reading may result in
vocabulary gains (e.g. Pellicer-Sanchez and Schmitt 2010; Waring and
Nation 2004). The uptake is, however, not significant, and therefore
Waring and Takaki (2003: 130-163) suggest that reading as an incidental
vocabulary learning activity is more suited for developing knowledge
about words that the student is already familiar with rather than for
learning new vocabulary (this also indicates that words need to be recycled
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in order to be learned). Other studies concerned with vocabulary uptake
from incidental learning activities have shown that, for example, watching
television and listening do not result in any significant vocabulary gains
(e.g. Vidal 2003; Peters and Webb 2018). This is indicative of a
discrepancy between research and practice, since teachers appear to be
relying on incidental learning to a high extent while research implies that
this is inefficient (Walker and Allan 2018: 194; Bergstrém, Norberg and
Nordlund 2022: 393). Instead, it is suggested that vocabulary should be
taught intentionally and explicitly to facilitate learning, retention, and
productive mastery; the naturalistic usage-based learning approach is
simply considered insufficient for acquiring second-language vocabulary
(e.g., Cobb and Horst 2004; Laufer 2005; Schmitt and Schmitt 2020). For
example, Min (2008: 73) found that there was an increase in vocabulary
gain when combining reading with explicit vocabulary learning activities
that facilitated analysis of target vocabulary and noticing.

From a teacher’s perspective, it seems that intentional learning
approaches to vocabulary should be favoured; however, incidental
approaches could be improved if a teacher helps students develop learning
strategies that allow them to deal with unknown vocabulary. This becomes
especially important if one considers the number of words a learner must
know to gain proficiency—there are simply too many words to teach
(Laufer and Nation 1999: 36-37). There are several useful strategies such
as learning how to use a dictionary, utilising context to guess or breaking
down the word into separate chunks (Nation 2001: 130). These strategies
might be time-consuming for students to acquire, but at the same time,
they might increase overall acquisition as the students learn to apply them
when encountering, for example, mid-frequency and low-frequency words
(Nation 2001: 130). Vocabulary acquisition is further complicated by the
students’ need to internally process a new word since new vocabulary
items require deeper internal processing for students to reach productive
mastery. Dubiner (2017: 457) agrees regarding the variables identified by
Nation (2001: 27) that one must know in order to have productive mastery
of a word; however, she makes it explicit how a student must process the
word internally to learn it (e.g., Eckerth and Tavakoli 2012; Sékmen
1997). In other words, vocabulary acquisition requires more than shallow
processing.

Word frequencies are used in language teaching pedagogy to decide
what words students should learn to be able to fully participate in different
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discourses. It has previously been suggested that high-frequency
vocabulary consists of the 2,000 most frequent word families (K1 and K2)
and low-frequency vocabulary to be above the 10,000-frequency level
(K10+) (e.g., Schmitt and Schmitt 2014). However, these levels are
debated, and there is a call to change these categorisations: the 3,000 most
frequent word families should be considered high-frequency vocabulary
and words above the 9,000-frequency level should instead be regarded as
low-frequency, while all word families in-between (3,000-9,000) ought to
be considered mid-frequency vocabulary (e.g., Nation 2006; Schmitt and
Schmitt 2014). Nation (2001: 23-59) argues that teachers have to make a
cost/benefit analysis of what vocabulary to teach since he believes the
focus should be on high-frequency vocabulary and teaching students
strategies to deal with low-frequency words. At the same time, several
studies suggest that students who know only high-frequency vocabulary
struggle with handling written academic material in English (e.g., Laufer
and Ravenhorst-Kalovski 2010; McMillion and Shaw 2009). The current
investigation is concerned with Swedish upper secondary school students
studying the course English 6 (CEFR level B2.1%), which is one of the
courses needed to be eligible for higher education in Sweden. The students
who complete the course are expected to be able to read, for example,
authentic scientific articles in English even if they study a programme
taught in Swedish (e.g., McMillion and Shaw 2009). Consequently,
Nation’s claim appears to be contradictory, as he also suggests that a
student should know between 8,000-9,000 of the most common word
families to understand 98 percent of authentic written discourse (Nation
2006: 59).

2.2 Teaching English vocabulary with textbooks and notebooks

The language input in various textbooks has been widely criticised from
various perspectives: for lacking adequate models for pragmatic language
use and spoken grammar (e.g., Gilmore 2004) and for having dialogues
that are ‘overly correct’ and artificial (e.g., Cameron 2001; Kirk and Carter

2 The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) is a scale that
describes students’ language proficiency ranging from Basic user (Al-A2),
Independent user (B1-B2) and Proficient user (C1-C2) (Council of Europe 2001)
and Milton (2010) estimates that a student should know between 4,500-5,500
most common words families at CEFR level B2.1.
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2010; Rebenius 2005; Tyler 2012; Wray 2000). Crucially, vocabulary is
also pointed out as a problematic component since textbooks often lack
core vocabulary (e.g., Gouverneur 2008; Koprowski 2005; Nation 2001).
The 2,000 General Service List of English words (GSL) is considered to
contain must-know words that one could use as a foundation when writing
textbooks, but, instead, it seems that the vocabulary included in textbooks
is a matter of personal preference rather than being based on frequency
lists or the GSL (e.g., Abello-Contesse and Ldpez-Jiménez 2010; Meara
and Suérez Garcia 2010; Nation 1993). Furthermore, the vocabulary
included in textbooks is also criticised for not recycling words enough,
which is important because a student must encounter a word several times
in various ways to learn it (Nation 2001: 27).

Vocabulary notebooks have been shown to have a positive impact on
students’ vocabulary acquisition. Schmitt and Schmitt (1995: 133-136)
suggest that any vocabulary programme should be designed in relation to
certain principles; for example, the best way to remember new vocabulary
is to incorporate it into already known language, organized vocabulary is
easier to learn, more mental processing increases retention, recalling a
word several times makes it more likely that a learner will be able to do so
in the future, and recycling words increases the chance for learners to
acquire them. These principles mesh well together with the different
aspects of processing such as the Involvement Load Hypothesis and
noticing (e.g., Hulstijn and Laufer 2001; Schmidt 2010). Additionally,
several studies have also shown that the use of vocabulary notebooks by
students may promote learner independence, linguistic gain, and
development of strategic knowledge (e.g., Fowle 2002; Walters and
Bozkurt 2009). Dubiner (2017: 456-466) concludes how vocabulary
notebooks had a positive impact on vocabulary retention and acquisition
among her participants, while McCrostie (2007: 246-255), on the other
hand, states that students’ selection of vocabulary does not automatically
lead to productive mastery of basic vocabulary. It should be mentioned
here that the participants in Dubiner’s study (2017) were 13 English
teacher trainees, which means that there is a possibility of higher
motivation and engagement compared to the upper secondary school
students who participated in this investigation.
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2.3 Previous studies of Swedish students’ vocabulary acquisition

There is a growing body of research concerning the vocabulary acquisition
of Swedish students. Walker and Allan (2018: 191-212) investigated
Swedish upper secondary school students’ vocabulary usage and found
that a group of English 6 students, from the same region as those who
participated in this investigation, dealt with high-frequency and low-
frequency vocabulary well, as they used 75 percent of the words correctly
(i.e., words beyond frequency level K1 and K2). The most frequent errors
made by the students were connected to word form and misspelling
influenced by pronunciation (Walker and Allan 2018: 206). The Uppsala
Learner English Corpus (ULEC) has also proven to be useful in terms of
identifying frequent errors made by Swedish students in upper secondary
school. ULEC has been used by teacher trainees for their final projects and
they have discovered several areas that the Swedish upper secondary
school students could improve; students struggle with, amongst other
things, verb forms, especially subject/verb agreement, article usage,
capitalisation and the s-genitive (regrettably, these studies do not explicitly
focus on vocabulary) (Johansson and Geisler 2009: 181-185).
Furthermore, the teacher trainees discovered that Swedish students in
upper secondary school tend to ‘write like they speak’ with simple
sentence structures and a frequent use of discourse markers (Johansson
and Geisler 2009: 183-184).

Although the research on Swedish students’ vocabulary acquisition is
slowly growing, there is a lack of research in relation to frequency, but
some attention has been given to other aspects of the vocabulary
acquisition of Swedish students. Sundqvist and Wikstrom (2015: 65-76)
concluded that students who play digital games acquired more English
vocabulary than those who did not, and interestingly, the gameplay also
had a positive impact on their grades. Their findings have possible
implications for future teaching. Sundqvist and Wikstrém (2015: 74)
suggest that teachers ‘incorporate a systematic use of language diaries (or
something similar) to map learners’ out-of-school language-related
contacts and based on the given information, design or recommend
suitable learning tasks’. Language diaries can relate to, for example, a
digital game that the students are interested in, which might be especially
successful considering that youths in the expanding circle countries, like
Sweden, spend a lot of their time playing games (Sundgvist and Wikstrom
2015: 74). Additional studies have also confirmed the positive impact of
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extramural activities (i.e., any contact a student has with English outside
the classroom) on Swedish students’ vocabulary acquisition (e.g., Olsson
and Sylvén 2015; Sundgvist and Sylvén 2014). Norberg, Vikstrom and
Kirby (2018: 895-904) investigated different Swedish upper secondary
school students’ strategies and understanding of vocabulary acquisition
and found that the students who participated in their study believed
meaning and form to be important parts of word knowledge, but that being
able to use the word in context is essential. However, the students also
‘reported that they primarily employ rather mechanical strategies when
studying, implying a focus on memorising isolated language items’
(Norberg et al. 2018: 904). Mechanical strategies in this case constitute
simply translating the words from English to Swedish (or vice versa)
without paying much attention to context. Norberg et al. (2018: 904)
assume that the students’ strategy is connected to how vocabulary
knowledge is assessed and how tests for measuring vocabulary are
constructed.

3. Aim

Given how complex the practice of teaching and learning vocabulary is,
the aim of this study is to investigate if Swedish upper secondary school
students’ vocabulary acquisition is affected by lexical input from a
textbook and use of individual vocabulary notebooks, by answering the
following research questions:

1. What frequency levels are represented in the vocabulary taught in
the textbook?

2. To what extent does the productive vocabulary knowledge of the
group, as measured by the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), change
after exposure to the textbook?

3. To what extent did the students benefit from the vocabulary
notebooks?

4. Participants, material and method

4.1 Participants

The participants in this investigation were students that | taught in the
course English 6 between August 2020 and March 2021 at an upper
secondary school in Sweden. I discussed the issue of consent with the two
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principals responsible for the students, both of whom verbally consented
to participating in the study and the students’ oral consent to participate
was deemed to be sufficient, which they gave when they were informed
about the intentions of my inquiry. The participation of the students was
voluntary, and they were reminded several times during the study that it
was important that they did not feel coerced and that they could end their
participation in the study at any time without any repercussions. The
students were all studying their second year of upper secondary school and
attended various vocational programmes, for which English 6 is not
mandatory. In Sweden, students are allowed to choose a small number of
courses as a part of their upper secondary school education; some students
decide to study subjects that interest them a lot, while others, particularly
students who attend vocational programmes, opt for studying English 6 in
order to be eligible for higher education in the future.

There were 34 students aged between 16-18 who participated: 4 of
them identified as female and 30 identified as male. I introduced the study
and mentioned the aim of my investigation before the study began. Two
important things should be mentioned here: firstly, | taught a majority of
the students the year before in the course Swedish 1 and a few of them in
English 5; secondly, 5 male and 1 female student did not have Swedish as
a first language—their first languages were either from Africa, Asia or the
Middle East (which could have impacted their vocabulary acquisition). In
order to be eligible to study English 6, students must pass the course
English 5. This means that all the participants received at least a passing
grade (E) for a course that should reflect CEFR level B1.2 (English 6
should then reflect CEFR level B2.1). However, it should be mentioned
here that the students’ knowledge of English varied greatly within the
group and, if one looks at their grades from English 5, one can establish
that they are quite weak, as the majority of the students ranged between
grades C-E. To form a reliable basis for the study, it was essential to have
the students take the VVocabulary Levels Test to establish their vocabulary
knowledge prior to and after exposure to the textbook.

4.2 Material

4.2.1 Textbook

The textbook is Masterplan 2, written by Gun-Marie Larsson and Catrin
Norrby, and published in 2005. It was the book prescribed by the school
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and is commonly used by English teachers at the specific school for
vocational programmes, as they believe, from previous experience, that it
interests vocational students because of its different themes and texts.
There were other textbooks available too, but they were specifically
designed for students attending preparatory programmes. The textbook
consists of five themes and each theme consists of several texts with
discussion questions, ‘word work’ and listening exercises. The students
finished three themes, 14 fictional and non-fictional texts, and the average
length of each text was 792 words and 11,161 words in total. | digitised all
of the texts using my iPhone with the help of TextScannerOCR in order to
be able to process the vocabulary levels in the texts. After scanning the
texts, | proofread all of them to make sure that they were accurate in plain
text format and extracted all proper nouns and adjectives (e.g., French,
Washington).

4.2.2 Vocabulary notebooks
The final part of the material consists of 34 individual vocabulary
notebooks that the students kept between August 2020 and March 2021.
In August 2020, | introduced the group to these vocabulary notebooks,
which were similar to those used by Dubiner (2017). However, as the
participants in this investigation were unfamiliar with the concept of
vocabulary notebooks and needed some guidance, a structured approach
was taken, and it was made mandatory for the students to utilise the
notebook as it would be a part of their final grade. Their usage was
monitored in Google Classroom where the notebook was kept and stored.
The students were asked to write down key vocabulary from the
textbook as ‘chosen by the author’: at the bottom of each page are a
number of bolded words present in the actual text with an explanation in
Swedish and these words have been regarded as target vocabulary. They
were asked to write down approximately 15 words with an explanation
(translation or description of the word) for each chapter, sometimes fewer
when it was a short text, but 15 was the maximum for didactic reasons,
such as not pushing the students too much. Students were also told not to
write down any other words but were encouraged to do so in another
notebook if they wanted to (which no one did). In the end, their vocabulary
notebooks consisted of 165 words.
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4.3 Method

To answer RQ1 by establishing which frequency levels were represented
in the textbook, | used the online resource Compleat Lexical Tutor
(specifically VocabProfiler VP-Compleat). This resource allowed me to
determine the vocabulary frequency levels present in the texts read by the
students. | opted for BNC-COCA-25 as it consists of 25 distinct frequency
levels and is based on the British National Corpus and the Corpus of
Contemporary American English. The texts were pasted in the input box
for analysis and the output shows the frequency level of each word type
(distinct words) while tokens (the total number of individual occurrences)
are ignored, as the focus is on the former.

To answer RQ2, regarding the productive vocabulary knowledge of
the students, I utilised Laufer and Nation’s productive Vocabulary Levels
Test (VLT) (1999). It is a common way of measuring students’ productive
English vocabulary. There are different versions of the VLT, but the
compelled productive VLT was used in this investigation to establish the
participants’ vocabulary knowledge and how it developed over time:
compelled refers to how the first letters of each word are given in the test,
thus, eliminating the ability to come up with similar words that also could
fit in the sentence. The test requires students to produce words at specific
word frequencies (K2, K3, K5 and K10%) and in relation to an academic
word list: the academic word list was excluded from this study as it
demands more than the students are expected to know at this point in their
studies. One of the greatest values of the VLT is that it suggests which
frequency level students know and which levels they need to practice more
(a student must score above 83% in order to ‘pass’ a level) (Cobb 2021). |
printed out two different versions of Laufer and Nation’s VLT (1999) and
had the students take the tests in the classroom under exam conditions
before and after lexical input from the textbook (I used version A first in
August 2020 and then version B in March 2021 made available by Cobb
2021). These tests were then assessed manually and the results were
digitised, organised and visualised. | also used IBM Statistics SPSS to
perform a paired samples t-test to calculate whether the changes in terms
of the students’ vocabulary levels were statistically significant.

% It should be mentioned here that the frequency levels of the VLT do not align
exactly with BNC-COCA-25 since they are based on older frequency lists and
thus one should be careful when comparing the two.
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To address RQ3, I constructed a test based on Dubiner’s end of the
year vocabulary notebook analysis (2017: 460). My test, unlike Dubiner’s
(2017: 460), was a standard test for the whole group since | had to have a
more structured approach. The test consists of 29 different words out of
165 words present in all of the students’ vocabulary notebooks, and were
chosen in relation to frequency levels (all the words in the test belonged to
frequency level K3 and beyond). The test is straightforward: its first
column lists a word from the notebook and they are asked to mark the
second column if they do not remember the word at all. If the students
vaguely remember the word, they should write whatever they remember
about the word in the third column. If the students remember the word,
they should write the translation or an explanation in the fourth column,
and finally, in column five, the students should try to use the word in a
sentence. The test was printed and taken by the students during a regular
class under exam conditions. One student was ill, so there were 33 students
who took the test. | then digitised the results.

5. Results and discussion
5.1 Frequency levels represented in the textbook
The output from VocabProfiler VP-Compleat is presented in Table 1 and
depicts vocabulary types arranged in separate levels and intervals
consisting of a thousand words (K) (Table A in the Appendix shows
frequency levels for each text). Note that K levels for which there was no
data are not included in Table 1.

Table 1 illustrates how words classified as K1 (52%), K2 (20%) and
K3 (10%; e.g., consumers, extent, procedures) are the most frequent ones
in the fourteen texts from the textbook followed by K4 (5%; e.g.,
authentic, prey, monarch), K5 (3%; e.g., diversion, moustache, vicious)
and K6 (2%; e.g., bachelor, luggage, vitality) words. The Off-list (3%) is
also one of the more prominent categories and consists of words not found
by VocabProfiler VP-Compleat (southward, woodenly, singsong etc.).
Furthermore, after K6 there is a gradual decline in the percentage of types.
These words (K7-K9) may be considered mid-frequency vocabulary, and
several studies suggest that students should learn mid-frequency words to
be able to deal with, for example, written academic material in English
more proficiently (e.g., Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski 2010; McMillion
and Shaw 2009). This is particularly important in this scenario since
English 6 makes students eligible for higher education where they are
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expected to be able to process, for example, research articles in English
even if they study a programme in Swedish. Low-frequency vocabulary is
also an important part of students’ proficiency and is represented in the
textbook: K10 (e.g., cellulose, decapitated, frolic), K12 (e.g., gargantuan,
morphing, skulked), K15 (e.g., aquiline, polenta, protuberant), and K19
(e.g., hypoglycemic, nitro). It becomes evident that the textbook contains
opportunities to explicitly acquire mid-frequency and low-frequency
vocabulary and practice strategies for dealing with low-frequency
vocabulary. The students were continuously encouraged to consult
dictionaries and practice using key vocabulary in the exercises that were a
part the textbook. Thus, they dealt with contextualised target vocabulary
many times in various ways, which should encourage acquisition (e.g.,
Nation 2001; Min 2008; Nordlund 2016; Siepmann 2008).

Table 1. Overall frequency levels represented in the texts from the textbook (raw figures
and percentages)

Frequency level Types

K1 1291 (52%)
K2 503 (20%)
K3 248 (10%)
K4 130 (5%)
K5 79 (3%)
K6 47 (2%)
K7 37 (1%)
K8 27 (1%)
K9 13 (0.5%)
K10 13 (0.5%)
K11 8 (0.3%)
K12 11 (0.4%)
K13 5 (0.2%)
K14 5 (0.2%)
K15 5 (0.2%)
K16 2 (0.1%)
K17 1(0.1%)
K18 1(0.1%)
K19 2 (0.1%)
K25 1 (0.1%)
Off-list 72 (3%)
Total 2501 (100%)




72 Christian Holmberg Sjoling

5.2 The students’ vocabulary knowledge pre- and post-treatment

The results from the pre- and post-treatment VLT are presented in Table 2
(there are 18 words for each level). Nation’s VLT consists of five levels:
K2, K3, K5, K10 words and an academic word list, however, the latter was
excluded since it is beyond what the students are expected to know in
English 6.

Table 2. VLT mean scores as a group before and after exposure to the textbook

% Mean SD
Freq. level Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post | p-value
K2 66% 68% 11.9 122 | £38 | £25 0.66
K3 37% 61% 6.7 116 | £33 | £33 | <0.001
K5 36% 34% 6.6 6.1 +4.4 +3 0.54
K10 24% 15% 43 2.8 +35 | +26 0.04

Table 2 shows that the students’ knowledge of K2 (66% pre- and 68%
post-treatment) and K5 (36% pre- and 34% post-treatment) words barely
changed following lexical input from the textbook. However, the students
displayed a large lexical gain in terms of K3 words (37% pre- and 61%
post-treatment). A paired samples t-test also indicated that these results are
highly significant (p<0.001). At the same time, the students’ knowledge of
K10 words declined from 24% to 15%, representing a statistically
significant decrease (p<0.04).

The students’ vocabulary knowledge development, as measured by the
VLT, is interesting for several reasons. First, the students passed the
course English 5, which should represent CEFR level B1, before
beginning the course English 6, and one may argue that certain students
should not have passed it in terms of vocabulary proficiency. For example,
one student who participated in this study knew only 33% K2, 17% K3,
11% K5, and 5% K10 words at the beginning of English 6 (four other
students had similar results). Only one of the students showed signs of
minor improvement throughout this study. The knowledge requirements
for English 5 are similar to English 6 and they do not explicitly state how
developed a students’ lexical knowledge should be. Obviously, this is
unfortunate, as the demands of the course English 6 may be too high; the
leap from knowing less than a third of K1 words to dealing with mid-
frequency and low-frequency vocabulary regularly is difficult, especially
if a student lacks strategies for dealing with unknown vocabulary (e.g.,
Nation 2001; Norberg et al. 2018). Cobb (2021) also states, for example,
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that a student should score above 83% before moving on to the next
frequency level.

One may draw certain conclusions based on the group’s performance
on Nation’s VLT. They still have some way to go before they score 83%,
but their performance is not as bad as the quantitative results suggest. The
students wrote the test under exam-like conditions and several variables
may have affected their performance, such as tiredness, stress or lack of
motivation. One must also consider how the four weaker students lowered
the score for the entire group; in other words, it is possible that the group’s
knowledge of K2 and K3 words are better than the VLT shows. How does
one account for the students’ improved knowledge of K3 words? One
would like to assume that this is connected to lexical input from the
textbook and working with the vocabulary notebook; however, it is
impossible to pinpoint exactly what caused the gain in this study if one
considers the impact of and exposure to extramural English, all other
incidental exposure and any other instruction effects (this is a feature of,
more or less, all longitudinal vocabulary research) (e.g., Sundqvist and
Wikstrom 2015). Several of the students who performed well on the VLT
told me during the investigation that they enjoy playing a lot of computer
games outside school, and my experience as a teacher is in line with
Sundqvist and Wikstrom’s (2015) study: the students who play a lot of
digital games are more likely to have a more developed English
vocabulary and better grades.

5.3 The effectiveness of the vocabulary notebook

I evaluated the vocabulary notebooks in March 2021. The results regarding
the 29 words are presented in Table 3 (note that one of the 34 students
missed the test due to illness, as mentioned in section 4.3).

Table 3. Vocabulary notebook assessment mean results as a group

Don’t Vaguely Can translate | Can use in a
remember remember or explain sentence
Mean 17.2 1.8 9.4 9.8
SD +4.9 +21 +5.1 +4.6

Table 3 shows that the vocabulary notebook was not efficient in the
context of this investigation for several reasons. The students did not
remember 17.2 out of 29 words on the vocabulary notebook assessment
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test, but they were able to put 9.8 out of 29 words in a sentence if they
could explain it first (9.4). Sometimes the students were able to use the
word in a sentence successfully without being able to explain it (thus
illustrating the complexity of word knowledge; see section 2.1). They had
the opportunity to work with the vocabulary notebook for almost seven
months, and therefore, one could expect that the scores would be higher
since the vocabulary notebook is supposed to promote linguistic gain,
learner independence and development of strategic knowledge (and the
notebook was graded in relation to the course English 6) (e.g., Fowle 2002;
Walters and Bozkurt 2009; Schmitt and Schmitt 1995: 133-136). As a
teacher, | continuously stressed the importance of the notebook, and the
students were given time during classes to work with it and make sure that
they understood different aspects of each word and how it is produced in
context. However, due to COVID-19, almost all classes were taught
online, and therefore, it was difficult to know whether the students actually
did what they were told. One may argue that vocabulary notebooks are
efficient, but very dependent on context; unlike Dubiner (2017: 456-466),
I had to have a structured approach instead of allowing the students to
independently choose vocabulary, which, in theory, might have motivated
them more. However, a majority of the students needed structure and |
made this decision based on previous knowledge of the students. It is also
possible that the results of the vocabulary notebook test would have been
better if it consisted of fewer than 29 words. Furthermore, a physical
notebook designed in a different way may have had a better outcome.
Moreover, vocabulary notebooks as a learning strategy may have suited
some students better than others.

6. Limitations

This study is limited in several ways. For example, the COVID-19
pandemic is likely to have impacted the investigation since a majority of
the classes were taught online instead of in person, i.e., it is difficult to
know how much attention the students actually paid to the textbook
(including all the exercises in it) and the vocabulary notebook. My
experience is that students collaborated extensively throughout the whole
year instead of doing all the work themselves. It is also difficult to
establish where the students have acquired vocabulary because students
today are exposed to a lot of English outside the classroom. At the same
time, the difficulty of assessing a student’s ‘actual’ vocabulary cannot be
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for example, a student may have had a ‘bad’ day when
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