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“L2  Vocabulary Knowledge
Academic Text Comprehension”
Chiyo Hayashi (International Christian University )
Chris Sheppard (Daitobunka University)

and  Authentic

Among many university faculties here in Japan,
neither the concept of “English for Academic
Purposes™ nor “content-based EFL curricula” are
particularly new approaches to attract proficient and
motivated students. However, facing 21st century
demographics of a shrinking student population and
greater demand for employable graduates, there is an
increase in the need to assess how to find a match
between students and curricula, teaching material
and learning. This presentation began with an
explanation of how evaluation of the depth and
breadth of vocabulary knowledge can be used as
evidence for validating a set of in-house reading
comprehension achievement tests. The methodology
and results of the study have valuable implications
for curriculum designers, teachers, and language test
developers.

To measure the effectiveness of a content-
based EFL program, the ability of students to
comprehend and retain the content in authentic
academic text needs to be evaluated. For this purpose,
a pair of reading comprehension achievement tests of
three passages that had been covered in class was
used. But Hayashi and Sheppard also wanted to learn
more about what these achievement tests were
actually testing and the interaction between text
difficulty with student reading strategies and
motivation. Previous research by Coady, Koda,
Laufer, Nation, Noro, Quian, and Shimamoto had
pointed to various links between vocabulary
knowledge and reading comprehension, so they
decided to compare the results of the achievement
tests with students’ scores on Paul Nation’s



Vocabulary Levels Test and with classroom
observation as external data in a validation study.

The subjects were sixty-one 1st-year university
students in three classes. Their ITP TOEFL scores
ranged from 367-523 and they were majoring in
various fields. A total of three reading passages
were used in the two tests. Using Nation’s RANGE
software to analyze the difficulty of vocabulary in
each passage, Hayashi and Sheppard found that the
passage in the first 14 — item test was easy, with only
5.8% of its vocabulary above the 3k word level,
while the two in the 20-item test were more difficult
at 15.4% and 13.6%, respectively. From the results
of the Vocabulary Levels Test, they identified twenty
students out of the sixty-one who whose vocabulary
knowledge was below the 3000-word level.

SPSS was used to analyze the data in three
ways. A correlational analysis between reading
comprehension scores with vocabulary knowledge
showed that, for the easy passage, mild correlation at
around 0.29 dropped to non-significance as the level
of vocabulary knowledge went beyond 3,000 words,
while for the more difficult passages, the correlation
remained stable or increased to reach 0.46.
Comparison of groups based on a 3000-word
threshold  indicated a  ceiling effect on
comprehension, and use of the Mann-Whitney U
Rank Sums test also showed some interaction
between vocabulary content, level of vocabulary
knowledge, and reading comprehension measured in
the achievement tests. To search for possible
explanations of these interactions, a cluster analysis
was conducted to identify five groups within the
matrix of correlations between vocabulary level and
reading comprehension scores. In-class observations
were applied to look for common traits shared by
individuals in each cluster. Among the two groups
with low correlation between the two measures, the
possible effect of learning style, for instance, rote
memorization of  vocabulary ala  entrance
examination preparation, or lack of interest in the
topics of the passages were observed.

To this reporter, Hayashi and Sheppard’s use
of cluster analysis to flag groups for further
investigation aided by qualitative data was a very
interesting example of how constructs in linguistics,
education, and testing can complement each other.
The conclusions of the presenters was that for
students without an adequate level of vocabulary
knowledge, tests of reading comprehension of
difficult passages will be testing vocabulary; and
there were indications that for such students the
focus of study was on vocabulary. It points toward
the usefulness of assessing student vocabulary
knowledge early on so as to use authentic academic
texts and achievement tests with content at an
appropriate level of difficulty, and to identify those

students who may profit from remedial instruction in
vocabulary related to those texts.
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@ The JLTA office would be grateful if you
could update us on your recent achievements
relevant to the field of language testing and
evaluation. Any information on your presentations,
publications, awards, and so forth would be
greatly appreciated. The relevance of the
information will be evaluated by the office and
given in the newsletter in due course.
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