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Abstract 

This article aims to explore the utility of the relationship between lexical richness and size as an indicator of 

acquisition status of English language of L2 learners of intermediate level, having rural background on the basis 

of their self -written output. 126 students’ essays were used to measure the lexical richness (126 students of Sem-

I and 63 students of Sem-II) Lexical Frequency Profile was used to sort it out.  Its values discriminated students 

of different proficiency level and displayed L2 Learners vocabulary size in use. LFP result’s consistency and 

legitimacy was obtained by comparing its result with an independent and separate measure of vocabulary size, 

VLT. The result showed that lexical richness has a direct link with vocabulary size (receptive vocabulary) of L2 

learners. It discusses the utility of the inference based on the lexical richness of L2’s written text for monitoring 

purpose of language acquisition process of L2 learners and to determine appropriate strategies for the desired 

growth of vocabulary size.   

1.1 Introduction 

Vocabulary size is an important factor for, mastering L2 language (Schmitt, 2008). It is essential for meaningful 

communication and effective reading comprehension (McCarthy, 1990). In Pakistan, most of the educational 

material, taught and used, basically is written by and for the natives. It is creating a hindrance to grasp the 

conceptual knowledge of English language for L2 Learners, especially less proficient ones .In order to increase 

their comprehension and productivity, in both spoken and written language skills, we need to know the present 

status of L2 learners as a reference point (Nation, 2001). In this regard, the measure of lexical richness of L2 

learners facilitates to quantify the desired level of vocabulary level at any threshold of education. It will define 

the requirement of vocabulary level to perform different tasks of academic education. Such statistical 

information determines the quality of factors that affect the quality of language learning process and on the other 

hand it gives clear cut relationship between vocabulary knowledge and use on the basis of written text.  

1.2 Literature History 

Vocabulary learning is a focal point of second language acquisition (Gao, 2003). It means that vocabulary gives 

a clue about the different areas of language based on different aspects of vocabulary such as size, depth, 

receptive and productive level on one hand, the way vocabulary is taught and influencing factor such as 

educational background and the environment of learning on the other hand. This study focuses to sort out a 

reference point with the help of lexical richness that can be served as measuring unit for the induction of students 

in a particular level for the positive development of vocabulary growth. 

One of the general issues that emerge in relation to vocabulary is the distinction between productive and 

receptive vocabulary. This study assumes the R/P bipolar rather than binary distinction between these two 

aspects of vocabulary (Melka, 1997).  The distance between these two points is thought as the increased 

familiarity of a word on a continuum. That shows a gradual movement along with the continuum with the 

increase of familiarity with word from recognition form, towards recognition meaning, recall form and recall 

meaning (Laufer & Goldstein. 2004). Similarly, there is always a problem while measuring productive 

vocabulary accurately of the respondent as compared to recessive vocabulary.  The basic reason is that, 

productive vocabulary is always subjected to context. It calls accuracy of the measurement of productive 

vocabulary in question (Meara &Fitzpatrick, 2000) because such association gives inconsistent results.  

Many past researches have reported a gap between receptive and productive vocabulary. Receptive vocabulary 

level is greater than productive vocabulary knowledge. This disparity is resolved by following the Reads 
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conceptual distinction for receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge. He proposes that this confusion is to 

look as receptive vocabulary knowledge and productive vocabulary knowledge as separately by defining the 

former as recognition and later as recall or as understanding and use. If one aims to calculate recognition and 

recall vocabulary then discrete tests are best option. Similarly, if one wants to calculate understanding and use 

then embedded tests are more suitable (2000). As the study aims to find out the vocabulary understanding and 

use, so L2 learners’ written compositions were used to get estimation. Moreover, the context of learning, rural 

areas background has been precisely defined. So, the findings can be compared with other research works as 

well. 

In past works, Productive measures were usually in the form of tests. Respondents were required to complete the 

given word, provided with first two or three letters clues in a given context as PVL productive level test (Laufer 

& Nation, 1999). Likewise there were such measures where respondent was required to write as many responses 

as possible to a given stimulus such as Lex 30 (Meara & Fitzpatrick, 2000). These responses were analyzed with 

the help of most frequent used words lists.  Their responses might lie in 1
st
 1000 most frequent used words, or in 

2
nd

 1000 most frequent words but if the responses lied beyond 2000 category, less frequent words, the productive 

vocabulary was considered as larger one.( Laufer,1998; Laufer&Nation,1999; Akabarian,2001; Meara& 

Fitzpatrick,2000; Morris & Cobb,2004; Muncie,2002;Milton,2008;2009; Read,2000). As a resultant, this study 

has used students’ essay as a specimen to measure vocabulary size. 

It means that responses, to a stimulus and filling a word in a provided space according to the context, are 

different from the production of words in a composition. It requires different measure to gauge its strength. 

Vocabulary used in composition may be measured in number of ways. Laufer and Nation have reported four of 

the most prevalent measures. First is Lexical originality, it is calculated by adding up the number of unique 

words associated to one writer in the group divided by total number of token used. This method provides 

information about an individual vocabulary use in relation to his /her fellow beings. Such statistics is useful but it 

cannot stand alone as it varies across different compositions of an individual or it would change as the group 

changes. Second is Lexical Density, it is the percentage of lexical word present in a text divided by the total 

number of words. Lexical words stands for noun, adjectives, verb and adverbs.  The short coming of this method 

is, that it ignores syntactic structure of composition and other cohesive devices present in a given composition. 

Third is Lexical Sophistication, it is obtained by comparing the advanced level words used in the composition 

with the total number of the words used in it. This method has a drawback. It is based on the number of 

advanced words, which are relative to the exposure and learning. It means this is not a reliable measure of 

productive vocabulary. Fourth is the Lexical variation, it is measured by type/token ratio. If a composition has 

greater number of different words, it would be a better composition. This method is only sensitive for different 

numbers of words but it does not point out the quality of different words used in composition (Laufer & Nation, 

2001).  

Likewise, there is another kind of measurement, Lexical Quality formula (East, 2009), it is the sum of numbers 

of types and rare words minus twice the number of lexical errors. This method has some ambiguity: the concept 

of rare words and errors are not properly defined. The errors found in Learner’s composition such as 

misspellings, derivational errors, semantic errors and inappropriate word choice (Read, 2000). This loop hole 

suggests that results have subjective nature of judgments and questions the checker’s reliability with reference to 

relative seriousness, for different error types. Furthermore, for the sake of lexical richness, learner’s lexical 

knowledge and vocabulary size is measured without subtracting them from the existing vocabulary as the LQ 

formula does. 

Similarly, T-unit length and error free T-unit length are occasionally used as an indicator of lexical richness 

measure. It has many problems such as this measure relies on syntactic property of writing and the length of T-

unit: based on verbosity than lexical richness. In addition, sometimes in low proficiency learners, main and sub 

ordinate clauses are difficult to identify. Overall the calculation of T-unit length is based on subjective 

interpretation of the reader. In the consequences of above mentioned draw backs, this study uses Lexical 

Frequency Profile for the measurement of lexical richness of written production.  

LFP shows the relative proportion of words from different frequency levels. This study aims to verify the utility 

of lexical richness as an indicator of vocabulary size. It has used this feature of LFP to differentiate low and high 

vocabulary level students, so it proposes two LFP measures: one for less proficient students, the other is for 

advanced ones. The main reference for measuring lexical richness for less proficient students is between the first 

1000 most frequent words, the second 1000 and any other vocabulary and for advanced learner the reference for 

measuring LFP is second 1000 most frequent words, the academic vocabulary (UWL) and words not in any lists 

would organize the count of LFP. It will be calculated as follows, suppose a learner’s composition has 200 word 

families. Among the 200, 150 belong to first 1000 most frequent words, 20 to the second 1000, 20 to the UWL 

and 10 are not in the list. To calculate LFP, firstly these numbers are converted into percentage out of the total of 

200 word families. The LFP of the composition is therefore 75%, 10%, 10 %, 5%. LFP uses word family as a 
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counting unit for the measurement of lexical richness of a composition. It closely matches with learners’ view of 

words. The learners at high proficiency level would not find any difficulty in seeing that happy, happiness, 

happiness, happiest, happily and unhappy are closely related. Bauer and Nation (1993) provided a guideline for 

defining the member of a word family. It is used as a reference point in this study.   

 The entire process is done by a computer programme Range. It has vocabulary lists of frequent words. The 

program uses the text in the form of ASCII format.  It compares the given text against the vocabulary lists based 

on frequency of words. It marks the words in the given text and enlists the words from the text in types and 

families according to the list they occurred in.  

LFP has several benefits in comparison to the above said measurements of lexical richness. It is better than 

lexical originality as it is independent of learner’s reference group’s lexical richness. In addition, it does not 

change with the change of reference group and it does not consider syntax and text cohesiveness.   

Since, Lexical Frequency Profile shows advanced vocabulary like lexical Sophistication , but unlike Lexical 

Sophistication LFP gives more detailed account of different types of words and LFP is based on word frequency 

rather than in terms of lexical syllabus or words from given reading material. Lexical sophistication depends on 

discipline of lexical environment, whereas, LFP can compare texts of group related different educational systems 

or groups learning language outside the classroom. Similarly, LFP has an edge on Lexical variation, as it can 

differentiate between subjects having frequent and less frequent vocabulary. 

In a nut shell LFP is more reliable than any other lexical richness measure as it is independent of subjective 

decisions based on topic, sub-topic, elaboration and thematic unit. If a word is not used correctly than it would 

not be considered as a part of learner’s lexicon.   

2. Study 

This research aims at establishing the reliability and validity of LFP to discriminate the status of Language of L2 

learners of intermediate level, belonging to rural background, on the basis of lexical richness measured from free 

written composition. It is based on the following research questions: 

Q 1: Does LFP able to discriminate between students’ level of language acquisition on the basis of lexical 

richness? 

Q 2: Does LFP result correlate with another independent measure as VLT? 

Q 3: Does Lexical Frequency Profile change across two pieces of writing?    

2.1 Subject 

The subjects were L2 learners of intermediate level. They belong to different rural areas of Pakistan. There were 

three groups of learners. First group was semester 1 students and second group was semester 2
nd

 students and 

third group was semester 3rd students. They were native speakers of Punjabi. There were 63 students in each 

group. They were 189 students altogether. 

3. Method  

3.1 Data Collection  

Two compositions were written by respondents as a take home assignment. They were required to write 250-300 

words. The topics of the composition were of general nature. None of them needed expert knowledge of 

particular subject matter. Moreover, reliability of data was ensured by keeping a check on not using any help 

either from tutors or any other resources. The topics for group 1 were same for all. Likewise, group 2 had same 

topics but different from group 1. For the sake of interest of students a motivation was given to all students that 

these compositions would be a part of their assignment which would be included in final semester assessment of 

grades. 

Test B 

The respondents were given the active version of the Vocabulary Level Test to elicit their vocabulary 

knowledge. It had 5 frequency levels in given sentences (the second 1,000 words, the third 1000, the fifth 1000, 

the University Word List and the tenth 1000). According to Nation (1990), the 2000 and 3000 word levels 

contain the high frequency words that all learners need to know in order to function effectively in English. The 

5000 word level represents the upper limit of general high frequency vocabulary that is worth spending time on 

in class (Nation, 1983).  Words at the academic level should help students in reading academic text books and 

10,000 word levels covers the more common lower frequency words in the language. This level is not used as 

this level is out of the reach of the learners.  

In this version of the VLT, there were 10 clusters at each level. Each frequency level of the test comprised 6 

words and 3 definitions. Testees were required to match target words with their corresponding definition.  

3.2 Data Processing 

All the compositions were entered into the computer in the form of ASCII files. A wrong derivative of a word 

was not considered an error. Proper nouns were deleted from the samples. The following list was produced for 

every composition: first thousand most frequent words, second thousand most frequent words, university Word 
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List, and not-in-the-lists word list. For each composition LFP was calculated, on the basis of the proportion of 

word families at each of these four levels. it was computed by a free software Range. 

3.3 Results and Discussion 

Table3.1: Mean percentages and standard deviation of word families at different frequency levels 

 

 1
st
 1000 2

nd
 1000 AWL 

 Comp 1 Comp 2 Comp 1 Comp 2 Comp 1 Comp 2 

Group 1 71.0097 73.1406 14.3797 13.1229 14.6062 14.0156 

SD 4.35 16.87338 3.2026 2.89385 2.45217 2.377 

Group 2 62.839 73.0832 17.6071 12.4529 14.4400 14.4174 

SD 3.89 16.88262 1.928 2.46190 2.73875 2.727 

Group 3 70.8891 73.0247 17.2921 17.8321 11.7912 5.4550 

SD 5.74 4.567 2.50 5.22840 3.45083 2.61504 

F-test 40.910 0.001 15.957 20.983 10.009 131.174 

P value .000 0.999 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

 

First of all the issue of validity was focused and the research questions related to it were justified 

Q 1: Does LFP able to discriminate between students’ level of language acquisition on the basis of lexical 

richness? 

Q 3: Does Lexical Frequency Profile change across two pieces of writing?    

Table: 3.1 presents the mean percentages of words used by the three groups of learners at different frequency 

levels. It portrays the results of an ANOVA (comparing of means of the groups at each frequency level) and F 

test degree of the significance. The means were considered different from each other when the p value was not 

higher than 0.05. 

Table: 3.1 showed that three proficiency groups of learners were significantly different from each other in the 1
st
 

1000 most frequent word families percentage. In a post hoc analysis of the ANOVA by using the Duncan 

procedure the following differences were observed. In composition1, the Group1 was different from Group 2 

&3. The Group1 subjects used considerable more words of highest frequency as compared to Group2 and 

Group3 respectively.  In composition 2 relatively the usage of most frequent words remained same, as it was the 

literary essay. As a whole, the approach and vocabulary had minor differences. The three groups were not 

significantly different from one another in 2
nd

 composition of 1st 1000 words.   

In second 1000 words group percentage Group 1 is different from other two groups. Likewise, Group 2&3 were 

not significantly different from one another in composition 1. When we analyzed composition 2 of second 1000 

group there was a difference in all Groups words usage. Group 1 &2 used less UWL group but still used more 

UWL words than Group 3. Same trend was present in Comp 2 for UWL group. In addition, Group 3 used fewer 

words of UWL groups as compared to Group 1&2. Above all, in all compositions there were no Not-in-List 

group words. This trend shows that less proficient students make use of the first 1,000 most frequent words; 

there was a trend for 2
nd

 1000 group usage among them. But there was fewer word usage of sophisticated 

vocabulary, the UWL group, among all students. These differences fall in line with the concept of language 

proficiency which undertakes that proficient user’s uses rich vocabulary. LFP has traced out this difference 

clearly. This result fortifies its validity.   

Research question ‘c’ dealt with concurrent validity of the LFP measure. For this purpose the best available 

source is vocabulary Level Test as it has been approved to show satisfactory result on an implicational scaling of 

the levels. 

The Vocabulary Level Test was correlated with each component of the LFP. It was required to use composite 

grades of VLT because they have no levels corresponding to the first 1000 and ‘not-in-the-list’. The correlations 

are presented in Table: 2 as it is evident from the analysis 

Table:  3.2 Correlations between the LFP and the Vocabulary Level Test 

 1
st
 1000 2

nd
 1000 UWL 

 Comp 1 Comp 2 Comp 1 Comp 2 Comp 1 Comp 2 

VLT/LFP 0.104 -0.136 0.125 0.250* -0.207* -0.341** 

P value 0.299 0.174 0.211 0.011 0.037 0.000 

 

The learners VLT grades had no significant correlation with 1
st
 1000 and 2

nd
 1000 most frequent words level. 

They have significant correlation with UWL as the students, more proficient in English, had used more high 

frequency words in their composition (Engber, 1995). It could be interpreted that as 1
st
 1000 level includes 

almost all function words and most basic lexical words. Since, these are prerequisite for written expression. 
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That’s why L2 learners only try to learn these words in order to keep the ball running. These words are sufficient 

enough to get through the exams. They did not feel any utility in developing their language. This is a attitude is 

in accordance with Laufer’s (1991) “active vocabulary threshold hypothesis”. It says, when learners do not 

perceive the need to enrich their active vocabulary any more, their effort for development of vocabulary will 

stop. 

Accordingly, for the reliability of LFP, a within-subject analysis was carried out on the two sets of compositions 

written by each student. Since, there was no words fell in not-in-the-list level; it was not included in this 

comparison. Table: 3 presents the values of the various Comparisons: matched t-tests for the individual levels.  

It can be seen from Table 3.3, group 1, 3 exhibited same non-significant profiles in the two compositions at 1
st
 

1000 and 2
nd

 1000 most frequent words level. At the same time, group 2 had significant difference at UWL level. 

These results suggest that LFP is stable besides advanced learners, whose vocabulary becomes unpredictable 

across different samples of writing.  This is also supported by Laufer’s(2005) contention that lexical knowledge 

and lexical use develop along different paths 

Table3. 3: Comparison of LFP in the two compositions 

 1
st
 1000           t-

paired 

2
nd

 1000 

t-paired 

UWL 

t-paired 

Group 1 -0.785 1.876 1.086 

P=0.438 P=0.69 0.286 

Group 2 -3.625 9.113 1.000 

P=0.001 0.000 P=0.325 

Group 3 -1.598 -0.671 9.998 

P=0.120 P=0.507 P=0.000 

 

This analysis suggests another approach towards its interpretation as first 1,000 words are mostly function words 

and lexical words, they are basic words for written expression but real worth of piece of writing is determined by 

more advanced frequency levels (Santos, 1998). That’s why group 1 &2 did not show significant differences. It 

exposes the learning style of these L2 Pakistan intermediate learners, they commit vocabulary to memory but 

they are unable to bring it in their linguistic competence. Their vocabulary remained stable as their learning is 

majorly classroom based activities, such as, listening to the teacher , taking notes and memorization.  

When a comparison was made between the results obtained in Table 2 and Table 3, none of the differences 

between the two essays is significant, showing that this profile is a better measure of lexical richness in general, 

and specifically it is better for the advanced students in our sample. 

Conclusion: 

 

In short, this study suggests that lexical richness is a valid and reliable measure of tracking the process of 

language acquisition from the written composition of the L2 learners. It is sufficient enough to rely upon as it 

correlates well with another independent measure, VLT. It is easily managed due to computer software based 

analysis except for the preparation of written text. This study has used word family as a counting unit; it exposes, 

L2 learners have weak concept of word classes of a given word. It means that word knowledge is an important 

factor for the L2 vocabulary acquisition process. This deficiency contributes a negative effect on language 

acquisition. Since, they have low vocabulary at their hand for use. It suggests teachers to plan the language 

acquisition programme according to the needs of the learners and advocates, developing a critical approach 

according to the needs of learners, for their teaching style and syllabus for a manifold output.  

 

It provides a detailed account of vocabulary richness report of a respondent. It shows that, as in past, vocabulary 

above elementary level was considered as mostly incidental in nature, is not a reality. Likewise, this analysis has 

the capability to be used as an investigative measure for the output of teaching method. Pakistani learners having 

rural background are developing a basic competence in language use; they need teaching of vocabulary for the 

acquisition of English language in a well-planned manner, on regular basis (Moras et al. 2001).  

This study put forward that, vocabulary learning strategies should be the indispensable part of syllabus. Teachers 

should adopt various techniques such as auditory encoding, semantic encoding, contextual encoding and self-

initiation to promote the use of unfamiliar words by students for proper language development.  

 The result of lexical richness is a useful analysis for teachers to determine the kind of attention they should give 

to develop vocabulary for particular groups of learners. It means that teachers can identify and remedy the 

deficiency in their students’ vocabulary with a targeted aim.  

Lexical richness is reliable information for planning successful syllabus according to the needs of learners and 

for planning and judging the syllabus. Moreover, range, computer software for the assessment of lexical 
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richness, is free of cost and time saving instrument. It is the cheapest way to dig out the foundation of effective 

Language learning process especially in underdeveloped countries scenario like Pakistan. It can easily specify 

the weak area and which vocabulary should be taught (Laufer& Nation, 1999).  

This study suggests, lexical richness might be used as a placement criterion for grouping learners into different 

levels within an academic programme. It will help to address their problems more successfully. 
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