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Abstract:

Vocabulary is most important in learning a language, and thus it should be taught before teaching
other language skills. Teachers need to plan which words to teach to make students learn
vocabulary easier; however, Indonesian high school curriculum does not specify which vocabulary
to teach. Therefore, this research was aimed at finding out the list of vocabulary required by the
curriculum of junior and senior high schools in Indonesia and whether they have learned those
words after graduating high school levels. Vocabulary used in texts in the national examinations is
interpreted as the curriculum-expected vocabulary; therefore, the data for curriculum expectation
were collected from previous national examinations. The vocabulary was classified based on most-
frequently used vocabulary provided by Nation (2006) with 14,000 word-families categorized into
14 levels. Only the first 5 levels (Ist - 5th 1,000) were used in this research. Later, 1,775 high school
fresh graduates were tested with this vocabulary to predict the percentage of the vocabulary they
have learned. The results showed that the expected vocabulary size of junior high school graduates
was the 1st 2,000 words and the 1st 3,000 words for senior high school graduates. Compared to the
graduate predicted vocabulary size, they only had 72% vocabulary in the Ist 1,000, 54% in the 2nd
1,000, 49% in the 3rd. These results suggest that the graduate vocabulary size has not satisfied the
curriculum expectation; therefore, Indonesian high school students should be taught all words in
the first 3,000 list to be able to comprehend texts in the national examination.
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1. Introduction

There is a consensus that vocabulary is the first component to be introduced in language
learning so that further teaching and learning processes become easier (Blasco, 2015, p. 70).
Teaching vocabulary combines speaking, listening, reading and writing into what we call
language proficiency (Nemati & Maleki, 2014, p. 1340; Vela & Rushidi, 2016, p. 202). Wang and
Trefters-Daller (2017) studied several possible factors influencing listening difficulties and found
that vocabulary ranks first. Classic language teaching methods such as the reading method place
focus on vocabulary (American Classical League, 1933, p. 2), and this practice continues to
present day.

The vocabulary size required for communication varies according to the level of intended
communication. For survival as a tourist, only the 120 most frequently used words are required,
including numbers and question words (Schmitt, 2000, p. 142). For more general
communication purposes, Brezina and Gablasova (2015) suggest 2,500 words known as the
New-General Service List, an updated version of General Service List proposed by West (1953).
To be able to understand authentic spoken English, one needs the vocabulary size of 8,000 words
(Nation & Beglar, 2007, p. 9). Most research studies on vocabulary size were correlated to
reading comprehension (Nation, 2013; Nation & Mara, 2002; Nation & Waring, 1997; Pellicer-
Sanchez, 2013; Primativo, Rinaldi, O’Brien, Paizi, Arduino, & Burani, 2013; Sen & Kuleli, 2015;
Wasik, Hindman, & Snell, 2016). The success of learning a language, including the vocabulary of
the language, is very frequently measured by the extent of reading comprehension.

EFL teachers have been working hard to improve students’ vocabulary (Vela & Rushidi, 2016, p.
201). There have been many techniques experimented in teaching vocabulary (Dilek & Yiiriik,
2013; Gorjian, 2012; Nemati & Maleki, 2014; Tosun, 2015). Many also proposed teaching
vocabulary by using context cues (Cift¢i & Uster, 2009; Demircioglu, 2010; Harmer, 2007; Inal &
Cakir, 2014). In addition, various media have also been suggested (Bal-Gezegin, 2014; Katwibun,
2014; Rusanganwa, 2013). Therefore, teachers have many alternative methods and techniques, as
well as media, in increasing students’ vocabulary size and enhancing their vocabulary
knowledge.

In Indonesia, reading is the focus in English language teaching. The high school national
examination for the subject of English includes only two skills, listening and reading, and
reading constitutes 70% of the test. Therefore, vocabulary is even more essential for high school
students in the Indonesian context. Regardless of its importance, the curriculum does not reveal
what vocabulary should be taught to either junior high school nor senior high school students.
Therefore, teaching vocabulary is based more on textbooks rather than institutional curriculum
planning. Some are based on the reading provided by teachers, and others rely on teachers’
judgment. Okamoto (2015, p. 2) states that vocabulary selection for teaching should actually be
well considered and planned. However, no study has addressed the selection of vocabulary for
either junior high school nor senior high school students in Indonesia. Consequently,
vocabulary size expected by the curriculum and the extent to which students have learned that
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vocabulary both remain unclear. Therefore, this research endeavor investigated the students'
expected vocabulary size along with their vocabulary size after completing both high school
levels.

2. Literature Review

Vocabulary is a list of words stored in lexicon of a speaker (Kamil & Hiebert, 2005, p. 3). Some
words are acquired through accidental learning (Laufer, 2001) and the others are learned
deliberately (Nation, 2013, p. 3). Both ways result in vocabulary which is memorized and can be
used in productive skills such as speaking and writing. Such vocabulary is known as active or
productive vocabulary, while the vocabulary which language users do not use in productive skills
but can recognize when they hear or read is known as passive or receptive vocabulary (Abdullah,
Puteh, Azizan, Hamdan, & Saude, 2013, p. 353; McCarthy, 1990, pp. 43-44). The best way to
ensure that a certain language program can successfully reach the goal is by prescribing what
vocabulary level students need to achieve at the end of the program through a controlled
vocabulary focus.

2.1 Controlled Vocabulary

Initially, the term controlled vocabulary is used in the field of information and technology to
refer to a technique of search indexing used for information retrieval in databases (Fidel, 1991;
Muddamalle, 1998). However, in pedagogy, it has two possible definitions. In a language test,
students are provided with a vocabulary test in which certain part or parts of the word has been
provided (Laufer & Nation, 1999, p. 37). For example:

How do you def _ _ _ the term controlled vocabulary in pedagogy?

For the test in the above example, students would be offered some alternative words to fill in the
blank such as write, interpret, describe, define, etc. However, only define is considered correct.

In language teaching, controlled vocabulary is the teaching of a certain vocabulary in order to
achieve the goal of teaching and learning objectives (Pellicer-Sanchez, 2013, p. 5). A program
might have an objective to improve students' vocabulary and to ensure that by the end of the
program, students have obtained the first 3,000 most frequently used words. Therefore, the
teaching and learning process should limit exposure to certain vocabulary (Schmitt, 2000, p. 15).
This vocabulary teaching approach has been now implemented in semi-accidental vocabulary
learning through graded reading materials (Nation, 2014, p. 11), such as Oxford Bookworms,
Penguin Readers, Leveled Readers, etc. These books are stratified into several proficiency levels,
which determine the number of headwords given.

2.2 Most Frequently-used Vocabulary

Most frequently used words are classified into 1,000 word-families for every level. Nation (2006,
p. 62) developed 14 levels of most frequently used vocabulary from British National Corpus
(BNC). The 1st and the 2nd 1,000 words are words used in everyday conversation, while the last
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level, 14th, are rarely found even in authentic specialized texts. Table 1 shows how much
coverage is offered by each level of vocabulary size.

Table 1: Average written coverage of vocabulary level (Nation, 2006, p. 79)

No Levels Coverage
1 1% 1,000 78% - 81%
2 2" 1,000 8% - 9%

3 31,000 3% - 5%

4 4™ 5™1.000 3%

5 6™ - 9™ 1,000 2%

6 10% - 14™ 1,000 <1%

The table above excludes proper nouns which are found between 2% and 3% in written texts
(Nation, 2006, p. 79).

2.3 New General Service List

General Service List (GSL) contains vocabulary commonly used for all-purpose English usage.
The list was created by West (1953) based on a written corpus of 5 million words. The result was
a short list of 4,100 lemmas. Since it was published in 1953, it is now “somewhat outdated”
(Lessard-Clouston, 2013, p. 288). The list does not yet include words which have become very
common in today’s English such as internet or email. There are also some words in the list which
do not maintain their common use today such as gay (to mean happy), cart, shilling, servant,
footman, milk-maid, and telegraph) (Brezina & Gablasova, 2015, p. 2). Therefore, Brezina and
Gablasova (2015) developed a new list, i.e. New General Service List (New-GSL). It was
developed by analyzing 4 corpora, totaling 12 billion words, more than twice as many as
analyzed by West (1953). This resulted in the total number of 2,494 lemmas.

2.4 Academic Word List

It is not possible to assess the real vocabulary size of a person because of practical and temporal
limitations. Consequently, Nation and Beglar (2007) developed a multiple-choice vocabulary
size test to predict vocabulary size of a learner. The test is based on the 14-levels of Most
Frequently Used Words developed by Nation (2006, p. 62). "Each item was put in a non-
defining context” (Nation & Beglar, 2007, p. 12). Each level, consisting of 1,000 word-families, is
represented by 10 randomly selected words. Therefore, to interpret the result, the number of
correct answers is multiplied by 100. This test is available at www.vuw.ac.nz/lals/staff/paul-

nation/nation.aspx.

2.5 The Teaching English in Indonesia

The teaching of English has been started in Indonesia since the era of Dutch colonialization, i.e.
prior to 1941 (Tsuchiya, 1975). The changes of Ministry of Education were almost always
accompanied by the turn of a curriculum. The most current curriculum is the Curriculum 2013
(known as K13). The curriculum was launched in July 2013 by the Indonesian Ministry of
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Education (Ariza & Munir, 2014). The curriculum emphasizes on using the scientific approach
as the primary steps of teaching and learning process (Mustafa, 2018, p. 51). There are five
general steps prescribed by the approach, i.e. observation, questioning, exploring and
experimenting, associating, and communicating. In observation, the students are presented with
videos, pictures, demonstration, or explanation of the key concept related to topics they will
learn (Carey, 2011, p. 3). Based on the observation, students ask questions to peers or to
teachers, which allow a better understanding of the underlying concept previously presented
(Mustafa, 2018, p. 52). In the next steps, students collect information related to the topic based
on the teacher instruction. The students then discuss their finding with peers of small group and
devise a shared comprehension of the collected information (Athiyah, 2015; Indonesian
Ministry of Education and Culture, 2014). In the last step, the group reported their conclusion to
the class and other groups and teacher give feedback (Indonesian Ministry of Education and
Culture, 2013, p. 3).

Although the steps in the curriculum have been proven effective in language teaching (Zaim,
2017), their success in Indonesia was deterred by lack of training to prepare teachers to
implement the curriculum (Jaedun, Hariyanto, & Nuryadin, 2014, p. 18). Government-
supported training could rarely provide qualified trainers (Sundayana, 2015) and often less
comprehensive. In addition, the books provided by the Ministry of Education still focus on low
order thinking skills, while Curriculum 2013 emphasizes on high order thinking skills (Putri &
Komariah, 2018).

3. Research Methodology

As the objectives of this research are to find out the vocabulary size expected from high school
graduates and their real vocabulary size, this research employed two stages of data collection.

3.1 Population and Sample

Texts in the national final examinations of 2015 and 2016 were used to analyze the expected
vocabulary size. Only reading comprehension with 50 questions is tested in the junior high
school examination in 2015 and 2016. For senior high school level, the examinations consist of
listening and reading tests. The total number of questions for each examination is 50 questions,
15 questions for listening and the other 35 questions for reading. For the purpose of this
research, all texts in the reading test were used, along with options in vocabulary questions.
However, for junior high school examinations, which consist of shorter texts than those in
senior high school, some texts comprising less than 40 words were excluded from the analysis.
There were 14 texts selected from each examination.

The students’ vocabulary size was obtained by conducting an online vocabulary test of fresh
graduates of three-year senior high schools in Indonesia who have just started their university
education. They completed a three-year junior high school level before starting the senior high
school level. The test was sent to 4,300 potential participants, and 2,231 of them responded. 456
participants were considered outliers due to suspected guessing (321 participants) and skipping
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of questions (135 participants), resulting in the total sample of 1,775 participants — 41% of the
potential participants.

3.2 Instruments

The vocabulary test used for this research was provided by Nation and Beglar (2007). The test
covers the 1st 1,000 words until the 14th 1,000 words, but only the 1st — the 5th 1,000 words
were used because the participants are basic and intermediate students and their vocabulary size
is not expected to exceed that range. The test options were translated into Bahasa Indonesia
because a bilingual test has been proven more representative compared to its monolingual
counterpart (Daller, Milton, & Treffers-Daller, 2007, p. 41). In addition, one more option was
added to each question, i.e. I don’t know. The participants were instructed to choose the option
instead of guessing when they do not know the answer. The participants who did not select any I
don’t know option were excluded from the analysis on the assumption that they would have
made guesses in answering some questions.

3.2 Data Analysis Procedures

To obtain the expected vocabulary size, after listing all words used in the text, they were
converted into word families (by base form) and duplicated words were removed. The 2015
exam yielded 783 word-families in junior high school and 712 word-families in senior high
school. The 2016 exam yielded 535 word-families in junior high school and 692 in senior high
school. When combined, 292 word-families (junior high school) and 278 (senior high school)
overlapped and were deleted, thus the total numbers of word families are estimated at 1,026 in
junior high school exam and 1,126 in that of senior high school. The words used in each text
were also analyzed separately to have a clear picture of vocabulary distribution in each text.
Those words were stratified by comparison to vocabulary levels provided by (Nation, 2004). The
words in each level were counted and expressed as a percentage.

To obtain the actual vocabulary size, the results of the vocabulary size test were categorized into
five vocabulary levels, i.e. 1% 1,000, 2™ 1,000, ... , 5 1,000. All correct answers in each level were
combined to calculate the percentage of correct answers in each level by using the following
formula.

all combined correct answers by 1,775 students
x100%

number of questions in each level x 1,775 students
Since the number of questions for each level was ten questions, the formula can be simplified
below.
all combined correct answers by 1775 students

17,750

x100%

The test results showed the percentage of words participants knew in each of the first five 1,000
most frequently used words and are presented in the chart in the following section.
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4. Findings
For systematic data presentation, this section presents each stage of data analysis separately. The
analysis results are followed by discussion in the form of data interpretation.

4.1 Vocabulary size expected by Indonesian junior high school curriculum

The distribution of vocabulary across Most Frequently Used Words provided by Nation (2004)
as found in the reading test of the junior high school National Final Examination in 2015 and
2016, and in combined form, where duplicate words resulting from overlap have been removed,
are presented in Figure 1.

M 2015 ®W2016 = Combined
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Figure 1. Percentage of words in the junior high exam compared to vocabulary levels

Figure 1 demonstrates that the first 1000 word-families are more than 100% more dominant
compares to the second 1000. All 5,000 most frequently-used word families are found in the
junior high school exam. However, the levels lower than 2,000 were very rarely found in the
exam. For more detail description, Figure 2 shows the distribution of vocabulary in each text of
junior high school exam.
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Figure 2. Percentage of words in each text in junior high exams based on vocabulary level
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Figure 2 shows that the 1% 1,000 word-families dominate texts in 2015 and 2016 exams. The ond
1,000 most frequently used word was found in all texts although the distribution is varied, with
less than 20% in almost all texts.

4.2 Vocabulary size expected by Indonesian senior high school curriculum

The distributions of vocabulary found in the reading test of the senior high school National
Final Examination in 2015 and 2016, and in combined form, are presented in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Percentage of words in the senior high exam compared to vocabulary levels

The percentages for every level of vocabulary show higher level of consistency between both
tests, and thus the combined version does not show many gaps. The first 3,000 words are found
often in the tests, with the 1* 1000 words to dominate test materials. More detail overview of
vocabulary used in each text is presented in Figure 4.

W 1ST1000 m2ND 1000 = 3RD 1000 4TH 1000 m 5TH 1000

100%

90% - i—_= I-=l —— = :.

80% I I z i E l B

70% I

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
& o R R ). R
A2 <@ ‘\Q’ ‘\‘?’ '\Q‘ ‘\Q’ ’\9’ '\Q' ‘\Q’ ,\Q, ,\e ,\e, ,\e ,\z /\e ,\z /\z ,\Q, ,\e ,\Q, ,\e

Figure 4. Percentage of words in each text in senior high exams based on vocabulary level

Figure 4 summarizes the vocabulary used in each text of the 2015 and 2016 national exam tests
in Indonesia. The 1% 1000 words dominate all the texts with the addition of the 2" and 3™ 1000
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words. The 1* 1000 words were used up to 85% in the texts, while 25% and 17% for the 2™ and
3" 1000 words respectively.

4.3 The predicted vocabulary size of Indonesian high school graduates

The data for real estimated vocabulary size of high school graduates were obtained from the
vocabulary test results. Figure 5 shows the percentage of respondents’ estimated vocabulary size
in each 1,000 word level of most frequently used words.

100%
90%
80% 72.16%
0,
70% 61.06%
60% 54.25%
49.37%
50% 44.77%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

1ST1000 2ND 1000 3RD 1000 4TH 1000 5TH 1000

Figure 5. Respondents’ estimated vocabulary size

Figure 5 above illustrates that the respondents’ vocabulary size is distributed across all levels,
with between 45% and 72% in each 1,000-word level. The results show that the expected
vocabulary can be concluded based on the consistency of percentage in every level of vocabulary.
This result gives us an understanding of what vocabulary size is expected from high school
graduates.

5. Discussion

The aim of this research was to find out the vocabulary size expected by the curriculum in
Indonesia for high school graduates and to investigate to what extent they meet this expectation.
To find out the expected vocabulary size, words used in reading tests from two high school
national final examinations were compared to five levels of most frequently used words provided
by Nation (2004). To assess student learning, the results of a test participated by 1,775 high
school fresh graduates were compared to the Nation’s list.

The findings show that reading texts in national final examination contains more than 60% of
the 1st 1000 words, i.e. 62% in 2015 exam and 70% in that of 2016. The 1st 1000 word-families
found in the junior high school level were fewer than what Nation (2006, p. 79) found in most
general written texts. In addition, those percentages are not adequate to understand texts

Indonesian Journal of English Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics, 3(2), 2019 365



Faisal Mustafa

according to Laufer (1989, p. 319). Therefore, the 2nd 1000 most frequently words are also
required. The addition of those words increases the vocabulary content into 82% for both exams.
Similar trends are also shown in the distribution of vocabulary content in each text when
analyzed separately. Staehr (2008, p. 149) also suggests that basic English learners be taught the
Ist 2000 words because it has been proven that students with that amount of vocabulary
performed adequately in listening, structure, and reading tests. Therefore, this finding suggests
that teachers should focus on the 1st 2000 words in teaching English to junior high school
students. Since vocabulary level might be less familiar with teachers, the curriculum should
provide the list of the 1st 2000 words and guarantee success in national final examination should
students have the all vocabulary in the list. Thus, teachers will be more motivated in introducing
those words to the students.

For texts in senior high school final exam, the findings show the 1st 3,000 most frequently used
words are dominant, where the percentage was higher in the Ist 1,000, reducing by
approximately half every next level until the 3rd 1,000 words. Only 5% of the words in the exams
were in the 4th 1,000, and the remaining 2.5% in the 5th 1,000. Separate analysis for each text
also resulted in the similar distribution. These results suggest that the 1st 3,000 constitutes 88%
of the vocabulary coverage in the national final examination. The percentage shows that the
vocabulary level in the exam is lower than that of authentic texts, which require the vocabulary
level approaching the 1st 5,000 words in order to achieve 88% coverage. Although 95% coverage
is necessary for adequate understanding of a text, and 93% coverage allows good guessing of
unknown words in the text, Zhang and Anual (2008) found that 3000 words are adequate for
completing short answer tasks based on a text, as in national final examination in Indonesia.
Therefore, in the second level high school teachers should make sure that the students master
the 1st 3000 most frequent vocabulary. To find out where to start with, upon admission in senior
high school, students can be given a vocabulary test, such as asking them to provide the L1-
equivalents for the 1st 3,000 words, which can be completed in four to five meetings. Thus, the
teachers can focus on the level which students lack the most.

To find out whether the students actually reached the vocabulary level required by the
curriculum, i.e. the 1st 3000 most-frequently used words, a vocabulary test was administered.
The test result shows that Indonesian high school graduates scored 72% in the 1st 1,000, and the
scores were even much lower in the 2nd and 3rd 1000 next levels, i.e. 54% and 49% respectively.
These vocabulary sizes are not adequate for comprehension. The most striking result to emerge
from the data is that the students scored above 40% in the next two levels. This indicates that
students learned words randomly during high school teaching and learning process. It implies
that the words taught to students were not controlled. The students might have accidentally
picked up less frequent words from authentic materials provided by the teachers or materials
available in the textbooks. Laufer (2001, p. 50) believes that desperate vocabulary learning gives a
better result than learning vocabulary by accident. In addition, Cobb (2007, p. 38) doubts that

366 Indonesian Journal of English Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics, 3(2), 2019



English Vocabulary Size of Indonesian High School Graduates

incidental learning gives a significant contribution to improving vocabulary size. This explains
why students only have only some words in every level.

The results of the current study are subject to some limitation. The vocabulary size test used in
this research, which is based on Nation and Beglar (2007), does not test all words in the list, but
1000 words are represented by ten randomly selected words. Thus, the test result did not show
the real vocabulary size of a student but only the predicted vocabulary size. Future research can
include all words in the list of the 1st 5000 vocabulary level and administer the test gradually.
Another limitation is that the vocabulary test was given only after the students have completed
both high school levels. A vocabulary test after the students graduate from the junior high school
level can show the students vocabulary level before admission to senior high school, which is
recommended for further wide-scale research. In addition, the vocabulary size test was
administered online where the researcher did not have any control over how the students
completed the test. They might have used a dictionary or other kinds of help when completing
the test. To ensure the authenticity of the test result, future research can conduct a test in a
supervised test room, either a paper-based test or online-delivered computer-based test. Finally,
the study did not investigate how students were actually taught vocabulary in teaching and
learning process, but the author only implied it based on their test result. Future research can
interview both students and teachers or observe the classrooms for a better picture of how
vocabulary is actually taught.

As pedagogical implications, the current research provides teachers with an understanding of
which vocabulary they need to teach students to meet the curriculum expectations. Because high
schools are divided into two levels - junior high school and senior high school - each of which is
three years, the vocabulary learning can be made less difficult. After giving a vocabulary test,
teachers can list all words which students still need to learn. The most urgent words to teach
depend on the percentage of students who do not know the words. The fewer students know a
word, the more urgent it needs to be taught. Then, teachers can devise a three-year teaching
plan, which can make the vocabulary learning more controlled and thus more successful. Based
on the result of vocabulary test in this research, less efforts are required for the 1st 1000 words
since students will be able to learn approximately 70% of words in the list without any
innovative intervention. They will be able to pick the rest of the words in the list while the next
levels are being taught. In addition, teachers should teach vocabulary knowledge such as
affixation and derivation so that students can have more vocabulary depth. This vocabulary
control is more efficient compared to the current teaching practice.

6. Conclusion

This study was designed to investigate the English vocabulary level expected by high school
curricula in Indonesia. By analyzing texts in the 2015 and 2016 national final examinations of
junior and senior high school levels, it was found that the 1st 2000 most-frequently used words
dominated the texts in junior high school exams, and the 1st 3000 were found to dominate those
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of senior high school. Similar trends were also found when the vocabulary used in each text was
analyzed separately, both in junior high school and senior high school exams.

A vocabulary level test provided by Nation and Beglar (2007), with Indonesian translated
choices, was administered and the result shows that students did not meet the curriculum
expectation after completing both high school levels. Although students have some words in
every level, the estimated percentages were lower than 60% in most levels, with 72% only for the
Ist 1000 level.
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