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Abstract

This paper explores the theoretical foundations, historical trends, and practical considerations involved
in vocabulary assessment. Vocabulary, a fundamental component of language proficiency, is defined and
categorized into receptive and productive types, highlighting its importance in communication. The study
reviews the evolution of vocabulary testing from intuitive and subjective methods to scientific and
communicative eras, emphasizing shifts toward reliable, realistic assessments. It outlines the purposes of
vocabulary testing, including proficiency evaluation, diagnosing learner difficulties, and measuring short-
and long-term achievements. The paper further details essential steps and principles for designing valid
and reliable vocabulary tests. Various assessment formats, such as multiple-choice, matching, odd-one-
out, dictation, and sentence completion, are discussed in relation to their applicability for receptive and
productive vocabulary skills. The integration of effective teaching strategies and diverse assessment
methods ultimately supports comprehensive vocabulary development, enhancing learners’
communicative competence and overall language success.

Keywords: Vocabulary Assessment, Receptive and Productive Vocabulary, Test Design Principles,
Vocabulary Testing Formats, Language Proficiency Evaluation

1. Introduction

Different researchers have various interpretations of vocabulary. For instance, Kekki (2018)
defines vocabulary as the complete collection of words that an individual has stored mentally and can
access when necessary. Similarly, Padua (2011) describes vocabulary as the set of words utilized for
communication in both spoken and written contexts. She divides vocabulary into two categories:
receptive and productive. Receptive vocabulary includes words that are comprehended through reading
and listening, while productive vocabulary consists of words actively used in speaking and writing (Lehr,
Osborn, & Hiebert, 2004, as cited in Padua, 2011). The Oxford Dictionary (n.d.) defines vocabulary as “a
list or collection of words arranged in alphabetical order.” Furthermore, Brown (2001) emphasizes
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vocabulary at the word level, indicating that words are fundamental elements of a language used to form
sentences, paragraphs, and complete texts.
2. Trends of Vocabulary Assessment

All macro and micro skills of language have their own backgrounds. As vocabulary is a crucial
skill within language, it also has its historical and theoretical context. Espinosa (2003) identified several
trends in vocabulary assessment, which are discussed below.

2.1 The Intuitive Era of Testing

The intuitive era of testing is characterized by subjective methods that emphasized techniques
such as essay writing and prose translation, relying significantly on the individual assessments of teachers.
This time period, spanning the 19th century into the early 20th century, saw educators using a range of
assessment methods, including translation exercises and dictation (Madsen, 1983, as cited in Espinosa,
2003). According to Getachew (2013), a concept associated with this era is the discrete-point method.
This traditional method of assessing vocabulary aimed to create tests that measure learners'
comprehension of particular language aspects, including meanings of words, their forms, sentence
structures, and other segmental features (Read, 2000).

2.2 The Scientific Era

After the intuitive era, the scientific era began to take shape. During this phase, many teachers
lacked training in assessment practices and typically did not carry out evaluation procedures on their own.
Instead, testing specialists conducted statistical analyses of tests to evaluate their reliability and validity.
The majority of test formats during this time emphasized objective or multiple-choice questions in
standardized testing, moving away from subjective assessments. Individual linguistic items, such as
specific words, were often not evaluated beyond their use in a sentence. Although these assessments had
a strong focus on vocabulary, they did not concentrate exclusively on it (Madsen, 1983; Spolsky, 1995,
as cited in Espinosa, 2003).

2.3 The Communicative/Modern Era of Language Assessment

In the communicative era of language assessment, the focus shifts to the effective use of language
for communication rather than merely on its usage. Assessments during this period are expected to be
both reliable and realistic, emphasizing tasks that reflect real-life language use. Tests are designed with
various formats to measure learners’ proficiency in vocabulary while integrating fundamental language
skills. Consequently, these assessments have a significant washback effect on classroom practices
(Espinosa, 2003).

3. Purpose of Assessing Vocabulary

The primary aim of vocabulary assessment is to identify instructional needs, support and enhance
learning, assign students to appropriate classes, evaluate learners' achievements through grading, and
measure their vocabulary size or proficiency (Nation & Beglar, 2007). Vocabulary assessments can be
classified into four main categories based on their intended purposes.

The first category focuses on evaluating learners’ proficiency in vocabulary knowledge. The
TOEFL test serves as a prominent example of this type, as it emphasizes the assessment of learners’
grammar and communication skills. Additionally, Laufer and Nation (1999) mention the Lexical
Frequency Profile (LFP) as another standard vocabulary proficiency assessment, which gauges the range
of words from different frequency levels that learners utilize in their writing.
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The second purpose of vocabulary assessments is to identify specific areas where students face
challenges. These assessments offer valuable insights into a learner's overall vocabulary range and
particularly assess their understanding of high-frequency words, thereby helping to ascertain the learner’s
vocabulary level (Nation, 1990).

The third objective is to assess students’ long-term achievements in relation to established goals
and the content of the course. This type of assessment evaluates how effectively learners have absorbed
the broad curriculum, with national examinations exemplifying long-term assessment methods.

Lastly, the final purpose is to evaluate short-term achievements. An example of this type is a unit test
that targets either vocabulary or grammatical structures (or both) from a particular section of a course
book. Nation (2001) outlines three essential characteristics that short-term assessments should have:

a) They should be easy to develop, given that they may not be reused.

b) They should be simple to score, allowing students to quickly receive feedback on their

performance.

c) They should be fair, ensuring that they do not overly challenge students given their limited

learning time and that they are appropriately aligned with the course content.

4. Steps for Vocabulary Test Designing
When designing a vocabulary test, it is crucial to understand certain specifications and guidelines that

will guide the testing process. Effective test design requires careful consideration of several important
factors, including the purpose of the test, the knowledge level of the test takers, the formats to be used,
and the specific vocabulary to be assessed. Following established procedures recommended by scholars
can enhance the quality of the test. For example, Brown and Abeywickrama (2019) outline steps to
consider when creating a vocabulary assessment:

a. Recognizing the Importance: It is essential to be aware of the primary purposes of the vocabulary
test, as this awareness enables the evaluation of results in relation to the intended use. For instance, a
vocabulary test may assess the number of words a learner is familiar with before starting a course.
Throughout the course, vocabulary tests can be used to measure learner progress and identify areas
needing further attention. Finally, at the conclusion of the course, such tests can provide insights into
the lexical knowledge the learner has acquired.

b. Defining the Construct: After establishing the intended aims of the test, the next step is to define
the theoretical construct based on the syllabus or relevant theories. This definition is crucial because
it specifies which lexical items and vocabulary skills will be assessed in relation to the course’s
learning objectives (Read, 2000).

c. ldentifying Target Words: It is important to determine the specific vocabulary that will be included
in the assessment. Nation (1990) suggests that vocabulary teaching and testing should focus on
commonly used words, as this form the foundation for all language users.

d. Deciding on the Form of Presentation: When constructing vocabulary tests, it is essential to
consider the two main forms of vocabulary presentation: receptive and productive. Understanding the
distinctions between assessing receptive vocabulary (recognition and comprehension) and productive
vocabulary (recall and usage) is crucial. Once this understanding is established, the tests can be
designed to effectively evaluate students’ skills in both receptive and productive vocabulary usage.
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5. Principles of Constructing Tests for Vocabulary :Creating effective vocabulary tests requires
adherence to several guiding principles. A fundamental criterion is ensuring both validity and reliability,
which guarantee that the tests accurately measure what they intend to and yield consistent results
(Mohammed et al., 2020). Ur (2009) outlines key factors for test developers when designing vocabulary
assessments:

a) Validity: Test items must accurately evaluate the targeted skills or knowledge.

b) Clarity: Instructions should be clear and unambiguous to prevent misunderstandings.

c) Manageability: Tests should be reasonably difficult, avoiding overly challenging or misleading
questions that could frustrate students.

d) Scoring: Assessment criteria and the weight of each section should be clearly defined.

e) Engagement: The test content should be interesting to motivate learners and encourage
participation.

f) Inclusivity: Tests should allow lower-level students to complete a significant portion while
enabling higher-level students to demonstrate advanced skills (pp. 15-16).

6. Types of Vocabulary Testing and Assessing

Vocabulary testing measures learners' comprehension and production of words in speaking and
writing, serving as a critical tool in evaluating language performance (Huhta, 2017, as cited in Kekki,
2018). Vocabulary tests vary widely, with Read (2000, pp. 8-9), as cited in Getachew (2013) and Kekki
(2018), categorizing them into discrete vs. embedded, selective vs. comprehensive, and context-
independent vs. context-dependent tests.

6.1 Discrete Tests vs. Embedded Tests

Discrete tests assess vocabulary as an isolated skill, focusing on learners’ knowledge of individual
words, word formation, and inference of unfamiliar words (Getachew, 2013). In contrast, embedded tests
evaluate vocabulary use within broader contexts like writing, considering mechanics such as spelling,
grammar, and punctuation. Despite their popularity, discrete tests face criticism for failing to accurately
measure vocabulary depth or account for learners’ compensatory strategies like guessing from context or
prior knowledge (Read, 2007; Getachew, 2013).

Communicative assessment methods have since emerged, emphasizing task-based evaluations
reflecting real-world language use (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, as cited in Getachew, 2013). These
assessments encourage learners to apply vocabulary meaningfully across different communicative
situations.

6.1.1 Language Knowledge and Vocabulary Knowledge

Vocabulary richness is a key indicator of overall language proficiency. Bachman and Palmer
(1996, as cited in Getachew, 2013) distinguish between organizational knowledge—which includes
grammatical knowledge of vocabulary, syntax, phonology, and graphology—and pragmatic knowledge,
which covers functional and sociolinguistic language use such as idiomatic expressions and cultural
references.

Nation (1990, p. 31, as cited in Baharudin, 2016, and Getachew, 2013) identifies several
dimensions of vocabulary knowledge: spoken and written forms, grammatical behavior, collocations,
frequency, conceptual meaning, and associations. Schmitt (1997) echoes this, emphasizing spelling,
pronunciation, collocations, and appropriateness.

6.2 Selective vs. Comprehensive Tests
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Selective tests focus on specific vocabulary items, using formats like matching, multiple-choice,
or fill-in-the-blanks. Comprehensive tests assess overall fluency and lexical variety in speech or writing,
evaluating learners' practical use of vocabulary.

6.3 Context-Independent vs. Context-Dependent Tests

Context-independent tests assess vocabulary without contextual clues, focusing on general
recognition and knowledge. Context-dependent tests require learners to interpret and produce vocabulary
meaning based on specific contexts (Getachew, 2013; Kekki, 2018).

7. What Aspects of Vocabulary Should Be Assessed?

Test designers should align assessment focus with course objectives, choosing between receptive and
productive vocabulary skills accordingly. Schmitt (1994, p. 5) advises receptive tests for recognition (e.g.,
reading) and productive tests for active use (e.g., writing).

Brown and Abeywickrama (2019) recommend assessing receptive vocabulary through contextualized
activities involving both high-frequency and low-frequency words, using multiple-choice, matching, and
word association tasks.

Example 1: Sentence Context with High-Frequency Word. The teacher instructed the students to finish
their work by the due date.

A. Homework
B. Project

C. Task

D. Test

Example 2: Sentence Context with Low-Frequency Word. The scientist explained the phenomenon of
bioluminescence during the lecture.

A. Glowing

B. Lighting

C. Shining

D. llluminating

Productive vocabulary assessment typically involves recall and usage tasks, such as fill-in-the-blank and
cloze tests.
Example 3: Sentence Completion Activity
Instruction: Write one word for each blank.
1. The chef prepared a delicious meal to  the guests at the banquet.
2. To ensure accuracy, the researcher carefully documented each _in the study.

8. Formats to Assess Vocabulary

Vocabulary assessment formats are broadly categorized into recognition-based and production-based
items (Heaton, 1990; Hughes, 2003; Brown, 2005; Kiligkaya, 2019; Ur, 2009).
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The Yes/No format, common in research, assesses receptive vocabulary by asking learners to identify
known words (Eyckmans, 2004). However, it is less suited for classroom use. Multiple-choice and
matching exercises are widely used recognition items, while gap-fill and close tests are popular
production formats (Kilickaya, 2019; Ur, 2009).

Getachew (2013, pp. 305-306) lists common vocabulary assessment techniques including multiple-
choice, matching, odd-one-out tasks, gap-fill, dictation, translation, vocabulary knowledge scales, word
association, and integration with macro language skills.

a). Multiple Choice

Easy to score but challenging to design. It is suitable for individual words, sentences, or texts.

Example: Choose the option that best defines the word gregarious.

A) Shy and reserved

B) Sociable and outgoing

C) Solitary

D) Indifferent

b). Matching

Typically assesses word meanings or antonyms. Students pair items without producing vocabulary,
making it easier than multiple-choice but prone to guessing.

Example:

Match the beginnings of phrases with their endings:

1. She enjoys a. exercising daily.
2. He prefers b. classical music.
3. They often c. to read in the evening.

Match the prefixes in column ‘A’ with the verbs in column ‘B’ to form complete words.

A B
Dis- ternational
Non- merge

In- approve
Sub- verbal

¢). Odd One Out

In this exercise, students identify which item does not belong in a group. This format is straightforward

to create, though teachers should be familiar with their students’ vocabulary knowledge to ensure the

exercise is appropriate.

Example: Identify/circle the word that does not belong:
dog cat elephant tree  hamster

d). Writing Sentences
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Students create sentences using given words, demonstrating their understanding and ability to use
vocabulary productively. This activity can be engaging but may be more challenging to assess
consistently.

Example:

1. Curiosity:

2. Compassion:
3. Adventure: (Ur, 2009)

e). Dictation

The teacher dictates words or sentences while students write them down. This format primarily assesses
spelling but can also indicate comprehension.

Example:

The teacher reads the sentence: “The industrious student completed her assignments on time.”
f). Sentence Completion

Students fill in blanks in incomplete sentences to create coherent, meaningful statements.

Example:
Instruction: Complete the following sentences.

1. I feel excited when
2. My favorite meal is
3. It made my day when

g). Definitions

Teachers provide definitions, and students identify the corresponding vocabulary words. Clear and
specific definitions are important for effective assessment.

Example:

If something is exquisite, it means it is

A) ordinary

B) beautiful

C) common

D) simple

h). Translation

Translation tasks assess both meaning and form, though finding exact equivalents between languages can
sometimes be difficult.

Example:
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Translate the following words from English to your first language:

1. Heroic:
2. Thrilled:
i). Writing

Students demonstrate vocabulary knowledge by producing written texts, such as paragraphs or essays.
While this method offers insight into productive vocabulary use, it may present scoring inconsistencies
across different evaluators.

Example:
Write a short paragraph using the words technology, education, and innovation.
j).- Reading

Reading tasks assess passive vocabulary and the ability to infer meaning from context, a crucial skill for
academic success and language development.

Conclusion

Effective vocabulary assessment is essential for accurately measuring learners’ language proficiency and
guiding instructional practices. This paper highlights the evolution of vocabulary testing, underscoring
the shift from subjective, intuitive methods to scientifically validated and communicative-focused
assessments. Clear purposes for vocabulary testing, ranging from diagnosing learner needs to evaluating
progress help inform the design of meaningful tests. Incorporating both receptive and productive
vocabulary skills, assessments should be valid, reliable, manageable, and engaging to provide fair
evaluation across proficiency levels. The variety of test formats available enables educators to assess
different dimensions of vocabulary knowledge in ways that reflect real-world language use. Ultimately,
integrating well-planned vocabulary teaching with diverse and balanced assessment techniques fosters
deeper lexical knowledge and enhances learners’ overall communicative competence. This
comprehensive approach contributes significantly to successful language acquisition and practical
language use.

Works Cited

Baharudin, H. Receptive or Productive Vocabulary Knowledge in Writing Skill. International Journal of
Academic Research in Social Science, National University of Malaysia, 2016.

Brown, H. D. Teaching by Principles: An Interactive Approach to Language Pedagogy. 2nd ed.,
Longman, 2001.

Brown, H. D., and Priyanvada Abeywickrama. Language Assessment: Principles and Classroom
Practices. 3rd ed., Pearson, 2019.

Espinosa, S. Vocabulary: Reviewing Trends in EFL/ESL Instruction and Testing. Universidad de la Rioja,
2003.

Eyckmans, J. Measuring Receptive Vocabulary Size: Reliability and Validity of the Yes/No Vocabulary




VS Publications

Alford Council of International English & Literature Journal (ACIELJ)
Impact Factor: 8.228 (SJIF)An International Peer-Reviewed English Journal
www.acielj.com Vol-8,Issue-3 ,2025, ISSN:2581-6500

Test for French-speaking Learners of Dutch. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of
Wales Swansea, 2004.

Getachew, S. Language Assessment and Testing: Distance Learning Module. Unpublished manuscript,
Jimma University, 2013.

Hughes, A. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed., Cambridge University Press, 2003.

Jennifer, F. M. P. Teaching Vocabulary Explicitly: Pacific Resources for Education and Learning. 2011.

Kekki, J. Teaching and Testing Vocabulary in Finnish Upper Secondary School: Teacher Practices.
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Jyvaskyla, 2018.

Kilickaya, F. Assessing L2 Vocabulary through Multiple-choice, Matching, Gap-fill, and Word
Formation Items. Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Turkey, 2019.

Laufer, B., and Paul Nation. “Vocabulary-size Test of Controlled Productive Ability.” Language Testing,
vol. 16, no. 1, 1999, pp. 33-51. SAGE Journals, https://doi.org/10.1177/026553229901600103.

Muhammad, A., et al. “A Library-based Review of the Vocabulary Test Construction Principles.”

International Journal of English Language Studies (IJELS), 2020.

Nation, Paul. Teaching and Learning Vocabulary. Newbury House, 1990.

Nation, Paul. Learning Vocabulary in Another Language. Cambridge University Press, 2001.

Nation, I. S. P., and D. Beglar. “A Vocabulary Size Test.” The Language Teacher, vol. 31, no. 7, 2007,
pp. 9-13.

Pavlu, I. Testing Vocabulary. Diploma thesis, Masaryk University, 20009.

Read, J. Assessing Vocabulary. Cambridge University Press, 2000.

Read, J. “Second Language Vocabulary Assessment: Current Practices and New Directions.”
International Journal of English Studies, University of Murcia, 2007.

Schmitt, N. Researching Vocabulary through a Word Knowledge Framework. Unpublished doctoral
dissertation, University of Wales at Swansea, 1997.

Ur, Penny. A Course in Language Teaching: Practice and Theory. Cambridge University Press, 2009.

Appendix: Sample Vocabulary Test

Target Group: College Trainees

Test Weight: 40%

Time Allotted: 1hr.

Instructions: This test is designed to assess your vocabulary skills through various formats. Please read

each section carefully and provide your answers as instructed.

Direction I: Choose the best answer from the given alternatives and write the letter of your choice in the
space provided. (10%)

1. We visited Jimma Central Restaurant last night and had an excellent there.
a) taste
b) meal
¢) cook
d) bake
2. When I feel happy, [ can't stop .
a) sneezing
b) yawning
c) laughing
d) weeping
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3.

The delegate blamed each other when the peace talks broke
a) off
b) up
c) on
d) down
The rain adds water to the ground and makes crops

a) farm
b) grow
¢) plant
d) place
Nowadays, taxi services have become inconvenient for clients. The contextual meaning of
"inconvenient" is
a) in service
b) in operation
¢) unsuitable
d) in use
The enormous snake ate the rabbit.
a) small
b) large
c) flat
d) shallow
A senior student is expected to be a role model for a one.
a) older
b) elder
C) new
d) adult
If "pretty" refers to good physical appearance, "guilty" refers to
a) bad behavior
b) good behavior
¢) high ability
d) low ability
Which suffix can be added to the word “amuse”?
a) —ful
b) —ment
c) —ous
d) —fully

10. The boy is gliding through a blind alley. Here, "alley" means

Direction II: Match the types of opposites in column 'A' with their corresponding pairs in column 'B'.

3%)

a) wide path
b) narrow path
c) long path

d) broad path

A

B

1. Dependent opposite ¢) doctor-patient, parent-child, teacher-pupil, etc.
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2. Mutual opposite d) thief-robber, patient-tolerant, cruel-rude

3. Relative opposite a) male-female, dead-alive, married-unmarried, etc.
b) huge-tiny, hot-cold, like-hate, etc.

Direction I1I: Read the following short text and provide synonyms for the words based on the text. (6%)
Many tourists visit Ethiopia to see the wild animals. The Burchell’s zebra can be found in its natural
habitats in southeastern Ethiopia. This species of zebra has become endangered for several reasons. One
reason is due to hunting that occurs for its beautiful black-and-white striped hide. Currently, the zebra
is being poached for its black-and-white skin.

1. Endangered
2. Hunting

3. Poached

4. Striped

5. Hide

6. Habitat

Direction IV: From the following list, circle the word that does not belong (Odd One Out). (10%)

bad, good, evil, malicious
ancient, past, prehistoric, latest
smart, bright, brilliant, foolish
rooster, bird, eagle, vulture
pupil, student, learner, farmer
teff, orange, barley, wheat
walk, stroll, run, hike

joy, depress, sadden, dispirit

. live, exit, depart, survive

00N U AW

10. revision, correction, modification, eradicate
Direction V: Complete the following text using the words given in the box below. (11%)
Words: breathes, bubble, land, air, first, next, legs, water, spends, web, then

Most spiders typically reside on 1. , but this particular spider is an exception. It 2. most
of its time underwater. It 3. by creating a tent filled with 4. bubbles beneath the surface.
5. , it spins a web in the shape of a bell. 6. , it secures it to plants submerged in the water.

7. , it swims up to the surface of the 8. and traps a tiny 9. of air with its hairy back
10.

Appendix B: Answer Key for Vocabulary Test
Direction I: Multiple Choices (10%)

1. b)meal

2. c) laughing
3. d) down

4. b) grow

5. c¢) unsuitable
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6. D) large

7. ¢)new

8. a) bad behaviour
9. b)-—ment

10. b) narrow path

Direction II: Matching (3%)

1. a) male-female, dead-alive, married-unmarried, etc.
2. c¢) doctor-patient, parent-child, teacher-pupil, etc.
3. b) huge-tiny, hot-cold, like-hate, etc.

4. d) thief-robber, patient-tolerant, cruel-rude

Direction III: Synonym Meaning (6%)

Endangered: at risk
Hunting: searching
Poached: illegally taken
Striped: banded

Hide: skin

Habitat: environment

AN o e

Direction I'V: Odd One Out (10%)

good
latest
foolish
rooster
farmer
orange
run

joy

. live

10. eradicate

S R

Direction V: Fill in the Blanks (11%)
1. land

2. spends

3. breathes

4. air

5. First

6. then

7. Next

8. water

9. bubble

10. legs
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