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Abstract

The study examines the Japanese EFL learners＇ vocabulary at the ₁,₀₀₀- to 

₆,₀₀₀-word levels, using my revised vocabulary estimation test (hereafter VET). The 

study also examines the rank correlation in the success rate. The data are analyzed 

according to participants＇ grades and schools. The study attempts to identify words 

difficult to acquire even for advanced learners (university sophomores). Results show 

that the average vocabulary of students is much smaller than previously estimated by 

existing estimation tools. There is a statistically significant difference in the mean 

vocabulary size among students according to their grades and their schools. There is 

a relatively or rather strong rank correlation between grades and between schools in 

the success rate in answering at each level with few exceptions. There are four words 

whose success rates are less than ₅₀ percent even at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level even for 

university sophomores: two nouns and two verbs. I conclude that educators should 

recognize the fact that there are many words difficult for students to acquire in com-

mon regardless of grades or schools and should devise ways of teaching these words.

1. Introduction

It is essential for educators to measure students＇ vocabulary size in order to help 
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them develop their English skills. Various vocabulary estimation tools exist, but yield 

somewhat different results. Yashima (₂₀₀₂) estimated the vocabulary size of Japanese 

EFL high school students, using Mochizuki＇s (₁₉₉₈) Vocabulary Size Test (hereafter 

VST) at the ₁,₀₀₀- to ₆,₀₀₀-word levels. The average vocabulary for first-year stu-

dents was ₃,₀₇₀.₈₄ words while that of third-year students was ₃,₉₂₈.₉₉. Mochizuki＇s 

test is a multiple-choice test and has ₃₀ items at each level. However, this may be too 

small to provide a valid estimation. Yashima＇s (₂₀₀₃) more exhaustive study yielded 

much lower estimated vocabulary size (hereafter EVS) across the board.

Yashima (₂₀₀₄) then estimated the vocabulary of Japanese EFL high school and 

university students, using the VET at ₁,₀₀₀- to ₄,₀₀₀-word levels, chiefly based on the 

results in Yashima (₂₀₀₃). The test was also a multiple-choice test, but it had ₁₀₀ 
items at each level, which is to be appropriate enough to test receptive knowledge 

(Schmitt: ₁₆₆). The average vocabulary for first-year students was ₁,₄₅₈.₉₂ words 

while that of third-year students was ₂,₈₂₆.₉₅. The results are thought to be much 

more similar to what teachers expect from their experiences than those of Mochizuki＇s. 

This paper attempts to find a better estimation of the vocabulary size of Japanese EFL 

learners, using my revised VET at ₁,₀₀₀- to ₆,₀₀₀-word levels. It also attempts to find 

difficult words to acquire even for university students.

2. The study

2.1. Purpose

The purpose of this study is to clarify how many words Japanese EFL learners 

know at the ₁,₀₀₀- to ₆,₀₀₀-word levels receptively. I also examine the rank correlation 

between school grades and between schools. I also examine (₁) the distribution of par-

ticipants＇ success rates in answering at ₁,₀₀₀- to ₃,₀₀₀-word levels according to Nation 

& Waring (₁₉₉₇), and (₂) words difficult even for university students to acquire.

2.2. Hypotheses

With the above points in mind, I have constructed the following hypotheses:

(₁)  The EVS of participants, regardless of school grades or schools, will be much 

smaller than what estimated by Mochizuki＇s (₁₉₉₈) VST in Yashima (₂₀₀₂).

(₂)  There is a strong rank correlation between grades and between schools in 

the success rate in answering.

(₃)  The distribution of the success rate for third-year students is similar to that of 

the rate for university sophomores at each level according to Yashima (₂₀₀₄).
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(₄)  There are some words at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level difficult for university sopho-

mores to acquire.

2.3. Participants

Participants in this study were ₁₂₈ first-year students (₁₅-₁₆ years olds) from 

one Tokyo metropolitan senior high schools (School A), ₂₆₀ second-year students 

(₁₆-₁₇ years olds) from two Tokyo metropolitan senior high schools and one 

Yamaguchi prefectural senior high school (Schools A, C, and B), ₁₄₂ third-year stu-

dents (₁₇-₁₈ years olds) from one Tokyo metropolitan senior high school (School A), 

and ₅₆ sophomores (₁₉-₄₈ years olds) from a science university. They had been 

learning English for ₃ to ₉ years.

2.4. Materials

₁₉₀ participants (₁₄₀ high school students and ₅₀ university sophomores) were 

tested on ₁,₂₃₃ words at the ₅,₀₀₀- and ₆,₀₀₀-word levels (₅₈₈ and ₆₄₅ words respec-

tively) taken from the JACET List of 8000 Basic Words (hereafter JACET ₈₀₀₀) as in 

Yashima (₂₀₀₃; ₂₀₀₄) as a pilot study. ₁₀₀ target words were then selected in accor-

dance with the results as in Yashima (₂₀₀₄). Each target word had two distractors at 

each level, based on Shizuka＇s (₂₀₀₃) study. Words which were almost the same in 

percentage terms at each level were selected as a target word and its two distractors, 

and words whose percentage was in the middle of the three words were selected as 

target words in principle. Only nouns, verbs, and adjectives were used. Participants 

were required to select one of three English words that were closest in meaning to 

two Japanese words.

2.5. Procedure

This study required two ₅₀-minute sessions. Participants were given the test at 

the ₁,₀₀₀- to ₆,₀₀₀-word levels. Participants were told to answer as many questions 

as possible in order of numbers and levels.

2.6. Scoring

If participants could answer ₁ question at each level, they were regarded as hav-

ing ₁₀ words regardless of levels. However, there were two cases where participants 

could choose the correct answer if they didn＇t know it. Therefore, if participants put a 

circle round the number at the side of the item, they could answer it at a guess with a 
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probability of one in three, so they were regarded as having ₃.₃ words. Moreover, if 

they put a triangle round it, they could answer it because they knew the other two 

options, so they were regarded as having ₆.₇ words.

3. Results

3.1. Estimated vocabulary size (EVS)

Table ₁ shows the means and standard deviations in scores and EVS at the ₁,₀₀₀- 
to ₆,₀₀₀ -word levels. The means vary according to grades. A one-way ANOVA 

revealed a significant main effect for grades in scores at the ₁,₀₀₀- to ₆,₀₀₀-word lev-

els (F(₃, ₅₈₂)=₆₃.₉₈, p<.₀₀₁, F(₃, ₅₈₂)=₇₀.₇₉, p<.₀₀₁, F(₃, ₅₈₂)=₈₆.₈₁, p<.₀₀₁, 

F(₃, ₅₈₂ )=₁₅₂.₁₉, p<.₀₀₁, F(₃, ₅₈₂)=₁₀₇.₅₈, p<.₀₀₁, F(₃, ₅₈₂)=₉₂.₆₁, p<.₀₀₁, respec-

tively) and a significant main effect for grades in EVS (F(₃, ₅₈₂)=₁₂₉.₅₅, p<.₀₀₁). A 

multiple comparison analysis using Tukey HSD＇s multiple range test revealed a signif-

icant difference between the means in scores and EVS for first- and second-years, 

first- and third-years, first-years and university sophomores, second- and third-years, 

and second-years and university sophomores at p<.₀₀₁ respectively at each level and 

overall. There was also a significant difference between the means for third-years and 

university sophomores at p<.₀₁ at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level and at p<.₀₅ at the ₅,₀₀₀-word 

level and overall. However, there was no significant difference between them at the 

other ₄ levels.

Table ₂ also shows the means and standard deviations in scores and EVS at the 

₁,₀₀₀- to ₆,₀₀₀-word levels. The means vary according to schools. The one-way 

Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations in Scores and EVS for First- to Third-Year Senior High 

School Students and Sophomore University Students 

Word level 1,000 2,000 3,000 4,000 5,000 6,000 EVS

₁st years Mean ₇₆₅.₉₁ ₅₇₁.₈₈ ₂₉₉.₃₉ ₁₀₁.₁₇ ₁₄₂.₅₉ ₁₄₄.₂₈ ₂,₀₂₅.₂₃
n=₁₂₈　 SD ₉₉.₉₅ ₁₀₇.₉₅ ₁₁₇.₁₇ ₁₀₉.₈₄ ₇₁.₄₅ ₉₇.₄₇ ₄₄₀.₀₂
₂nd years Mean ₈₂₀.₁₅ ₆₄₆.₁₂ ₄₃₈.₃₉ ₂₆₇.₉₂ ₂₉₄.₇₀ ₂₇₁.₉₂ ₂,₇₃₉.₂₀
n=₂₆₀ SD ₁₀₉.₈₅ ₁₅₄.₈₂ ₁₇₁.₂₉ ₁₂₈.₉₃ ₁₂₆.₅₃ ₁₄₃.₆₆ ₆₉₄.₃₉
₃rd years Mean ₉₂₆.₆₁ ₈₀₂.₈₅ ₆₁₄.₀₈ ₄₅₄.₃₅ ₄₂₄.₁₃ ₄₀₈.₃₁ ₃,₆₃₀.₃₂
n=₁₄₂ SD ₈₃.₁₁ ₁₃₄.₃₈ ₁₈₄.₉₈ ₁₆₅.₁₇ ₁₅₇.₃₄ ₁₄₃.₆₆ ₇₇₅.₉₄
Sophomores Mean ₈₇₆.₂₉ ₇₆₁.₉₇ ₅₄₅.₇₇ ₃₉₇.₅₀ ₃₇₀.₂₈ ₃₇₀.₀₇ ₃,₃₂₁.₈₇
n=₅₆ SD ₁₁₈.₀₅ ₁₆₉.₈₉ ₁₈₇.₆₂ ₁₉₁.₀₆ ₁₈₅.₄₅ ₁₆₆.₁₇ ₉₄₃.₁₉
Total　 Mean ₈₃₉.₄₉ ₆₇₈.₉₆ ₄₆₀.₈₆ ₂₈₉.₀₅ ₃₀₀.₀₆ ₂₈₆.₄₇ ₂,₈₅₄.₈₇
n=₅₈₆ SD ₁₁₅.₇₄ ₁₆₆.₀₈ ₁₉₉.₆₁ ₁₈₈.₈₆ ₁₆₄.₄₅ ₁₆₄.₉₃ ₈₉₈.₇₀
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ANOVA revealed a significant main effect for schools in scores at the ₂,₀₀₀- to ₄,₀₀₀-
word levels for second-years (F(₂ , ₂₅₇)=₅.₈₆ , p<.₀₁ , F(₂ , ₂₅₇)=₅.₆₈ , p<.₀₁ , 

F(₂, ₂₅₇)=₆.₇₂, p<.₀₀₁, respectively) and a significant main effect for schools in EVS 

for second-years (F(₂, ₂₅₇)=₄.₉₀, p<.₀₀₁). However, there was no significant main 

effect for schools in scores at the ₁,₀₀₀-, ₅,₀₀₀- and ₆,₀₀₀-word levels. The multiple 

comparison analysis revealed a significant difference between the means in scores 

and EVS for Schools A and C and Schools B and C at p<.₀₁ respectively at the ₂,₀₀₀- 
to ₄,₀₀₀-word levels. There were also a significant difference between the means in 

EVS for Schools A and C and Schools B and C at p<.₀₁. There was also a significant 

difference between the means in scores for Schools A and B at p<.₀₅ at the ₄,₀₀₀-word 

level. There was, however, no significant difference between them at the other levels 

or overall.

Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations in Scores and EVS for Second-Year Senior High School 

Students according to Schools 

Word level 1,000 2,000 3,000 4,000 5,000 6,000 EVS

School A Mean ₈₄₀.₁₄ ₆₆₆.₂₈ ₄₅₃.₇₉ ₃₀₉.₀₀ ₃₁₄.₈₄ ₂₉₅.₄₉ ₂,₈₆₈.₅₅
n=₇₂ SD ₇₇.₉₁ ₁₂₁.₆₉ ₁₅₀.₅₀ ₁₂₉.₁₂ ₁₃₄.₇₈ ₁₅₇.₁₁ ₆₄₈.₀₈
School B Mean ₈₁₅.₃₇ ₆₅₆.₆₁ ₄₅₃.₁₉ ₂₆₀.₃₀ ₂₉₂.₃₁ ₂₇₆.₀₂ ₂,₇₅₃.₇₉
n=₁₄₈ SD ₁₂₈.₈₅ ₁₅₆.₉₂ ₁₆₈.₈₀ ₁₃₁.₄₃ ₁₂₆.₈₃ ₁₄₈.₈₀ ₇₃₁.₄₄
School C Mean ₈₀₁.₈₄ ₅₇₁.₀₇ ₃₅₅.₉₁ ₂₂₂.₁₅ ₂₆₇.₃₁ ₂₃₂.₃₁ ₂,₄₅₀.₅₈
n=₄₀ SD ₇₃.₀₉ ₁₈₀.₁₈ ₁₉₄.₈₇ ₉₇.₂₃ ₁₀₅.₃₀ ₈₁.₆₂ ₅₅₀.₇₆
Total Mean ₈₂₀.₁₅ ₆₄₆.₁₃ ₄₃₈.₃₉ ₂₆₇.₉₂ ₂₉₄.₇₀ ₂₇₁.₉₂ ₂,₇₃₉.₂₀
n=₂₆₀ SD ₁₀₉.₈₅ ₁₅₄.₈₂ ₁₇₁.₂₉ ₁₂₈.₉₃ ₁₂₆.₅₃ ₁₄₃.₆₆ ₆₉₄.₃₉

3.2. Rank correlation between grades in the success rate in answering

Table ₃ shows the rank correlation between grades in the success rate in answer-

ing. The correlation coefficients were calculated using Kendall＇s tau and Spearman＇s 

rho. They were relatively or rather high: Kendall＇s tau was .₅₉ to .₈₄ at each level 

between any grades except at the ₄,₀₀₀-word level between first- and second-years 

and at the ₄,₀₀₀- and ₅,₀₀₀-word levels between first-years and university sopho-

mores (.₅₇ respectively). Spearman＇s rho was .₇₇ to .₉₆ at each level between any 

schools regardless of levels except at the ₄,₀₀₀-word level between first- and second-

years and at the ₄,₀₀₀- and ₅,₀₀₀-word levels between first-years and university soph-

omores (.₇₆, .₇₆ and .₇₄ respectively). Both Kendall＇s tau and Spearman＇s rho were 

highest at the ₁,₀₀₀- or ₂,₀₀₀-word level regardless of grades except between third-
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years and university sophomores.

Table 3

Rank Correlation between Grades in the Success Rate in Answering

Word level 1,000 2,000 3,000 4,000 5,000 6,000 

₁st vs ₂nd Kendall .₈₄** .₈₁** .₇₅** .₅₇** .₆₆** .₇₁**
(₁₂₈) (₂₆₀) Spearman .₉₆** .₉₅** .₉₀** .₇₆** .₈₂** .₈₈**
₁st vs ₃rd Kendall .₇₅** .₈₄** .₆₈** .₆₀** .₅₉** .₆₅**

(₁₂₈) (₁₄₂) Spearman .₈₇** .₉₂** .₈₆** .₇₈** .₇₇** .₈₃**
₁st vs Soph Kendall .₈₀** .₇₇** .₇₀** .₅₇** .₅₇** .₆₆**

(₁₂₈) (₅₆) Spearman .₉₃** .₉₃** .₈₇** .₇₆** .₇₄** .₈₃**
₂nd vs ₃rd Kendall .₈₀** .₇₇** .₇₁** .₇₃** .₇₇** .₆₈**

(₂₆₀) (₁₄₂) Spearman .₈₉** .₉₃** .₈₉** .₉₀** .₉₂** .₈₅**
₂nd vs Soph Kendall .₇₇** .₇₈** .₆₈** .₆₅** .₆₆** .₆₇**

(₂₆₀) (₅₆) Spearman .₉₁** .₉₃** .₈₆** .₈₃** .₈₃** .₈₄**
₃rd vs Soph Kendall .₇₀** .₇₄** .₆₉** .₇₂** .₇₀** .₇₉**

(₁₄₂) (₅₆) Spearman .₈₅** .₉₁** .₈₈** .₈₉** .₈₆** .₉₄**

**p<.₀₁

Table 4

Rank Correlation between Schools in the Success Rate in Answering

Word level 1,000 2,000 3,000 4,000 5,000 6,000 

School A vs School B Kendall .₇₁** .₆₈** .₆₃** .₆₂** .₆₇** .₇₄**
(₇₂) (₁₄₈) Spearman .₈₇** .₈₆** .₈₀** .₈₂** .₈₄** .₉₁**

School A vs School C Kendall .₇₃** .₆₉** .₇₀** .₆₈** .₇₄** .₇₇**
(₇₂) (₄₀) Spearman .₈₈** .₈₇** .₈₅** .₈₆** .₈₉** .₉₂**

School B vs School C Kendall .₇₂** .₇₅** .₇₇** .₈₀** .₈₆** .₈₂**
 (₁₄₈) (₄₀) Spearman .₈₈** .₉₁** .₉₂** .₉₄** .₉₇** .₉₅**

**p<.₀₁

3.3. Rank correlation between schools in the success rate in answering

Table ₄ shows the rank correlation between schools in the success rate in 

answering, using Kendall＇s tau and Spearman＇s rho. These were relatively or rather 

high: Kendall＇s tau was .₆₂ to .₈₆ at each level between any schools. It was .₈₀ or more 

at the ₄,₀₀₀- to ₆,₀₀₀- word levels between Schools B and C. Spearman＇s rho was .₈₀ 
to .₉₇ at every level between any schools. It was more than .₉₀ at each level between 

Schools B and C except at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level. Both Kendall＇s tau and Spearman＇s 

rho were highest at the ₆,₀₀₀-word level between Schools A and B and between 

Schools A and C.
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3.4. Distribution of the success rate in answering

Figures ₁ to ₃ show the distribution of the success rate in answering at the ₁,₀₀₀- 
to ₃,₀₀₀-word levels. All the distributions were rather similar to one another at a rate 

of ₀ to ₈₀ percent, but the distribution for university sophomores was quite different 

from the others at a rate of ₉₀ to ₁₀₀ percent at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level. As for the ₂,₀₀₀-
word level, the distribution for first-years was quite similar to that of second-years, 

and it was roughly similar to that of university sophomoress especially at a rate of ₄₀ 
to ₁₀₀ percent. However, the distribution for third-years was quite different from the 

others especially at a rate of ₈₀ to ₁₀₀ percent. It was roughly similar to that of the 

same year students at the ₁,₀₀₀ -word level. Concerning the ₃,₀₀₀ -word level, 

although the distribution for first-years was roughly similar to that of second-years, 

the distribution for third-years was quite different from the others. Moreover, the dis-

tribution for third-years was quite different from that of university sophomores, and it 

was rather similar to that of second-years at the ₂,₀₀₀-word level.

Figure 1. Distribution of the success rate in answering at the 

1,000-word level.
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Figure 2. Distribution of the success rate in answering at the 

2,000-word level.
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Figure 3. Distribution of the success rate in answering at the 

3,000-word level.
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3.5. Words difficult for university sophomores to acquire

Tables ₅ and ₆ show parts of speech and words whose success rates were less 

than ₅₀ percent for university sophomores. As can be seen in Table ₅, there were four 

words whose success rates were less than ₅₀ percent even at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level, 

and there were ₁₇ words at the ₂,₀₀₀-word level. Moreover, for more than half of the 

target words at the ₃,₀₀₀-word level participants＇ success rate was less than ₅₀ per-

cent. Concerning parts of speech, as words were decreasing in frequency, verbs and 

adjectives were more difficult to acquire. Especially, there were no adjectives in which 

participants＇ success rates were less than ₅₀ percent at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level and there 

were two at the ₂,₀₀₀-word level, there were ₁₄ adjectives at the ₃,₀₀₀-word level, 

which means that half of the target words were acquired at a rate of less than ₅₀ per-

cent. Table ₆ shows that aid was the word which was the most difficult to acquire 

regardless of grades except second-years, and that it was the only word acquired at a 

rate of less than ₅₀ percent regardless of grades. Attempt was, on average, the second 

most difficult word for participants to acquire, though second- and third-years were 

not the case.

Table 5

Parts of Speech whose Success Rates Were Less than 50 Percent for University Sophomores

1,000 2,000 3,000 Total

Noun ₂ ( ₅₈)  ₇ ( ₅₈) ₂₂ ( ₅₂) ₃₁ (₁₆₈)
Verb ₂ ( ₂₈)  ₈ ( ₁₈) ₁₅ ( ₂₄) ₂₅ ( ₇₀)

Adjective ₀ ( ₁₄)  ₂ ( ₂₄) ₁₄ ( ₂₄) ₁₆ ( ₆₂)
Total ₄ (₁₀₀) ₁₇ (₁₀₀) ₅₁ (₁₀₀) ₇₂ (₃₀₀)

Note. The number in parentheses shows the total number of the target words.
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Table 6

Words whose Success Rates Were Less than 50 Percent for University Sophomores at the 

1,000-Word Level

1st years 2nd years 3rd years Sophomores Average

aid (n) ₁₃.₂₇% ₂₉.₂₃% ₄₅.₀₄% ₄₁.₆₄% ₃₁.₂₇%
attempt (n) ₁₆.₀₉% ₂₈.₃₉% ₅₈.₆₇% ₄₅.₈₄% ₃₄.₃₀%
represent ₂₉.₆₂% ₂₉.₇₄% ₅₃.₀₂% ₄₈.₈₀% ₃₆.₇₈%
describe ₂₅.₄₈% ₃₈.₂₃% ₆₃.₈₄% ₄₈.₂₁% ₄₂.₀₄%

4. Discussion

As can be seen in Tables ₁ and ₂, there is a clear difference in scores and EVS 

among grades and schools at each level and overall with few exceptions. The results of 

the ANOVA confirm that there was a statistically significant difference among grades at 

each level and overall except the case between third-year students and university 

sophomores at the ₂,₀₀₀- to ₄,₀₀₀-, ₆,₀₀₀-word levels and overall and the case between 

Schools A and B at the ₁,₀₀₀- to ₃,₀₀₀-, ₅,₀₀₀- to ₆,₀₀₀-word levels and overall.

In comparison with Mochizuki＇s (₁₉₉₈) VST in Yashima (₂₀₀₂), the means in EVS 

estimated by the current test are much smaller. Mochizuki＇s VST yielded a mean of 

₃,₀₇₀.₈₄ for first-years and ₃,₉₂₈.₉₉ for third-years. In the current study, the means 

are ₂,₀₂₅.₂₃ for first-years and ₃,₆₃₀.₃₂ for third-years. The means in EVS are much 

larger than Yashima＇s (₂₀₀₄) because ₅,₀₀₀- and ₆,₀₀₀-word levels are added, but the 

means in EVS did not increase so much especially for first-years. My first hypothesis 

could be accepted.

Tables ₃ and ₄ show that there is a relatively or rather strong rank correlation in 

both Kendall＇s tau and Spearman＇s rho between grades and between schools at each 

level with few exceptions. This suggests that although, as mentioned in ₃.₁, there is a 

statistically significant dif ference in scores and EVS among grades and among 

schools, there are many words easy or difficult for Japanese EFL learners to acquire 

in common regardless of grades or schools at each level, especially at the ₁,₀₀₀- and 

₂,₀₀₀-word levels. These results are not so surprising because many words at the 

₁,₀₀₀-word level have already been acquired in junior high school and many words at 

the ₂,₀₀₀-word level are first learned in the ₁₀th year. So there are many words even 

first-years acquire. There is, however, a stronger correlation in both Kendall＇s tau and 

Spearman＇s rho between Schools B and C at the ₄,₀₀₀- to ₆,₀₀₀-word levels than at 

the other levels. Both Kendall＇s tau and Spearman＇s rho were highest at the ₆,₀₀₀-word 
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level between Schools A and B and between Schools A and C. Moreover, these were 

also highest at the ₆,₀₀₀-word level between third-years and sophomores. This sug-

gests that in the case of the same grade or similar EVS, these are higher at lower fre-

quency levels than at higher ones. Anyway, my second hypothesis could also be 

accepted.

Figures ₁ to ₃ show the distribution of the success rate in answering at the ₁,₀₀₀- 
to ₃,₀₀₀-word levels. All the distributions were rather similar to one another at a rate 

of ₀ to ₈₀ percent, but the distribution for university sophomores was quite different 

from the others at a rate of ₉₀ to ₁₀₀ percent at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level. This means that 

there are more words thoroughly acquired for university sophomores than those of 

the other grades. As for the ₂,₀₀₀-word level, the distribution for first-years was quite 

similar to that of second-years, and it was roughly similar to that of university sopho-

mores especially at a rate of ₄₀ to ₁₀₀ percent. However, the distribution for third-

years was quite different from the others especially at a rate of ₈₀ to ₁₀₀ percent. It 

was roughly similar to that of the same year students at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level. This 

means that only third-years acquired the target words at the ₂,₀₀₀-word level as at the 

₁,₀₀₀-word level. Concerning the ₃,₀₀₀-word level, although the distribution for first-

years was roughly similar to that of second-years, the distribution for third-years was 

quite different from the others. Moreover, the distribution for third-years was quite 

different from that of university sophomores, and it was rather similar to that of sec-

ond-years at the ₂,₀₀₀-word level. Therefore, although, as mentioned in ₃.₁, there 

was no significant difference between third-years and university sophomores at each 

level except ₁,₀₀₀- and ₅,₀₀₀-word levels, the distributions for both grades were quite 

different regardless of word levels. My third hypothesis was rejected.

With regard to hypothesis ₄, Tables ₅ and ₆ show that there were four words 

whose success rates were less than ₅₀ percent at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level. Concerning 

parts of speech, as words were decreasing in frequency, verbs and adjectives were 

more difficult to acquire. In fact, there were no adjectives but two nouns and two 

verbs at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level. Table ₆ shows that aid was the word which was the 

most difficult to acquire regardless of grades except second-years, and that it was the 

only word acquired at a rate of less than ₅₀ percent regardless of grades. Attempt was, 

on average, the second most difficult word for participants to acquire, though for sec-

ond- and third-years this was not the case. The results suggest that the length of a 

word does not affect its receptive acquisition and that abstract words are difficult for 

Japanese EFL learners to acquire. Anyway, my fourth hypothesis could be accepted.
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5. Conclusion and implications

This study shows that the vocabulary size of Japanese EFL learners is much 

smaller than previously estimated by Mochizuki＇s (₁₉₉₈). The means in EVS for first-

year students, on average, were ₂₀₂₅.₂₃. The results suggest that although it seems 

to Japanese teachers of English that this reflects their real vocabulary size much 

more, this is not good enough to perform functionally in English. The means in EVS 

for second-years and university sophomores, on average, were ₂,₇₃₉.₂₀ and ₃,₃₂₁.₈₇, 
which were the minimum vocabulary size to perform functionally. This study also 

shows that there is a relatively or rather strong rank correlation in both Kendall＇s tau 

and Spearman＇s rho between grades and between schools at each level with few 

exceptions. Kendall＇s tau is .₅₉ to .₈₆ and Spearman＇s rho is .₇₇ to .₉₇ in almost all 

cases. The results indicate that at each level, there are words easy or difficult for 

learners regardless of grades or schools. These findings suggest that educators 

should recognize the fact and that they should devise ways to teach these difficult 

words.

The findings on the distribution of the success rate in answering at the ₁,₀₀₀- to 

₃,₀₀₀-word levels indicate that only third-years acquire the target words at the ₂,₀₀₀-
word level as at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level, and that although there is no significant differ-

ence between third-years and university sophomores at each level with some excep-

tions, the distributions for both grades are quite different regardless of word levels. 

As authorized textbooks are not written just in the order of word frequency, there is a 

chance that these words don＇t or rarely appear in them. So these words are difficult to 

acquire. Therefore, these findings suggest that educators should encourage their stu-

dents to read and listen to additional materials, taking word frequency into consider-

ation.

The findings on words that are difficult to acquire indicate that there are still four 

words difficult for sophomores to learn, even at the ₁,₀₀₀-word level, which are two 

nouns and two verbs. These nouns are short in length but abstract words, and as 

words are decreasing in frequency, verbs and adjectives are more difficult to acquire. 

Therefore, these findings suggest that educators should recognize the fact and that 

they should teach vocabulary to their students, taking the nature and parts of speech 

of a word into account.

The results show that the current revised VET can be administered by other 

schools. However, the order of the arrangement of some target words should be 
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changed, and in order to specify words difficult for Japanese EFL learners to acquire, 

the success rates in answering of the two distractors of each item at the ₁,₀₀₀- to 

₃,₀₀₀-word levels should be examined. After changing the point and preparing three 

versions at each level, I would like to measure learners＇ vocabulary size again.

Notes
 ₁. This paper is based on the contents of a presentation titled ＂Identifying Words 

Difficult for Japanese EFL Learners to Acquire by a Revised Vocabulary Estima-

tion Test＂ given at the ₃₁st JASELE annual convention in Sapporo. Some of the 

data has been updated since the presentation.

 ₂. All participants gave the author their consent to use any information gathered in 

this study.
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