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THE ROLE OF VOCABULARY DEPTH AND BREADTH
IN READING COMPREHENSION OF HIGH-SCHOOL

EFL LEARNERS

Saiful Rifa'i

rifai.saiful@gmail.com
STKIP PGRI BLITAR

Abstrak : Penelitian ini menguji hubungan antara luas dan kedalaman pengetahuan 
kosakata dan pemahaman bacaan dalam konteks Bahasa Inggris sebagai bahasa asing 
(EFL). Hal itu dilakukan melalui dua tahap, kuantitatif dan kualitatif. Tahap 
kuantitatif pertama dari penelitian ini, mencakup 93 peserta SMA, menyelidiki 
tingkat korelasi antara dua aspek pengetahuan kosa kata, luas dan kedalaman, dan 
pemahaman bacaan. Selanjutnya, diteliti apakah luas atau kedalaman merupakan 
prediktor kuat pembelajar “pemahaman bacaan.” Fase kualitatif kedua, yang 
melibatkan empat subjek (subsampel fase pertama), mengeksplorasi bagaimana 
subjek ini menggunakan kedalaman kosa kata mereka untuk menyimpulkan arti kata-
kata yang tidak biasa dalam teks tertulis. Untuk mencapai tujuan ini, wawancara semi-
terstruktur digunakan sebagai metode pengumpulan data. Penelitian ini telah 
menunjukkan secara empiris beberapa temuan. Koherensi positif sedang di antara 
skor pada tiga tes bahasa yang diperoleh. Keluasan terbukti menjadi prediktor 
pemahaman bacaan yang lebih kuat daripada kedalaman. Siswa dengan pengetahuan 
kosa kata yang lebih mendalam lebih berhasil dalam menyimpulkan makna kata-kata 
yang tidak diketahui saat membaca daripada yang kurang mendalam. Sebuah 
hubungan positif ditemukan di antara siswa “kedalaman kosa kata dan kemampuan 
inferensia leksikal mereka. Hasil ini mengkonfirmasi pentingnya pengembangan 
siswa pada” keluasan dan kedalaman pengetahuan kosa kata di kelas EFL.

Kata Kunci : luas, kedalaman, pemahaman bacaan, interkorelasi

Abstract : The present study examined the relationship between breadth and depth 
of vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension in an English as a foreign 
language (EFL) context. It was conducted through two phases, quantitative and 
qualitative. The first quantitative phase of the study, which included 93 high school 
participants, investigated the degree of correlations between two aspects of 
vocabulary knowledge, breadth (vocabulary size) and depth, and reading 
comprehension. Furthermore, it investigated whether breadth or depth was a stronger 
predictor of learners‟ reading comprehension. The second qualitative phase, which 
involved four subjects (a subsample of the first phase), explored how these subjects 
used their vocabulary depth to infer the meaning of unfamiliar words in a written text. 
To achieve this purpose, semi-structured interviews were employed as a method of 
data collection. The study has empirically shown several findings. Moderate positive 
intercorrelations among the scores on the three language tests were obtained. Breadth 
proved to be a more powerful predictor of reading comprehension scores than depth. 
Students with greater depth of vocabulary knowledge were more successful in 
inferring the meaning of unknown words while reading than those with less depth. A 
positive association was found between students‟ vocabulary depth and their lexical 
inferencing ability. These results confirm the importance and the value of developing 
students‟ breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge in EFL classrooms.

Key Words : breadth, depth, reading comprehension, intercorrelations
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INTRODUCTION derivations and collocations (depth). For 

example, learners may know the primary Background of the Study
meaning of the word „active‟ (breadth), but Vocabulary knowledge is key to 
they might not know its various synonyms reading comprehension for both first language 
like „lively‟, „hard-working‟ and „operating‟, (L1) and second language (L2) learners 
its derivations like „activate‟, „activation‟, (Alderson 2000; Anderson & Freebody 1981; 
„activity‟ and „activist‟ as well as its collocatio Laufer & Kalovski 2010; Qian 1999, 2002; 
ns like „active participation‟ and „active Read 1993; Stahl 2003). Vocabulary knowledge 
support‟ (depth). Learners are required to know and reading comprehension are closely related 
the meaning of the word and its associates to each other (Graves 1986), yet „[t]his 
(words associated with the particular word) relationship is not one directional‟ (Nation 
to help them comprehend written texts 2001, p.144). It is a mutual relationship in the 
without any hurdles. Based on this, not only sense that vocabulary knowledge affects the 
vocabulary breadth but also vocabulary depth success of reading in the same way as reading 
might help learners to better understand a leads to knowledge of more words. However, 
written text.vocabulary knowledge might not be the only 

Research has recently focused on at direct causal factor in reading comprehension 
least two dimensions of vocabulary knowledge growth. This is probably because other factors 
in reading comprehension: breadth (vocabu-such as grammatical competence, world 
lary size) and depth (quality of vocabulary knowledge and training seem to equally play 
knowledge) (Read 2004). Breadth is defined fundamental roles in reading. Thus, assuming 
as how many words a language user knows, that knowledge of more words determines 
whereas depth is described as how well a better text comprehension could be a reduc-
language user knows these words (Qian tionist view of reading.
1999). As far as examining breadth in L1 and Sometimes L2 learners need limited 
L2 reading comprehension is concerned, vocabulary knowledge in order to understand 
there has been extensive literature (Qian an English text. Yet, this knowledge might 
2002). Moreover, the role of depth in L1 reading not be sufficient to comprehend various texts 
has been recognized in spite of the relative in many situations. It seems important to 
lack of empirical studies (Mezynski 1983).understand what this vocabulary knowledge 

The current study focuses on exa-is and how much knowledge is considered 
mining the roles of two aspects of vocabu-adequate. At school, students need to learn 
lary knowledge, breadth and depth, in reading many new words in order to increase their 
written texts at high-school level in an EFL vocabulary size (breadth). At the same time, 
context, which is different from earlier research. they need to know other new meanings and 
Previous studies (e.g., Huang 2006; Qian meaning relations relevant to these new 
1998, 1999, 2002) have investigated this topic words, which leads to enriching the students‟ 
but at the university level in an ESL context. use of known words (depth). Therefore, L2 
Thus, in the context of high-school EFL learners extend their vocabulary knowledge 
classrooms, the present study aims to answer in two ways: breadth and depth. They do not 
the following research questions: 1) How do only need to know the words with their 
scores on vocabulary size, depth of vocabu-superficial meanings (breadth), but they also 
lary knowledge, and reading comprehensionneed to know the words with their synonyms, 
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correlate with one another? 2) Which aspect a word (production) needs extended knowledge 

of vocabulary knowledge, breadth or depth, beyond understanding it (reception). In search 

is a stronger predictor of reading comprehension of improving his earlier classification of what 

scores? 3) How do EFL learners use their depth is involved in word knowledge, Nation (2001) 

of vocabulary knowledge when trying to guess took a further step by using a process model 

the meaning of unknown words in a written text? which entailed three distinct types of voca-

bulary knowledge: form, meaning and use. Definition of vocabulary knowledge
„Form‟ includes spoken and written forms as L2 Lexical researchers have intro-
well as word parts; „meaning‟ involves form duced different definitions of knowing a word 
and meaning, concept and referents as well as as they have different concepts of what learners' 
associations; and „use‟ entails grammatical word knowledge comprises, and of statistical 
functions, collocations and constraints on use counts of their vocabulary size (Daller, Milton 
(register and frequency).& Treffers-Daller 2007). According to Nation 

Based on Nation's (2001) analytical (2001), „Knowing a word‟ is simply described 
framework of vocabulary knowledge, Daller, as recognizing the form of a word. Yet, voca-
Milton and Treffers-Daller (2007) proposed bulary knowledge might push beyond this 
an idea of lexical space which describes a basic notion.
learner's knowledge of vocabulary as a three-Cronbach (1942), for instance, created 
dimensional space. Each dimension describes a framework for presenting five components 
a component or an aspect of word knowledge. of vocabulary knowledge: generalization, 
At the horizontal axis lies lexical breadth and breadth of meaning, precision of meaning (word 
at the vertical axis lies lexical depth. The final meaning), application and availability (use). 
axis is fluency which describes a learner's Nevertheless, this framework was criticized 
automaticity and readiness to use the known as it focuses mainly on word meaning and 
words in writing or speaking. Breadth can be minimally on other aspects of word knowledge 
represented by some elements of Nation's such as collocational and morphological 
framework, i.e.'form' as well as 'form and properties (Qian 2002). In response to this 
meaning', whereas depth can be represented shortcoming, Richards (1976) added more 
by such elements as concept and referents, components of vocabulary knowledge to this 
associations, grammatical functions, collo-framework such as associations, morpho-
cations and constraints on use. The issue of syntactic properties, register and frequency 
fluency will not be addressed here as it is not level. Richards‟ framework emphasized the 
related to the dissertation topic. According to complex nature of lexical knowledge (Read 
the concept of lexical space, defining a learner‟s 2000), as it included more than just recog-
vocabulary knowledge easily might be one of nizing the form of a word considering new 
its advantages; however, the potential difficulty characteristics such as register and word fre-
in testing vocabulary might be one of its quency. Building on this framework of voca-
drawbacks.bulary knowledge, Nation (1990) incorporated 

As has been seen, the previous section a number of aspects such as collocations and 
has discussed definitions of a word and knowing pronunciation to make it more comprehensive.
a word. The following sections will highlight Nation also highlighted the fact that 
the assessment of the two measures of voca-receptive vs. productive distinction is required 
bulary knowledge, breadth and depth, in readingto fully know a word, which means that using 

Rifa’i, The Role Of Vocabulary Depth And Breadth   255



comprehension in L1 and L2 research, as developed in two modes, paper-and-pencil 

these measures are examined by the current and computer- based test. It is a reliable and 

study. valid test (Meara & Jones 1988).

Although for placement purposes, Assesing Breadth of vocabulary 
the test has some promising features, Schmitt knowledge
(2010) has challenged its simplicity and Breadth of vocabulary knowledge is 
rubrics, noting that learners can achieve often referred to as vocabulary size. It has 
relatively higher scores with these types of been the core measure of a learner's knowledge 
tests. Besides, it provides no explicit demonstra-of vocabulary in numerous research studies 
tion of knowledge as very often learners (e.g., Laufer & Paribakht 1998; Meara & 
overestimate their knowledge of vocabulary. Jones 1988). It contributes to all language 
Even Meara and his colleagues themselves skills and proficiency. As such Meara (1996b, 
proved that the test produced unsatisfactory p.37) stresses the importance of vocabulary 
results with certain learners whose L1 is size in the following quotation: “... learners 
cognate with English. In their study of a with big vocabularies are more proficient in a 
group of L2 learners, Meara and Buxton wide range of language skills than learners 
(1987) found that French and Italian learners with smaller vocabularies, and there is some 
found more difficulty in rejecting pseudo-evidence to support the view that vocabulary 
words than Germanic ones because of the skills make a significant contribution to 
cognate effect The second test format, the almost all aspects of L2 proficiency”
Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), developed by In order to measure how many words 
Nation (1983, 1990) and modified by a person knows, there are two major and 
Schmitt, Schmitt and Clapham (2001), is widely known formats recently utilized in L2 
probably the most widely used vocabulary lexical research: the Eurocentres Vocabulary 
size test for L2 learners. It is „the nearest Size Test (EVST) (Meara & Buxton 1987) 
thing we have to a standard test in voca-and the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) (Nation 
bulary‟ (Meara 1996b, p. 38). It is a paper-1983, 1990). Both tests are frequency-based 
and-pencil test which consists of lexical but have different test formats. The EVST, 
items distributed at five levels, 2000, 3000, which was designed by Meara and his 
5000, 10000 and academic vocabulary, and associates, used the yes/no checklist test. It is 
utilizes a word-definition matching format. the simplest format of any vocabulary test for 
The test was employed as a reliable and valid estimating L2 learners' vocabulary size 
vocabulary size measure in a number of where learners are presented with lists of 
studies (e.g., Huang 2006; Laufer 1992, lexical items and decide whether they know 
1996; Qian 1999, 2002). For this reason, VLT each item by selecting 'yes' for a positive 
was used as an instrument measuring breadth response and 'no' for a negative one (Schmitt 
of vocabulary knowledge in the current 2010). It is comprised of a set of real lexical 
research.items grounded on Thorndike and Lorge's 

Comparing the EVST and VLT, it (1944) list, and some non-words to adjust the 
can be noted that the former focuses on word scores of learners who overestimate their 
recognition while the latter focuses on meaning. vocabulary knowledge (Read 2009). Claiming 
Despite the great value of these tests to to know a number of non-words will result in 
measure size, they were criticized for indicatingreducing their final scores. The EVST is 
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shallow and superficial rather than deeper p.898) devised a developmental scale on word 

knowledge of individual words (Read 2000). knowledge used in L1 research as follows:

However, in response to these tests, Schmitt Stage1: „I never saw it before.‟

(2010) argued that since the tests are both Stage2: „I have heard of it, but I don't know 

frequency-based, they will not provide an what it means.‟

accurate estimate of learners' overall voca- Stage3: „I recognize it in context - it has 

bulary size. They also measure only a single something to do with...‟

meaning of each word rather than multiple Stage4: „I know it.‟

meanings, and do not assess any of the richer Empirical studies on the relationship 
notions of knowing. Thus, using another mea- between breadth and depth 
sure to include these notions of word knowledge Both breadth and depth of voca-
seemed necessary. This measure is called the bulary knowledge are interrelated (Read 
depth of vocabulary knowledge test. 2004) in the sense that learners' knowledge of 

Assesing Depth of vocabulary knowledge vocabulary deepens so long as their voca-

As it is the second aspect inves- bulary is large and therefore depth cannot 

tigated by the current research, depth of voca- occur without some breadth. A number of 

bulary knowledge plays a role equivalent to research studies have shown evidence of this 

vocabulary size in reading comprehension. relationship (e.g., Nurweni & Read 1999; 

Many researchers have provided different Vermeer 2001). In a study of secondary and 

perspectives on depth of vocabulary knowledge. post-secondary Japanese students, Schmitt 

Henriksen (1999), for example, provided a and Meara (1997) found moderate positive 

better basis for what is involved in measuring correlations of .62 between vocabulary size 

vocabulary depth. Three different dimensions and word associates.

were recognized in his research: partial- Likewise, administering both breadth 

precise knowledge (vocabulary size tests), and depth tests to Indonesian university 

depth of knowledge and receptive-productive students, Nurweni and Read (1999) reported 

knowledge. Likewise, Qian (1999) conceptua- high correlations between the scores on these 

lized depth in another way, incorporating measures (r = .81). However, when students 

knowledge of word characteristics such as were grouped according to their proficiency 

syntactic, semantic, morphemic and graphemic levels, correlations of .81, .43 and .18 were 

features. Yet, Read (2000) proposed that the found between both tests for high, middle and 

quality of knowledge of particular words can low proficiency groups respectively. Later, 

be measured in two main methods. The first is using a network building approach, Vermeer 

termed the developmental approach while (2001) studied the relationship between 

the second is called the dimensions approach. receptive vocabulary (a breadth measure) and 

Vocabulary learning is an incremental process association task (a depth measure) in Dutch 

and therefore adopting a developmental scale monolingual (DL1) and bilingual (DL2) 

would be practical and useful in learning primary learners. The correlations between 

contexts (Schmitt 2010). However, as Table breadth and depth measures for both groups 

2.1 shows, to create a workable and valid were all over .80. Based on these findings, 

scale is somewhat tentative as little is known Vermeer contends that breadth and depth are 

about the process in which vocabulary deve- not opposites and that there is no dichotomy 

lopment progresses. For instance, Dale (1965, between both dimensions.
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The role of vocabulary knowledge in and Grabe (2011) came to the conclusion that 

reading comprehension around 98% coverage (corresponding to 

As the main objective of this disser- 8000-9000 word families) was sufficient for 

tation is to assess the roles of both breadth comprehending academic texts. These findings 

and depth in reading comprehension, this supported Hu and Nation‟s results. They also 

section discusses L1 and L2 research pertinent suggested that this coverage is not deemed as 

to this topic. A large body of research has an indication of a lexical 'threshold', as voca-

focused on the role of vocabulary breadth in bulary is not the only factor that determines 

reading comprehension (e.g., Laufer 1989; understanding texts.

Laufer & Kalovski 2010; Stahl 2003). As for Likewise, after reviewing some vo-

the role of depth of knowledge in reading cabulary studies, Laufer (2000) found that 

comprehension, it seems that L1 research has the vocabulary size for high school and 

stressed the importance of this principle though university ESL/EFL learners was 1000-4000, 

it lacks some empirical evidence (Anderson while 8000-9000 word families seemed 

& Freebody 1981; Stahl 1986). Nonetheless, unattainable for both learners and teachers. In 

L2 research has made rather less contribu- another study conducted by Laufer and Kalovski 

tions to investigating the role of vocabulary (2010), two lexical thresholds for success in 

depth in reading comprehension (Read 2007). reading comprehension were suggested: 4000- 

5000 word families (minimal one) and 8000 Empirical studies on the link between 
word families (optimal one). These results vocabulary knowledge and reading 
corroborated her earlier findings (e.g., Laufer comprehension in L2
1989, 2000). From this, it can be concluded This section aims at presenting 
that lexical threshold for reading ability varies empirical studies to show the relationship 
and different researchers have provided different between breadth and depth of vocabulary 
lexical thresholds according to their contexts, knowledge and reading comprehension in L2 
which implies that the threshold of voca-research, which is the topic of the current 
bulary size may be a pedagogical problem.dissertation. Examining the strong link between 

In contrast, when it comes to investi-the percentage of words known in a text (vo-
gating the depth of vocabulary know ledge in cabulary size) and comprehending the same 
reading comprehension, literature has mini-text, Laufer (1989) reported that nearly 95% 
mally contributed to such an area presumably coverage was adequate for understanding ge-
because it is easier to measure vocabulary neral academic texts, which equalizes knowledge 
size than vocabulary depth (Qian 1999) and of approximately 3000 word families. This 
because there is a lack of depth measures in coverage is a vocabulary 'threshold' above 
L2 research (Read 1998). The first attempts which the level of comprehension increases 
to look implicitly at vocabulary depth were and below which the level of comprehension 
made by de Bot, Paribakht and Wesche decreases. However, Hu and Nation (2000) 
(1997) who employed think-aloud protocols found that knowing 98% of the words in texts 
to investigate lexical processing in reading. was necessary to understand texts, which 
Their study did not conceptualize the term means that more coverage can determine 
'depth' but purported to explore some aspects better text comprehension. More recently, in 
of depth such as word associations, homonymy their study of 661 ESL/EFL subjects from a 
and word morphology.variety of L1 backgrounds, Schmitt, Jiang 
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In response to de Bot, Paribakht and Mehrpour, Razmjoo and Kian (2011) 

Wesche (1997), Qian (1998, 1999) took a investigated the same topic but in an EFL 

step further conceptualizing and focusing on context. They found that depth had a greater 

vocabulary depth. In a sample of Korean and impact on Iranian university students‟ academic 

Chinese adult learners, Qian employed VLT, reading comprehension than breadth and that 

WAT and TOEFL (Test of English as a both breadth and depth were interrelated.

Foreign Language) reading and found that Nevertheless, Huang (2006) found 

the scores on the three tests were highly that vocabulary breadth made more contribu-

intercorrelated within the range of .78-.82. tion to predicting reading comprehension of 

He concluded that vocabulary depth was a Chinese university students than vocabulary 

stronger predictor of learners‟ reading scores depth. While vocabulary breadth alone explai-

than vocabulary breadth and that depth was ned 50% of the variance in students‟ reading 

as important as breadth in predicting reading comprehension, vocabulary depth alone ex-

outcomes. plained 44.3% of the variance. These findings 

Likewise, in a sample of 217 subjects seem to contradict Qian‟s (1998, 1999, 2002) 

from a variety of L1 backgrounds, Qian (2002) research findings.

examined the relationship between vocabu-

lary breadth and depth and reading compre-

hension at university level. Results showed METHOD

that correlations from r=.68 to r=.82 were The current study employs both 

found between TOEFL reading and voca- quantitative and qualitative methods (mixed 

bulary tests (VLT & WAT). The study obviously methods). A quantitative method refers to 

supported Qian's (1998, 1999) findings that collecting and analyzing numeric data to 

vocabulary depth scores uniquely contributed explain and predict an outcome, whereas a 

to predicting test-takers' reading scores and qualitative method refers to collecting, analyzing 

that the vocabulary depth measure was as and interpreting non numeric data (words or 

important as the vocabulary size measure. text) to obtain insights into a research. The 

Later, Qian and Schedl (2004) conducted purpose of this design is to provide more 

another study with 207 international students insights and understanding of a research area 

to assess the utility and practicality of the depth than does a single method (Tashakkori & 

of vocabulary knowledge test. Employing three Teddlie 2003). The design was selected for 

measures, a depth measure, TOEFL vocabu- three reasons. First, the topic of the role of 

lary measure and TOEFL reading measure, vocabulary knowledge in reading compre-

they concluded that the depth measure could hension best suits a combined design that 

be included in assessing TOEFL vocabulary. requires both explanation (quantitative) and 

Moreover, this finding is congruent with Qian's exploration (qualitative) (Creswell 2003). Ex-

(1998, 1999, 2002) results indicating that vo- planation, here, refers to examining the impact 

cabulary depth uniquely contributed to pre- of predictors (breadth and depth of vocabu-

dicting learners' reading performance. In a lary knowledge) as independent variables on 

recent study, Quellette (2006) came to the same reading comprehension as a dependent variable, 

conclusion that vocabulary depth predicted whereas exploration refers to further examining 

reading comprehension of grade four learners' depth of vocabulary knowledge in reading 

reading comprehension. More recently, comprehension. Second, the mixed methods
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design was specifically chosen to answer the L2 scholars to use it in their research (e.g. 

research questions of the current study, as a Greidanus & Nienhuis 2001; Nassaji 2006; 

single approach would not be sufficient to do Qian & Schedl 2004). For these reasons, version 

that. Third, the role of vocabulary knowledge 4 of the WAT was used as a depth measure in 

in reading comprehension might be complex the current study.

in nature. This complexity might have created The test contains 40 items (see Appendix 

the logic of the overall design of the current C) intended to assess two components of voca-

research. bulary depth: paradigmatic (meaning) and syn-

tagmatic (collocation) associates. Testees are Background to the sample
required to identify the 4 words that are asso-The focus of this section is to 
ciated with the target word or the stimulus ad-discuss how the sample was selected for the 
jective as shown in the extract below:two phases of the study. In the first phase of 

the study, the sample included 110 male and Reading comprehension test (RC)

female grade 12 students selected from 3 The test is a reading comprehension 

public and 2 private secondary schools in section of CEPA. It was a nation wide multiple- 

Blitar from three Districts (Sananwetan, choice test which was created by a group of 

Kepanjenkidul and Sukorejo) The actual number highly-trained and highly-experienced language 

of students who voluntarily participated in the teaching professionals in 2003 (NAPO n.d.). 

study was 93, as 17 students absented themselves It has two formats, paper- and -pencil and 

from one or two tests and therefore they were computer-based. Recently, Brown and Jaquith 

excluded. The participant students' age ranged (2011) have provided evidence for the validity 

from 17 to 18 years. Their native language of CEPA. It was employed in some research 

was Javanese and Indonesian and they used studies (e.g. Fitze & Glasgow 2009; Rumsey 

English as a foreign language. It should be 2012). Accordingly, the CEPA reading test was 

noted that Javanese and Indonesian are not chosen to measure comprehension levels in the 

cognate with English as both languages are current study.

linguistically and orthographically different. The CEPA reading section originally 

Consequently, it was almo st impossible for consists of three texts with 25 multiple-choice 

the participants to guess the meaning of items which are taken from NAPO (n.d.). 

unknown English words by using their L1 in CEPA text 1 is considered a non-academic text 

the three language tests of the study. which contains graphics, posters, brochures 

and the like. CEPA texts 2 and 3 are general Depth of vocabulary knowledge test 
academic texts (400 words each) whose topics (DVK)
do not focus on any specific field of study. The test was originally known as the 
Regarding the reading comprehension questions, Word Associates Test (WAT) to measure L2 
test-takers are tested on the following six learners' vocabulary depth. It was created by 
reading skills: (1) finding the meaning of un-Read (1998) who carried out little validation 
familiar words; (2) identifying pronoun refe-on it. Recently, Schmitt, Ng and Garras (2011) 
rence; (3) identifying main ideas; (4) under-have presented the validation evidence of the 
standing implications; (5) comprehending the WAT. Read (1995) obtained a reliability of .93 
sequence of events; and (6) comprehending for the test. The WAT enables investigators to 
the text coherence. As for scoring, 1 point was test not only word meanings, like the VLT, but 
given to each correct answer and therefore thealso their uses. This has induced a number of 
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maximum score for the test was 25 points. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Interviews RQ1: How do scores on vocabulary size, 

Interviews can be a good qualitative depth of vocabulary knowledge, and 

tool to explore a research area in more depth. reading comprehension correlate with one 

They are focused on drawing from the another?

speaker the richest and fullest account The findings indicate that there are 

possible‟ (Richards 2003, p.50). There are moderate positive intercorrelations among 

three types of interviews in terms of structure: scores on vocabulary size (VS), depth of vo-

structured, semi-structured and unstructured. cabulary knowledge (DVK) and reading 

It seems that semi-structured interviews suit comprehension (RC). This finding bears a lot 

the purpose of the study as they provide the of similarities to other research studies in 

researcher with a great deal of flexibility for different contexts (e.g., Biemiller 2005; Huang 

elaborating on questions and changing their 2006; Mehrpour, Razmjoo & Kian 2011; Qian 

order (Nunan 1992). This type of interview 1998, 1999, 2002; Quellette 2006; Stanovich 

comprises pre-phrased questions that allow 2000; Yap 1979). Based on this, the dimen-

the investigator to elicit the desired responses sions of vocabulary knowledge, breadth (vo-

from the informants (Creswell 2008). cabulary size) and depth, are closely related 

One-to-one interviews were grounded to reading comprehension. In relevance to this 

on two experimental sentences selected from established relationship, the current research 

the RC passages in the first phase of the study indicated that the correlation between voca-

and an experimental text. In the experimental bulary size and reading comprehension was 

sentences, there were two highlighted words the highest (r = .63), which means that the 

that were expected to be unknown to some higher the vocabulary size scores, the higher 

participants. The experimental text was entitled the reading comprehension scores. This finding 

„The History of the Internet‟, taken from is in agreement with other studies in both ESL 

Reading for the Real World (Malarcher & and EFL contexts (e.g., Hu & Nation 2000; 

Janzen 2004, pp.22-23). This text was par- Laufer 1989, 2000; Laufer & Kalovski 2010; 

ticularly chosen as it involved 10 highlighted Schmitt, Jiang & Grabe 2011) which reported 

words that were likely to be unfamiliar to some strong correlations between vocabulary size 

interviewees (see Appendix E). These words and reading comprehension.

are: „mechanism‟, „distribution‟, „regardless‟, Similar to Laufer‟s (1989, 2000) 

„concept‟, „decentralized‟, „application‟, findings, knowledge of about 3000-5000 word 

„version‟, „established‟, „advances‟ and families is necessary to comprehend general 

„diverse‟. These words, along with those academic texts, which is considered a lexical 

included in the experimental sentences, were threshold as a good indication of high school 

regarded as stimulus words to probe learners‟ EFL learners‟ reading ability. However, this 

responses. They were chosen for deciding threshold might vary according to different 

whether they were familiar to the learners, contexts as different lexical researchers have 

and how the meanings of the words were provided different thresholds. Hence, deter-

guessed. mining a lexical size which can be achievable 

for EFL learners might seem a pedagogical 

issue.

Additionally, the association between
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vocabulary size and reading comprehension might be attributed to the partial overlapping 

was the most noticeable finding in the current of the two measures. While breadth tests measure 

study, indicating that vocabulary size seemed primarily knowledge of word meaning, depth 

to play a fundamental role in reading compre- tests measure synonymy and collocation. 

hension in EFL classrooms. This observed Although depth tests examine deeper compo-

relationship corroborates the instrumentalist nents of word knowledge than breadth tests, 

hypothesis (Anderson & Freebody 1981) and primary meanings of words in breadth tests 

other studies (Biemiller 2005; Stanovich affect the knowledge of synonyms and colloca-

2000; Yap 1979) in L1 research to some tions in depth tests.

extent, but this finding should be interpreted RQ2: Which aspect of vocabulary 
with caution. This is because this hypothesis knowledge, breadth or depth, is a stronger 
and these research studies indicated that predictor of reading comprehension 
knowledge of more words is the direct cause scores?
of better reading comprehension; however The findings of the present study 
the current study did not examine the issue of indicate that breadth is found to be a stronger 
causation, i.e. investigating the role of voca- predictor of reading comprehension than depth. 
bulary knowledge as the direct causal factor This finding is in agreement with Huang‟s 
in reading comprehension. (2006) results who found that vocabulary size 

On the other hand, the significant alone explained a more significant proportion 
positive correlation (r = .59) between voca- of variance in reading comprehension than 
bulary size and depth of vocabulary proposes did depth alone (50% vs. 44.3%). This explained 
that the two aspects of vocabulary knowledge, proportion of variance was similar to that (40% 
breadth and depth, are closely related. This vs. 31.9%) obtained in the current study. 
finding corroborates Read‟s (2004) and Nevertheless, the current study finding is in 
Vermeer‟s (2001) hypothesis that both breadth disagreement with other researchers‟ results 
and depth are not dichotomous. It is also in (Mehrpour, Razmjoo & Kian 2011; Qian 1998, 
congruence with earlier research (Schmitt & 1999, 2002; Qian & Schedl 2004; Quellette 
Meara 1997) which found that the correlation 2006) who concluded that depth was a more 
coefficient between vocabulary size and depth powerful predictor of reading comprehension 
of vocabulary was r = .62. However, other than breadth. This discrepancy in findings 
studies (e.g., Nurweni & Read 1999; Qian 1999; might be due to the fact that these studies and 
Vermeer 2001) reported higher correlation the current study employed different test 
coefficients (r = .81, r = .82 and r = .82 designs and recruited participants from 
respectively) than did the present study. This different backgrounds.
discrepancy in findings might be due to the A key question needs to be raised 
fact that the current study participants are here: why vocabulary breadth performed 
exposed to a less-varied language input in better than vocabulary depth in the regression 
comparison to that in other contexts. Another analysis. One possible explanation for this 
possible explanation for this discrepancy might was that the vocabulary size test measured 
be because these studies used other breadth 2000, 3000 and 5000 word levels and academic 
and depth tasks in their procedures. Based on vocabulary whereas the vocabulary depth test 
this, it can be concluded that the correlation was only based on the words at 2000 and 3000 
between vocabulary size/breadth and depth levels (Qian 1999). Another possible explanation
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was that the reading comprehension texts The difference in success rates 

used in the current study procedures might between HPS and LPS might lead to the 

have been difficult enough to discriminate assumption that there appears to be a relation-

between breadth and depth. ship between vocabulary depth and success 

Similar to other studies (Huang 2006; in guessing meanings of unknown words when 

Mehrpour, Razmjoo & Kian 2011; Qian reading English texts. This argument is in line 

1998,1999), the present study came to the with the Mattew effect (rich-get-richer) on L1 

conclusion that both breadth and depth were reading described by Stanovich (1986) who 

good predictors of reading comprehension. assumes that knowledge of vocabulary develops 

This conclusion in some ways supported the reading, which in turn contributes to voca-

instrumentalist hypothesis (Anderson and bulary growth. From this, it can be inferred 

Freebody 1981) which claimed that vocabu- that learners with better vocabulary knowledge 

lary knowledge is the causal factor in reading, can guess the meanings of new words during 

though this causation was not examined in reading, which in turn develops their vocabulary.

the current study as stated above. From this, it Examining the location of clues, it 

can be inferred that vocabulary knowledge appeared that both HPS and LPS used the 

has an impact on reading comprehension and clue within the test word more frequently than 

that vocabulary breadth plays an essential all the other clues. This finding is incongruent 

role in the link between vocabulary knowledge with other studies (Morrison 1996; Qian 2005) 

and reading comprehension. Yet, the fact in which the contextual clue was the most 

remains that attention should be given to both activated source of clues. This discrepancy 

breadth and depth in EFL classrooms. might be due to the fact that the current study 

used a different text in the experiment or that Rq3: How do EFL learners use their depth 
the participants came from different settings. of vocabulary knowledge when trying to 
However, according to the current study guess the meaning of unknown words in a 
findings, students with greater depth could written text?
notice and utilize more clues than those with The current study results suggest 
less depth. Accordingly, there might be a that students with greater depth of vocabu-
relationship between depth and students‟ lary knowledge seemed able to guess the 
ability to employ these clues. Additionally, meaning of unknown words more success-
the results suggest that intralingual vocabu-fully than those with less depth of vocabulary 
lary knowledge, which represents vocabu-knowledge. The HPS achieved a higher 
lary depth, was the most activated source by success rate (76%) than the LPS (25%). This 
both HPS and LPS. This implies that depth of finding is in agreement with other researchers‟ 
vocabulary knowledge could facilitate guessing. results (Nassaji 2006; Qian 2005) who grouped 
Under this category, HPS heavily employed their learners according to levels of proficiency. 
morphology and meaning subcategories, Other scholars (Liu & Nation 1985; Morrison 
whereas LPS employed phonological/ 1996) obtained similar findings using another 
orthographic forms subcategory. This finding basis for dividing their learners. Yet, the 
conforms to other research studies (Haynes findings in these studies are still congruent 
1993; Qian 2005) in which LPS relied on with the current study as knowledge of voca-
analyzing the form of target words.bulary is associated with different language 

Likewise, these findings propose thatskills (Meara & Jones 1988).
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students with greater depth tended to employ from the 93 learners. The data collected from 

the top-down reading model (Goodman the three language tests were analyzed by 

1981) as they focused on guessing the using correlational and regression analyses, 

meaning of the target word. This might be while the qualitative data obtained from 

because these students were able to identify semi- structured interviews were analyzed by 

the meanings of other words near the using an analytical framework.

unknown word. On the other hand, students The quantitative results reveal that 

with less depth tended to employ the bottom- there are moderate positive intercorrelations 

up reading model (Gough 1972) as they among the three language tests. The results 

focused on the form of the unfamiliar word. also reveal that vocabulary size appears to be 

This is probably because these students were a more powerful predictor of reading compre-

unable to identify the meanings of other hension than vocabulary depth. The quali-

words in the context of the new word. This tative results indicate that vocabulary depth 

finding matches Qian‟s (2005) results plays a fundamental role in lexical guessing 

showing that LPS focused less on contextual and hence in reading comprehension. The 

meaning. However, it is in disagreement with research findings have revealed the importance 

Morrison (1996) who claimed that students and value of breadth and depth of vocabulary 

with less depth were likely to overuse the top- knowledge in reading comprehension in EFL 

down model. This difference may be due to classrooms.

the fact that Morrison‟s study was conducted In spite of the fact that the results of 

in an ESL context while the present study was the current study cannot be generalized to 

conducted in an EFL context. other contexts, the study has some pedagogical 

implications for second language teaching. 

Not only vocabulary breadth but also voca-

CONCLUSION bulary depth should receive much more 

The present research investigated attention from teachers, practitioners and 

the association between vocabulary knowledge testers than has been previously thought. 

and reading comprehension of high school Teachers should also focus on designing a 

EFL learners. It examined the extent of inter- wide range of both vocabulary breadth and 

correlations among the three language tests: depth tasks in o rder to help learners increase 

vocabulary size, depth of vocabulary knowledge their vocabulary knowledge and understand 

and reading comprehension. It also examined written texts. Furthermore, teachers should 

whether breadth or depth was a stronger pre- look at teaching vocabulary in two ways: 

dictor of reading comprehension, and how widening and deepening learners‟ vocabulary.

learners use their vocabulary depth when To conclude, the current research 

trying to guess the meanings of unknown words has empirically indicated that learners‟ vo-

in a written text. cabulary size should be increased, yet deve-

This study employed a mixed-methods loping their depth of vocabulary should not 

approach which included two phases: an be ignored. For this reason, combining both 

initial quantitative phase of 93 EFL leaners vocabulary breadth and depth in assessing 

with a similar linguistic background and reading comprehension seems to be benefi-

different proficiency levels, and a second cial. The study has been an attempt to exa-

qualitative phase of four participants drawn mine the link between only two components of
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