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This paper provides and explains the criteria by which the first
eight 1,000-word frequency bands of the Japanese bilingual
Vocabulary Size Test (VST) were revised. The VST (Nation &
Beglar, 2007) was designed as a measure of vocabulary size for
language learners. It was originally produced and validated
in a monolingual format, but in recent years several bilingual
versions have also been made. These variants may yield more
accurate results, because they avoid conflating vocabulary
knowledge with ability to decode answer choices in the L2.
However, they have received little scrutiny beyond initial pilot-
ing and may therefore benefit from further examination and
refinement (Nguyen & Nation, 2011). This paper describes the
revision of the first eight 1,000-word frequency bands of the
Japanese bilingual VST with the goal of increasing the test's
unidimensionality and accuracy. The revisions (a) removed
English loanwords from the answer choices to prevent exam-
inees from correctly responding through phonological match-
ing alone, (b) ensured that the parts of speech of each answer
choice were identical, and (c) matched the lengths of answer
choices.
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The Monolingual VST

The Vocabulary Size Test (VST) (Nation & Beglar,
2007) was developed to provide estimates of the
number of words that foreign or second language
learners can recognize in a written format. Various
monolingual forms of the VST exist, all of which
are based on a frequency count of word families
derived from the British National Corpus (BNC;
Nation, 2006). The first twelve 1,000-word lists of
the BNC were revised using word family range and
frequency figures from the 10-million token spoken
section of the BNC, the remaining 1,000 word lists
bands are based on the entire 100-million token
BNC. The most well-known version of the VST is
the original 140-item version, developed to provide
a comprehensive measure of vocabulary size from
the first to the fourteenth 1,000-word families of
English. More recently, two parallel 100-item forms
covering the first 20,000-word families have also
become available. For learners of low or intermedi-
ate proficiency, abbreviated forms have been used.
In his validation study of the test, Beglar (2010) used
an 80-item version measuring knowledge of the
first eight 1,000-word bands with intermediate level
students and a 40-item version measuring knowl-
edge of the first four 1,000-word bands with low
proficiency learners. This was because using lower
frequency bands with these learners would have
increased the chances of overestimating vocabulary
size due to guessing. Examples of words from lower
frequency bands are fens, cranny, aperitif, soliloquy,
talons and erythrocyte at the ninth, tenth, eleventh,
twelfth, thirteen and fourteenth 1,000-word bands,
respectfully.
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Elgort (2013) also took the position that it is not
always optimal to estimate vocabulary size using
the entire instrument. McLean, Hogg, and Kramer
(2014) and McLean, Kramer, and Stewart (2015)
provided insight into appropriate test length in
the Japanese context. These researchers collected
VST scores from Japanese university students and,
based on subsequent retrospective interviews and
statistical analysis, posited that the vocabulary sizes
of most of these learners were overestimated when
using the results from the first eight 1,000-word fre-
quency bands. It may be concluded that for accurate
estimates of vocabulary size from all but the most
able of Japanese university students, utilization of
bands beyond the first 8,000 words is best avoid-
ed. For this reason, we have limited the scope of
our revisions of the Japanese VST to the first eight
sections of the test.

Bilingual Versions of the VST

A number of bilingual versions of the VST have
been developed, including Russian, Korean, Viet-
namese, Mandarin, Persian, and Japanese. In these
variants, each question stem is presented in En-
glish while the answer choices are presented in the
learners’ L1. Here is an example from the Japanese
bilingual VST:

see: They saw it.
a. U)o7z (cut)
b. #>7= (waited for)
c. A7z (saw)
d. 47z (started)

Studies of the Vietnamese, Persian, and Russian
versions of the VST have found that each provides
reliable results, generally separating participants ac-
cording to overall proficiency, and that the difficulty
of items forms a continuum based on frequency (El-
gort, 2013; Karami, 2012; Nguyen & Nation, 2011).

Relative Benefits and Limitations of
Monolingual and Bilingual Versions of the VST

Unidimensionality

A fundamental purpose of test design is to create
instruments which yield unidimensional results. In
other words, test makers hope to isolate and mea-
sure a single target construct to the greatest degree
possible. Bilingual tests play a key role in this. Elgort
(2013), Karami (2012) and Nguyen and Nation (2011)
argue that bilingual tests more accurately estimate
vocabulary sizes of examinees with limited knowl-

The Language Teacher ® Feature Article

edge of grammar and syntax. The monolingual
versions of the VST include relative clauses (e.g.,
‘argued against the facts that supported it’) and
adjective/noun/verb phrases (e.g., ‘full of energy’).
Karami (2012) states:

Complex grammatical knowledge as well as
good reading skills are required on the part of
the test takers to get the item right. It poses a
problem for monolingual vocabulary size tests
as these tests cannot be claimed to be tests of
pure vocabulary knowledge. Other factors, such
as grammatical knowledge and reading ability,
contaminate the measurement (p. 55).

Bilingual versions of the VST may also reduce the
level of anxiety examinees experience while com-
pleting the test (Elgort, 2013). Further, through the
perception of relative ease, examinees’ self-efficacy
specific to the task of completing a bilingual VST
may increase. Our level of self-efficacy influences
“whether certain (coping) behaviors will be initi-
ated, how much effort will be expended, and how
long it will be sustained in the face of obstacles and
aversive experiences” (Bandura, 1977, p. 191).

Time Necessary to Complete the Test

Owing to students’ faster L1 reading speed relative
to their L2, and the fact that bilingual tests allow
for shorter answer choices, the bilingual VST can
be completed more quickly than the monolingual
form. Karami (2012) states that “long distractors

are unavoidable in monolingual tests to completely
convey the meaning of more difficult words” (p.

50). Shorter answer choices in the bilingual format
may reduce the degree to which fatigue influences
VST scores, particularly among less able readers, as
such learners often have difficulty concentrating for
more than 20 minutes when conducting L2 reading
(Day & Bamford, 1998).

The Utilization of Only High Frequency Words
in Answer Options

In the monolingual VST, answer choices were writ-
ten with a restricted set of vocabulary. The answer
choices of items testing the first two 1,000-word
frequency bands were written using only the first
1,000 words of West’s (1953) General Service List
(GSL), while items from the third 1,000-word band
onward were written using only the GSL. This
raises two issues. First, examinees with very limited
lexical knowledge might not be able to demon-
strate understanding of items testing the first 1,000
words if they lack knowledge of words used in the
answer choices. Second, accurately representing the
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meaning of target words with very limited vocabu-
lary can be problematic. For example, hikidashi, the
direct Japanese translation of drawer, represents a
much more accurate representation of drawer than
“sliding box,” the definition offered on a version of
the monolingual test.

Revising the Bilingual Japanese VST

The bilingual Japanese version of the VST has been
available for several years. However, in recent use
of the test and subsequent review of the results we
have identified several areas in need of revision. Be-
low, we describe each of these and explain how we
modified the instrument to address the issue. Two
native speakers of Japanese with specializations in
applied linguistics principally informed the collabo-
rative process.

English Loanwords

Ten percent of the tested words in the first eight
frequency bands of the VST exist as loanwords in
Japanese (e.g., yogurt, palette). This is normal and
unproblematic in itself. However, in the answer
choices for such words, presenting the correct op-
tion in katakana may enable examinees to correctly
respond through phonological matching alone. Mc-
Lean, Hogg, and Kramer (2014) express a concern in
this regard, suggesting that the presence of loan-
words as answer choices might inflate estimates of
vocabulary size. Addressing this problem by simply
replacing katakana with paraphrases of the target
word in only the correct answers might allow test-
wise examinees to eliminate distractors which use
katakana. In our revision of the test, we therefore
discarded katakana English loanwords entirely from
all answer choices.

When we replaced katakana answer choices, an
alternative Japanese synonym was sometimes used.
For instance, paretto (palette) was replaced with
enogu-ita, which might not be used widely in daily
Japanese language, but is easily understood and is
clearly not a phonological representation of the
target English word palette. Alternatively, we some-
times employed a brief description of the tested
word. For example, in the case of olive, we changed
the direct translation oribu into shokuyo-no-mi,
meaning edible fruit.

Along with English-based loanwords, there were
many words written using katakana that are not
related to their English equivalent. For instance,
following a common practice in Japanese language,
many of the names of plants and animals were writ-

ten in katakana (e.g., kani for crab, rakuda for camel).
We decided that such use of katakana would not be
a problem as they are not phonological represen-
tations of English words and do not offer any clues
when choosing the correct answer. This is consis-
tent with recommendations by Elgort (2013) on
loanwords in a bilingual Russian version of the VST.

Though we were able to replace all problematic
correct answers represented in katakana words
using one of the two approaches mentioned above,
for a small number of distractors neither approach
seemed possible because the loanwords in question
were very widely used in Japanese and could not
easily be expressed in other ways. In such cases, we
chose to change the distractor itself. For instance,
swimming pool could only be translated to the
katakana forms suimingu puuru or puuru, both pho-
nologically derived from English, and explaining it
as “a place to swim” seemed awkward. We therefore
employed the distractor yuuenchi (amusement park)
instead. The original and edited item described is
shown below:

Original VST item
pub: They went to the pub.
a. 1% (a drinking place)
b. 17 (bank)
c. P (shopping promenade)
d. /K7 —)V (swimming pool)

Edited VST item
pub: They went to the pub.
a. #§#%3 (a drinking place)
b. #8417 (bank)
c. BJE (shopping promenade)
d. #EE M (amusement park)

Similarly, the distractor supai (spy) could only be
translated to chohouin, which is not so commonly
used in daily Japanese and seemed problematic to
be on the test. This distractor was therefore re-
placed by kenkyusha (researcher), which is another
occupation that matches the other options in this
item.

Part of Speech and Inflections

In the original bilingual version of the VST, the
four answer choices of a small number of test items
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differed in part of speech or grammatical function.
This can be problematic for test takers who attempt
to slot each answer choice into the example sen-
tence provided in the question stem (Elgort, 2013).
We revised such items so that all answer choices
shared the same part of speech or grammatical
function. For instance, an item from the second
1000 words was translated as follows in the original
Japanese VST:

upset: ] am upset.
a. N7z (tired)
b. H4475 (famous)
c. &RFHO (rich)
d. 5A7 27z (upset)

Among these options, b and c are in a form that
needs to be followed by a noun (e.g., a famous
person, a rich family). In contrast, although they are
in adjective forms, options a and d could also be in-
terpreted as the past tense of being tired and being
upset, and do not necessarily have to be followed by
anoun. This difference could possibly make options
a and d look more suitable to replace “upset” in the
example sentence “l am upset.” In order to elim-
inate such inconsistency, we revised this item as
follows:

upset: ] am upset.
a. TN TS (tired)
b. 54472 (famous)
c. &FFB7Z (rich)
d. B> 5 (upset)

All of these forms can come at the end of a
Japanese sentence, and they look equally attractive
following the phrase “l am.”

Length of Answer Choices

Following Elgort (2013), who recommends the
balanced presence of either single-word or descrip-
tive-sentence distractors, we revised several items
so that (a) all answer choices were short Japanese
translation equivalents, (b) all choices were short
phrases in Japanese, or (c) two choices were single
words and two were phrases. We made sure that
no items had three of one answer style and just one
of the other. For instance, in the original Japanese
VST, the item for poor appeared as follows:
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poor: We are poor.
a. ZLW (poor)
b. & (happy)
c. L THHEIEANDH S (have a strong interest)
d. — B3 EIZ7= <720 (not willing to work hard)

In this item, option d is substantially longer than
the others. We revised this item as shown below, to
have four options of about the same length, each
of which would sit naturally in place of poor in the
example sentence:

poor: We are poor.
a. 8272 (poor)
b. =72 (happy)
c. HRA2YH S (interested)
d. B (lazy)

Changes to Stems

For two items, the stems were problematic because
when translated directly into Japanese, they did not
provide a natural context for the answer choices. In
the item for candid, the example sentence provided
in the stem was “Please be candid.” With the word
“please” in the stem, it is natural to have Japanese
forms that sound like a request. However, with
adjectives, it seemed very awkward to express such
nuance in the answer choices. As a consequence,
we chose to change the stem to “He is candid.” This
way, having basic adjective forms such as kouhei-

da (fair) or socchokuda (candid) as answer choices
would not pose any problem. Similarly, we changed
“He felt lonesome” into “He was lonesome” to make
the use of basic adjective forms more natural.

Conclusion

We have described an effort to improve the Jap-
anese bilingual version of the VST. We intend to
follow the revisions reported here with two further
analyses. First, we plan to compare the original and
edited versions of the test, giving particular atten-
tion to the effect of replacing katakana in some of
the answer choices. Second, we will collect initial
evidence for validation of the instrument for use
with Japanese university students.

As the test remains closely based on the
much-studied original VST, it can be used for pur-
poses of research to estimate vocabulary size or vo-
cabulary growth of Japanese learners of English, and
include the same errors of being based on a now
dated British corpora. The VST should not be mis-
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taken as a levels test, which is intended to diagnose
gaps in learners’ vocabularies and may be of greater
pedagogical benefit for some teachers. McLean and
Kramer (2015) explain the relative advantages of size
and levels tests. The authors set out not to make a
new size instrument, but improve the existing Jap-
anese bilingual VST. Thus, this paper provides and
explains the criterion by which the first eight 1,000-
word frequency bands of the VST were revised. The
revised version of the Japanese bilingual Vocabulary
Size Test described here is available from the au-
thors’ Academia.edu pages.
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