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Abstract

Lex30 is an experimental test of L2 productive vocabulary (Meara and
Fitzpatrick, 2000), that elicits a rich vocabulary output from a free word associ-
ation task. Since its development, it has been mainly used to measure the pro-
ductive vocabulary of undergraduate learners of EFL. In this paper, we will pres-
ent the results of a study that has been carried out with a homogeneous group of
282 Spanish primary school learners of EFL enrolled in the fourth grade. The
purpose of this study is to ascertain whether the L2 productive vocabulary of
such young learners can be measured by means of this exploratory tool.

Key words: Lex30, productive vocabulary, young learners, EFL, exploratory tool.

Resumen

Lex30 es un test experimental de vocabulario productivo en la segunda
lengua (Meara y Fitzpatrick, 2000), que elicita un rico educto de vocabulario a
partir de una tarea de asociación libre de palabras. Desde su desarrollo, se ha uti-
lizado fundamentalmente para medir el vocabulario productivo de aprendices no
licenciados de inglés como segunda lengua. En este artículo, presentamos los
resultados de un estudio que se ha llevado a cabo con un grupo homogéneo de
282 estudiantes españoles de enseñanza primaria de cuarto curso. El propósito
del estudio es comprobar si el vocabulario productivo de la segunda lengua de
aprendices tan jóvenes se puede medir con esta herramienta exploratoria.

Palabras clave: Lex30, vocabulario productivo, aprendices jóvenes, inglés
como segunda lengua, herramienta exploratoria.
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1. Introduction

Lex30 arises in 2000 (Meara and Fitzpatrick 2000), as an alternative to
other tests of productive vocabulary such as the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT)
(Laufer and Nation, 1995, Laufer and Nation, 1999), the Lexical Frequency
Profile (Laufer and Nation, 1995) and spew tests, in which testees are asked to
elicit words which share a common feature, e.g. words beginning with W.

This new productive vocabulary test stands out for having several practical
advantages: (a) it generates a rich vocabulary output very economically, that is,
through single word prompts; (b) it is easily administered and it requires very lit-
tle time to complete (15 minutes); and (c) it is scored automatically using a com-
puter programme.

Its authors were criticised for not drawing any meaningful conclusions on
validity and reliability considerations (Baba, 2002). However, these two aspects
have been clarified, and validity and reliability have been demonstrated by
Fitzpatrick and Meara (2004). 

Fitzpatrick and Meara (2004: 72) claim that “Lex30 is a robust enough
measuring tool to fill an important gap in the battery of tests currently available”.
However, they also warn researchers to be cautious with the results achieved,
since Lex30 is not a definitive test, but is still in an experimental stage (Meara
and Fitzpatrick, 2004).

In this paper, we will present the results of a study that has been carried out
with a group of 282 10-year-old learners of EFL. Our main goal is to measure
their L2 productive vocabulary through Lex30, and to examine whether it can
be a feasible assessing instrument to measure the L2 productive vocabulary of
Spanish primary school learners of EFL.

Our paper will be structured as follows: First we will briefly make reference
to studies that have employed Lex30. Secondly, we will put forward our specific
objectives, as well as present the methodology of our research. Finally, we will
describe and analyse the resulting data obtained.

2. State of the art 

There are some studies that have employed this electronic instrument. They
range from those which: (a) check the correlation between Lex30 and a test of
receptive vocabulary (Meara and Fitzpatrick, 2000, Fitzpatrick, 2004); (b)
analyse Lex30 word association responses and the variable sex of test takers
(Jiménez Catalán and Moreno Espinosa, 2004); (c) check the reliability and
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validity of Lex30 (Fitzpatrick and Meara, 2004); and (d) review Lex30 from a
theoretical point of view (Fitzpatrick 2000, Baba, 2002).We would like to call
attention to the characteristics of some of these investigations (see figure 1 for a
summary of them), so as to highlight the features that distinguish our study from
previous ones:

• Meara & Fitzpatrick (2000): The subjects who participated in this
study comprise a group of 46 adult learners of English, who were from a
wide variety of L1 backgrounds ranging from Arabic to Icelandic. On the
basis of their classroom  teachers’ judgements, their proficiency level is
rated to be from high elementary to proficiency level. They claim that
Lex30 results might serve as a practical index of productive vocabulary.
The high correlation between Lex30 and the Eurocentres Vocabulary
Size Test (EVST) (Meara and Jones, 1987) suggests that testees’ produc-
tive vocabulary can be predictable from their receptive vocabulary as
measured by EVST. Furthermore, it can have a considerable potential as
a diagnostic tool for identifying cases of abnormal vocabulary develop-
ment.

• Jiménez Catalán & Moreno Espinosa (2004): This study presents the
preliminary results of a study carried out with a homogeneous sample of
19 Spanish university undergraduate students, whose level - rated by the
ESL Composition Profile (Jacobs et al. 1981)- was considered to be low
intermediate. Their focus of analysis was to portray informants’ word
association responses to Lex30 according to the variable sex.

• Fitzpatrick and Meara (2004): This study explores the reliability and
validity of Lex30 by means of a test-retest study and two concurrent
validity measures, one using native speaker data and the other using two
collateral tests: the productive version of the VLT (Laufer and Nation,
1995) and a translation task from Chinese into English:

• Reliability study: A sample of 16 L2 users of English from a range of
L1 backgrounds, and whose language proficiency varied from lower
intermediate to advanced level participated in this test-retest
method of reliability assessment, with a 3-day gap between test
times. The conclusion was that Lex30 had a high degree of test-
retest reliability and was successful in eliciting a representative sam-
ple of the subject’s productive lexicon.

• Validity study 1 (native speaker norms): The researchers compared
the performance of a group of 46 adult L1 speakers of English from
Britain and North America to the performance of a group of 46

Using Lex30 to measure the L2 productive vocabulary of ...
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non-native speakers, and they observed that: (a) In a general sense,
native speakers responded to the Lex30 test in a different way than
non-native speakers, by producing a higher percentage of low-fre-
quency words in response to the association prompts; (b) 18 non-
native speakers were able to achieve a higher score than some
native speakers, there being only 6 participants in the native speak-
er group who scored higher than the highest scoring of non-native
speakers. They noted that this last outcome was due to the nature
of those non-native speakers, who were Icelandic secondary school
teachers of English.

• Validity study 2 (collateral tests): 55 Chinese learners of EFL – rated
by their classroom teachers to be from intermediate level to
advanced- participated in this second validity experiment. They
were asked to translate a set of 60 Chinese words into English; and
to complete the productive version of the VLT (Laufer and Nation,
1995). The overall results show that there were significant correla-
tions between the results of the three tests, notwithstanding there
was a modest correlation between the two tests and Lex30.

30
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Figure 1. Summary of some of the most representative studies that have made use of
Lex30.

Thus, by reviewing the existing literature, several drawbacks are noticed in
some of the previous investigations:

• Informants’ proficiency level is not determined in an objective way,
either it is located on the basis of their classroom teachers’ subjective
judgement (Meara and Fitzpatrick, 2000, Fitzpatrick and Meara, 2004),
or it is not clearly stated how it was rated (Fitzpatrick 2004, Fitzpatrick
and Meara, 2004).
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• Heterogeneous samples of informants from a range of L1 backgrounds
and proficiency levels took part in some of the investigations (Meara and
Fitzpatrick 2000, Fitzpatrick and Meara 2004). Issue, which may present
a problem from the outset in the investigation, since: (a) learner variables
can influence results (Farhady 1982); and (b) conducting research with
informants from heterogeneous proficiency levels may lead to disrupted
results, as has actually happened in Fitzpatrick and Meara (2004), where
some non-native speakers achieved higher scores than native ones.

We believe that homogeneous samples of informants should take part in
research in order to obtain reliable results, since some L2 vocabulary tests
seem to provide questionable results for specific groups of non-native
speakers. Thus, for example the VLT does not seem to provide feasible
results with testees from a Romance language origini (Nation, 1990) and
the EVST seems to be unsuitable for French native speakers (Meara and
Jones, 1987).

In this study, we have attempted to overcome some of the noted shortcom-
ings by dealing with a sample of rather homogeneous informants regarding L1
backgrounds, age, proficiency level and social context, by comprising a sample of
10-year-old Spanish learners of EFL enrolled in fourth grade of primary education.

Our study resembles the analysis of Meara and Fitzpatrick (2000) Fitzpatrick
and Meara (2004) and Fitzpatrick (2004) in the sense that: (a) our goal is meas-
uring L2 productive vocabulary through Lex30; and (b) we will analyse whether
Lex30 results are an appropriate index of L2 productive vocabulary by carrying
out a correlation against another test of vocabulary. It also has points in common
with Jiménez Catalán and Moreno Espinosa (2004), in the sense that our inform-
ants are Spanish learners of English as a Foreign Language within the Spanish
educational system.

However, there are also differences between those studies and the present
study concerning the following issue: our sample of informants are young learners
enrolled in 4th grade of primary education, whereas in most of the cited investi-
gations the participants are adult learners of EFL (Meara and Fitzpatrick, 2000,
Jiménez Catalán, 2004, Fitzpatrick and Meara, 2004, Fitzpatrick, 2004). As we see
it, there is a need for carrying out research on such primary school learners to
compare learners’ vocabulary sizes, to decide the vocabulary level to be reached
in the L2 by students in each stage, as well as finding out what tests could be the
most efficient for researching their vocabulary acquisition and development.
Thus, we aim to ascertain whether this exploratory and experimental tool can be
used as a feasible instrument to measure primary school learners’ L2 productive
vocabulary.

32
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3. Methodology

3.1. Goals

We aim to achieve the following objectives:

1. To analyse some methodological problems that may arise when using
Lex30, an exploratory tool.

2. To assess Spanish 10-year-old L2 productive vocabulary by means of
Lex30, to ascertain whether this electronic based instrument is able to measure
appropriately the L2 productive vocabulary of such young learners.

3. To correlate the index produced by Lex30 with the receptive version of
the VLT (Nation, 1990b, Schmitt et al. 2001) for the purpose of analysing the
relationship between their receptive and productive vocabulary.

We believe that by achieving these objectives, we will disclose data specially
valuable for EFL/ESL primary school teachers and researchers within the Spanish
educational context – which may in turn be extrapolated to other contexts –
since, as has been previously stated, as far as we know none of the previous inves-
tigations on Lex30 have focused on learners of EFL in primary education.

3.2. Informants

Our informants are two hundred and eighty-two 10-year-old Spanish learn-
ers of English as a foreign language enrolled in the fourth grade of primary edu-
cation in four different schools in La Rioja -two of them are state schools and the
rest are private schools receiving state subsidy-. 

3.2. Instruments and procedures

Our data gathering instruments were a questionnaire, a placement test, and
two vocabulary tests (Lex30 and the receptive version of the VLT). At the begin-
ning of each task clear, general instructions were presented orally and in writing
in the students’ mother tongue, so as to ensure that informants were able to
understand what they were being asked to do.

The tasks were undertaken in writing as part of a normal class early in the
second term, 15 minutes being the time constraint set to undertake each of the
three vocabulary tasks (Lex30, the Vocabulary Levels Test: 1,000 word level test
and 2,000 word level test). Both tests were completed within the same week.
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3.2.1. Lex30

Lex30 is a word association task in which testees are asked to produce the
first words that come to their mind, using 30 stimulus words that are included
within Nation (1984)’s first thousand most common English content words. As
Meara and Fitzpatrick (2000:22) note: “They are words which even a fairly low-
level learner would be expected to recognise”. Despite our agreeing with them,
it was deemed advisable to ascertain that all the prompt words were found with-
in their range of vocabulary input. Therefore, their own texbooks were collated,
and it was found that all the stimulus words were within the constraints of a basic
vocabulary suitable for young learners of EFL enrolled in fourth grade of primary
education.

Lex30 v. 2.01 includes two new features absent in previous versions:

• The test requires test-takers to produce four responses to each prompt
word, instead of three.

• The authors have replaced Nation (1984)’s word lists with the JACET
8000 list (Ishikawa et al. 2003).

We foresaw that sitting all two hundred and eighty-two informants in front
of a computer to key in their responses could produce some problematic issues
such as: (a) students’ lack of familiarity with the programme; (b) false starts; and
(c) computer failure, amongst other things; to avoid this we decided to use the
pen-and-paper version of the test, and afterwards keying in –ourselves- the
responses in their lemmatised form.

Each set of test-takers’ responses were saved into their corresponding file
and subsequently we used Lex30 scorer –a scoring utility that comes with Lex30
v 2.01- to automatically process the files previously generated. The scorer reads
the file and allocates each response it finds to one of the four categories: (a)
Level 0 words, which include high frequency words, proper names and numbers;
(b) Level 1 words which include the 1,000 most frequent content words in
English; (c) Level 2 words that subsume the 2,000 most frequent content words
in English; and (d) Not in the List (NiL) band, which includes words which are
not found in the previous lists. Each word located within Level 2 words or NiL
band scores one point, up to a maximum of 120; any word outside those two cat-
egories scores zero.

When Lex30 scorer meets a new word that is not included in the JACET
word lists, it asks the researcher to allocate the word in its corresponding band.
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As Meara and Fitzpatrick (2004:7) note: “Judgements of this sort carry a large
burden of subjectivity. It is important to keep a record of any judgements that
you make, so that you are consistent over a period of time”, and so we did. 

After careful consideration, the following general decisions were made
about how to allocate the words that the computer did not recognize (see figure
2 for examples):

• Spanish words were considered as Level 0 words, and therefore they
scored zero points.

• Made-up words which resembled English words were treated as Level 0
words.

• Proper names of countries –if written in English- were included in the
NiL section, since with such low level learners, it was agreed that such
words implied some L2 productive vocabulary knowledge, which should
be taken into account.

• Misspellings were not taken into account, and misspelt-words were allo-
cated in their corresponding section.

• Words that have an equivalent form in Spanish and English were treat-
ed as Spanish if the surrounding responses were written in Spanish, and
as English if it occurred the other way round.

Figure 2. Examples of how we proceed
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3.2.2. Receptive version of the vocabulary levels test

The Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) intends to measure learners’ vocabulary
size, by measuring discrete knowledge of words at five word frequency levels:
2,000, 3,000, 5,000, the University Word List, and 10,000. It has two versions,
one which measures receptive vocabulary size (Nation 1983, 1990 b, Schmitt et
al 2001) and a second which determines controlled productive vocabulary size
(Laufer & Nation 1995, 1999). 

Our informants were given the 1,000 word level test (Nation 1990 b) and
the 2,000 word level test (Schmitt et al 2001) of the receptive version. They had
to choose the right word to go with each meaning.  In the 1,000 word section,
the meanings were written in Spanish (see figure 3), whereas in the 2,000 word
section, they were written in English (see figure 4).

Figure 3. Example of an item from the 1,000 band of the VLT

Figure 4. Example of an item from the 2,000 band of the VLT

3.3. Analysis of results 

In this section we will present the results provided by Lex30 when measur-
ing the L2 productive vocabulary of our sample of informants. To start with, we
will put forth some of the methodological problems that we encountered when
using Lex30. Secondly, we will describe and analyse Lex30 results. And finally,
we will analyse the relationship between receptive and productive vocabulary
through a correlation analysis between Lex30 and the VLT.
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3.3.1. Some methodological problems with Lex30

In this section, we would like to discuss some methodological problems we
encountered when allocating the words that the computer did not recognize into
their appropriate sections. In particular, we noticed a serious drawback, which we
believe should be taken into consideration in the future by the authors of this
experimental tool:

Some of our informants repeated several prompt words as word association
responses, either in plural form or as an association to a different prompt. To our
surprise, the computer asked us to allocate those same words which were sup-
posed to belong to the 1,000 most frequent English content words, that is, Level
1 words: forms which the programme was supposed to recognize, but didn’t. We
sought a reason for this, and we discovered that the prompts given were not clas-
sified in the same frequency level as in the JACET list, the new frequency list
upon which Lex30 v2.01 was operating. There were only 30 % of those stimulus
words included within Level 1 words in the JACET list, and the rest were con-
sidered to be either Level 2 words (26.67 %) or NiL words (43.33 %) (See figure
5 for a classification of prompts according to the JACET list). We consider this
to be a serious hindrance to the successful use of this exploratory tool, since tes-
tees that repeated some of the stimulus words would be given one point for any
of those words considered to be either Level 2 words or NiL, in fact, when they
were not actually recalling their own productive vocabulary but just repeating
words found as prompts in the test, probably because of a low productive vocab-
ulary level. Thus, for example, one of our informants achieved a score of 20
points by providing four different types and several repetitions of prompt words
which were awarded one point each, contributing to a score which we do not
believe corresponds to the informant’s actual productive level. We pondered at
length the issue of considering as errors each repetition of a prompt. However,
we rejected that option, because the programme would still be able to recognize
56.67 % of all possible repetitions as Level 1 and Level 2 words.

Figure 5. Classification of prompts according to the JACET list
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We also came across another technological problem which should be
addressed by the authors. Whenever a student wrote an acronym (which con-
tained “dots”) as a response to the prompt spell, as for example U.S.A., the pro-
gramme showed a message saying “Not a valid integer value”, and it crashed.

We would also like to highlight that thanks to the pen and paper version of
the test, we were able to recognize different misspelt words, by having a look at
the rest of the responses. Thus, for example, one of our informants produced the
following responses to the prompt rice. 

Example: Rice: fish, cheese, chekin.

When the computer asked us to allocate checkin in its appropriate section,
we initially thought of the word check-in, but after having a look at the adjacent
responses, we judged that the student was attempting chicken.

3.3.2. Lex30 results

In table 1, we can see the mean profile for Lex30. Level 0 words represent
85.60% of our informants’ L2 productive vocabulary; followed by Level 3 words
(7.47%), Level 1 words (4.94 %), and a smattering of Level 2 words (1.99 %).
Since our subjects are low level learners, it is not surprising that the great major-
ity of their productive vocabulary falls within Level 0 wordsii. One might object
that the lowest level is followed by the highest one regarding infrequency of
occurrence, but we believe that to some extent this is due to the presence of rep-
etitions of prompt words included within the NiL section, in addition to the out-
put of other words legitimately belonging to that band. 

Leaving aside the Level 0 frequency band and the NiL one, which may be
problematic due to the drawbacks already noted, we observe that the Level 1 and
Level 2 section produce a feasible result, in the sense that our informants pro-
vide a higher number of responses included within the 1,000 most frequent con-
tent words in English (in JACET list), than within the 2,000 most frequent con-
tent words in English. The low figures indicate a low productive vocabulary level
on the side of our young testees.

Table 1. Mean profile for Lex30 (n = 282)
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Lex30 scores achieved by our sample of informants range from 1 to 37, the
mean score being set at 11.31. In figure 6, we can observe the frequency distri-
bution of scores: 52.13 % of informants achieved a score from 1 to 10. The per-
centage of subjects that achieved a score from 11 to 20 tails off to 38.30 %, and
falls to 9.22 % of testees that scored between 21 to 30, which then falls sharply
to 0.35 % of learners that achieved a score from 31 to 40. Not surprisingly, Lex30
scores identify a sample of low-level learners, as is represented in the positively
skewed distribution of scores. 

Figure 6. Distribution of Lex30 scores (n = 282)

3.3.3. Lex30 and vocabulary levels test’s results

In order to check whether Lex30 scores are an appropriate index of produc-
tive vocabulary, we intend to correlate its results with the receptive version of
the VLT. Since Level 0 words and NiL section had some hindrances, we will carry
out a correlation with each of its bands, first with the 1,000 and secondly with
the 2,000 most frequent English content words in each of the tests.

It should be noted that since the Lex30 task and the VLT tasks were carried
out on different days within the same week, 13 informants out of the 282 did not
sit for the VLT test, that is why, the correlations are carried out with a smaller
sample of informants, containing just 269 subjects.

Tables 2 and 3 illustrate the mean number of words elicited by our testees at
each of the two different frequency levels. In both tests, our testees produced a
higher number of responses in the 1,000 word level than in the 2,000 one, as it
should be expected.
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Table 2. Mean profile for VLT (n = 269)

Table 3. Mean profile for Lex30’s Level 1 and Level 2 words (n = 269)

A Pearson correlation of both tests (Lex30 and VLT) showed that even
though in absolute terms, the values of the correlations are fairly low, both tests
were highly significant not only at the 1,000 word level (r = 0.369, p < 0.01),
but also at the 2,000 one (r = 0.293, p < 0.01). It should be noted that it is still
possible to draw a straight line (see figures 7 and 8) through the points which
minimise the average distance of points from the line, and  a tendency can be
discerned for the values of one variable to increase as values of the other vari-
able increase.

Figure 7. Scatterplot of 1,000 word level
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Figure 8. Scatterplot of 2,000 word level

4. Conclusion

This study has stemmed from our interest in disclosing whether Lex30 is an
appropriate tool to measure the L2 productive vocabulary of young learners, by
overcoming some shortcomings of Lex30 found in previous studies. The method-
ological drawbacks noted indicate that Lex30 is an exploratory tool which still
has to be improved. Clearly, it has the advantage of being an easy-to-administer
test, even though the scoring procedure is not an easy task, requiring several
important decisions to be consistently taken to avoid anomalous results. 

However, the results achieved show that the index produced at Level 1 and
Level 2 words can be a feasible one, by getting decreasingly scalable results, as
the infrequency of occurrence of words increases. Furthermore, it seems to cor-
relate significantly with another test of receptive vocabulary (VLT). 

We –as bona fide researchers-  believe that there are several issues which
should be taken into account by its authors in order to develop further versions
of this test: (a) a decision on which a frequency list should be used to allocate
results; (b) a procedure for coping with acronyms which include dots; (c) how to
deal with synonyms of English words, for instance in its British English or
American English versions, since a word such as holiday is considered to be a
Level 2 word in the JACET list, whereas vacation is included within the NiL sec-
tion in the same frequency list; and (d) not to award equal scoring to both a cor-
rectly spelt word and a misspelt one, since knowing a word also implies knowing
its appropriate spelling.

Our results are not conclusive, and therefore further research should be car-
ried out with a different sample of informants from a different L1 background
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and proficiency level. From our viewpoint, a promising line of enquiry may also
be found in the analysis of Lex30 from a qualitative point of view, by analysing
the economically elicited responses in order to investigate patterns of associa-
tions in young learners’ writing.
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NATURE OF THE ARTICLES

Computational Linguistics
Foreign Language Teaching and Learning
Forensic Linguistics
Language for Specific Purposes
Language Planning
Second Language Acquisition
Speech Pathologies
Translation

FORMAT OF THE ARTICLES

1. Contributions should be written in English, using the software package Word.
Three printouts of the article and a diskette should be provided. Title of the
paper and name, address, telephone number and e-mail address of the author
should be included on a separate sheet. Submissions by e-mail attachment are
also accepted.

2. Articles should not exceed 25 double-spaced pages (12 pt Times New
Roman) including an abstract of 10 lines at the beginning and five keywords,
in English and a translation in French, German or Spanish. Please do not
include footnotes.

3. References should be given in the following format:
Blakemore, D. 1987. Semantic Constraints on Relevance. Oxford: Blackwell.
Richards, C. 1985. “Inferential pragmatics and the literary text”. Journal of
Pragmatics 9: 261-285.

4. All correspondence should be addressed to:
Rosa Alonso (ralonso@uvigo.es) or Marta Dahlgren (dahlgren@uvigo.es)
Universidade de Vigo
Facultade de Filoloxía e Traducción
Lagoas-Marcosende
36200 Vigo Spain
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