CHAPTER ONE : INTRODUCTION

It is said that “no amount of grammatical or othgre of linguistic knowledge can
be employed in communication or discourse withcw¢ tnediation of vocabulary”,
(Richards (ed.), in Schmitt, 2000, p. xi). Vocaloyldence, is highly regarded as a crucial
foundational language block by linguists. This saeht is also shared by the general
population. The moment a baby words his or het fwsdible word is considered the
greatest feat by the parents. This significant evearks the baby’s inception into the
world of language.

Vocabulary enables people tioderstand meaning and ideas and tiee words to
express ideas. Their ability taetelve’ and ‘produce’ words are undoubtedly the
fundamental building blocks to acquire a langudgammar and structure takes second
place, as without words, is there a language?

Extensive and intensive studies on vocabulary pezof that vocabulary is indeed
important. In the world of education, experts hanted that “learning, as a language-
based activity, is fundamentally and profoundly efggent on vocabulary knowledge”,
(Baker, et al., 1995). Other studies have highédhhat the vocabulary size of students is
a predictor of academic achievement (Morris and lC@®904; Doherty, 1997, cited in
Government of Canada, 2006).

The evidence of the instrumental link between va&aly and language
proficiency and academic achievement, will be vemych appreciated by teachers,
parents and students alike, as they are the stilexban the ever furious race towards
excellence in education, in this case, languageaement.

The status of vocabulary in language educationurshér elevated in other

countries where it is employed as a placementftmoéntry into school (Government of
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Canada, 2006) and as one of the important pillaesgurriculum (Berne and Blachowicz,
2008). Hence, ‘the teaching of vocabulary is nhbary; it is an equity issue’ (Berne and
Blachowicz, 2008). Everyone benefits from it.

However, upon closer examination, studies have shthat this ‘link’ is not a
one-size-fits-all concept. The ecological factamat and urban, is found to play a major
role. Studies have shown that the ecological baxkyt affects a person’s vocabulary
sizes and in turn, influences the language prafmre Generally, urban students are at an
advantage over their rural counterparts (Doher®@7] cited in Government of Canada,
2006; Easton and Ellerbruch, 1985, cited in Edadingind Koehler, (1987). Nevertheless,
a more localized study on vocabulary is needechtterstand the dynamics of vocabulary

patterns better, given that students come fronouariunique situations.

1.1 TheProblem

Recognising this significance, Malaysia’s Ministof Education has included
word lists according to specified themes in its ESflllabi for secondary level, for
meaningful teaching and learning. Yet, not enougpleasis is given to these lists. One of
the possible reasons is that vocabulary is notifspety spelled out in the curriculum
specification’s description of skills. It is alsamtnformally tested. Hence, it has since
suffered a negative washback effect. Major Engdishminations in the secondary level in
Malaysia include less than 2% vocabulary items.eBasn the researcher’s experience as
an English language teacher, vocabulary is alsergdg treated as an afterthought or a
disposable addition to the teaching and learningcgsses in classrooms. On-going
teacher training courses also have not made vaagbahe of their major components in

recent years.



The result of this lack of attention to vocabularyMalaysian schools is reflected
in Ahmad Azman Mokhtar's (2010) study, where heniduhat Malaysian university
students’ vocabulary knowledge is alarmingly lirditeHis findings showed that a
majority of these undergraduates have command lgftbe most frequent 2000 words,
while the minimum expected level to function in Esig is at the 3000 word level. The
1000 word deficit is a valid and alarming causeafcern, considering that these tertiary
students have at least 12 years of formal |learointipe language in schools. Hence, for
school-going children, who come from varied backageh geographical location and
exposure to the language, their vocabulary devedmpmor even ‘non-development’
(deficit), may be even more alarming.

The disparity between rural and urban studentsiezeiment has been reported to
be quite apparent. Studies have shown that urhatests outperform rural students in
many disciplines and subjects, including vocabu({dgCleery, 1979, cited in Eddington
and Koehler, 1987; Easton and Ellerbruch, 198®&daih Eddington and Koehler, 1987),
due to their geographical location, motivation gadception towards the language (Lok,
2007; Rosli Talif and Edwin, 1990; Sirin 2005; XA009; Gaudart, 1987).

This issue is made more significant as there seerbne a link between vocabulary
and language achievement. Vocabulary size is saicbd important for language
development and is able to predict language achiemé (Berne & Blachowicz, 2008,
Chall & Snow, 1988, Webb, 2008, Morris & Cobb, 20@reva, Schwanenflugel &
Nikolova, 2005). This link is also reflected in thesults of major English examinations in
Malaysia, namely Penilaian Menengah Rendah (PMR) &hil Pelajaran Malaysia
(SPM), where urban students, with larger vocabukirne, have always been higher

achievers compared to rural students (Rosli Talkf Edwin, 1990).



Therefore, the vocabulary size of Malaysian stuslenay be worth exploring as

there seems to be a strong possibility that itcé$fand can assist language achievement.

1.2  TheAim of The Study

Thus, this study seeks to address the concerns/érathighlighted. First of all,
the size of students’ vocabulary needs to be egglorhis would include the students’
size of receptive and productive vocabulary atedéht levels of frequency. This
knowledge of it would be significant to determinkether their vocabulary development
pattern is similar to the other reported studidss Tnformation can also help to gauge
students’ vocabulary development; whether theyaaiéversed with the word list
provided, or there exists a gap. This study hopemin results by means of adapting
existing vocabulary tests and customizing it usimgds from the word list provided by
the Ministry of Education. To extend the scope elythe confines of the word list, a
supporting test was carried out.

Apart from that, urban and rural students’ dispantlanguage achievement also
needs to be examined. It aims to provide a clemrdrocalized picture regarding the
extent to which vocabulary influences studentsglaage achievement. This may also

yield useful implications which the stakeholdera banefit from.

13 Resear ch Questions
To achieve the aims and to guide this study, tHheviing research questions are
put forth:
a) What is the receptive and productive vocabularg sizurban and rural students in

the district of Kuantan?



b) What is the relationship between:
i) the overall receptive and productive vocabulargtatients?
i) receptive and productive vocabulary at differentdvevels of urban
and rural students?
c) To what extent do the vocabulary sizes of urbanraral students correlate with

their English language achievement (ELA)?

1.4  Significance of The Study

This study hopes to benefit all the stakeholdechiging teachers, students,
parents, curriculum developers and researcherm Hre results of this study, it is hoped
that vocabulary will gain more distinction and eragis. It can be administered in a more
structured manner, with more time and thought piat its planning and implementation.
This study also aspires to provide teachers, staderd the ministry meaningful data on
vocabulary patterns of students for them to comsiflee data may act as a stepping stone
to gauge students’ vocabulary entry level size@ogdress. It would then be possible to
address specific problems of individuals and tawgetds. This study can also serve as a
guideline to curriculum developers in their effrtrevamp and revise the curriculum, as
it is currently being carried out. As the governinealizes the importance of English as a
global language, the inclusion of it in one ofritajor education policy (MBMMBI -
Upholding the Malay Language and Strengtheningdamand of English) together
with a sizable budget, indicates that researchthitoarea is very much appreciated.
Hence, with a localized context, this study cantcbuate to a better implementation of the

policy by providing current and relevant informatio



15  Scopeand Limitations

Due to time, geographical and the researcher’'suigtig resource constraints,
there are some limitations to this study.

First of all, the scope of the study is restrictedhe district of Kuantan, Pahang.
Two urban schools and two rural schools were ssdetd participate in this study. Only
Form Five students were chosen, in consideratiotheir nine years of formal ESL
instruction. They were from the majority race, Maléor the purpose of controlling L1
variability and for the ease of data analysis,hés $tudy uses a translation test as one of
its instrument. Other controlling factors includeit subject stream (Science) and overall
academic performance. Science stream studentsthgtibest overall academic results
were chosen as they would have similar amount pbsxre to English in classrooms,
based on the subjects taken and near-similar acageriormance.

This study also limits the items used in the vodatyutests to words from the
word list provided by the Ministry of Education. Supporting instrument that is used to
gauge students’ vocabulary size and pattern beyfoaavord list only provides minimal
representation of their maximum vocabulary poténkignce, this result reported in this
study is very much limited to boundary of the wdisd and may not represent students’
maximum vocabulary potential.

The English language achievement (ELA) is deriveminf students’ Form Four
English language final year test overall resulte Horm Four exam results had to be used
as data collection was conducted at the beginnintpeo students’ Form Five year. The
students had not taken any exams by then. The egarprised a reading and writing test,
which students had to take as two separate pdpaper one tests purely the writing skill,
where students had to write two essays. Paper ésts 2 combination of reading and

writing, with a major portion based on writing. 8&nts had to write a summary and write
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open-ended responses to a novel, short story agich.pas for reading, there is only one
long reading passage and a few short excerptsigestading comprehension. Hence, the
English test mainly tests the writing skill. Thiseh may not be adequate as a basis of
comparison to represent the overall language peoity. However, this remains the scope
of this study as the language achievement in seggrathools is measured mainly using

this format.



