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What do you/don’t you 

understand?
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play the donk (idiom) When a person plays the donk, that persons 
speaks condescendingly.

chortlolly (regular intransitive verb) When a person chortlollies, the 
lips tighten and the muscles in the cheeks visibly stiffen to try to keep 
from laughing.

sally the wigs (idiom) Cause one to lose one’s temper.

peakle a song (idiom) To leave without saying goodbye.

miggle one by (adverbial expression) Slowly but surely.

frith (countable noun) Intentions, true or imagined.

in though (adverbial expression) Reluctantly.

zuppata (noun) A drink composed of a mixture of two or more open 
and unfinished bottles of wine. 



‘frequency’
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“There is an obvious payoff for learners of 

English in concentrating initially on the 2,000 

most frequent words, since they have been 

repeatedly shown to account for at least 80% 

of the running words in any written or spoken 

text.” (Read, 2004: 148)
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Lexical Profile using VocabProfile
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Lexical Profile using VocabProfile

Ron Martinez



Multiword-Inclusive Profile
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‘frequency’: potentially problematic 

from both the perspective of learner 

and teacher/tester.
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Martinez and Murphy (2011)

• 101 adult Brazilian learners of English 

(‘intermediate’ or higher).

• Within-groups, paired samples of reading 

comprehension measures on a two-part 

reading test.

• All texts on both test parts written 

‘symmetrically’, using exact same pool of 

top 2,000 word families in English (BNC). 
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Let me tell you about my home. It’s on this little hill out in 

the country. But I’m not far from the city (I don’t like the 

city – do you?) – not much time to get here. I can’t wait to 

show you a photo… or you can call me to come over to 

see in person! 07786 237 679

Let me tell you about my home. It’s on this little hill out in 

the country. But I’m not far from the city (I don’t like the 

city – do you?) – not much time to get here. I can’t wait to 

show you a photo… or you can call me to come over to 

see in person! 07786 237 679

I don’t get out much – it’s about time I do.  I’m not from 

here – this country or city. (But I like this country.)  I’m far 

from home. I’m a little over the hill, let me tell you, but you 

can’t tell! (I can show you my photo, or wait to come see 

me in person!) Call me on 07786 554 0978

I don’t get out much – it’s about time I do.  I’m not from 

here – this country or city. (But I like this country.)  I’m far 

from home. I’m a little over the hill, let me tell you, but you 

can’t tell! (I can show you my photo, or wait to come see 

me in person!) Call me on 07786 554 0978

exact 

same 

words

all very 

frequent 

words 

(top 

2,000)



Test Overview

• Part 1: 4 texts, 7 questions each –

compositional formulations (meanings 

transparent from individual words).

• Part 2: 4 texts, 7 questions each, exact 

same words – less compositional.

• Rating scale for self-reported 

comprehension after each text.



1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

� He wants to go out but has a problem with time.

� He is foreign.

� He lives in a remote area.

� He wants to keep his location a secret.

� He thinks he looks younger than his age.

� He probably lives in an area with hills.

� He lives on the hill, but not on top of it.

My comprehension of this text:    5%      25%        50%     75% 100%My comprehension of this text:    5%      25%        50%     75% 100%

I don’t get out much – it’s about time I do.  I’m not from here –

this country or city. (But I like this country.)  I’m far from 

home. I’m a little over the hill, let me tell you, but you can’t 

tell! (I can show you my photo, or wait to come see me in 

person!) Call me on 07786 554 0978

I don’t get out much – it’s about time I do.  I’m not from here –

this country or city. (But I like this country.)  I’m far from 

home. I’m a little over the hill, let me tell you, but you can’t 

tell! (I can show you my photo, or wait to come see me in 

person!) Call me on 07786 554 0978



The results

Min. Max. Mean SD

Part 1 

Total

18 28 24.09 2.44

Part 2 

Total

6 25 14.76 3.93

t = 24.10 (p ≤ 0.001), eta squared = 0.828 



Reported Comprehension vs. 

Actual Comprehension

• No statistically significant difference for 

Part 1 (87.38% reported vs 86.03% 

actual).

• Reported comprehension significantly 

overestimated in Part 2 (t = 3.95, p≤ 0.001, 

eta squared = 0.07) – 60.29% reported vs 

52.58% actual.





‘on occasion’

INTERMEDIATE

HIGHER
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The Yes-No Test (Meara, 1992)
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The Vocabulary Levels Test (Nation, 1983; 

Schmitt, Schmitt & Clapham, 2001)

1. original

2. private

3. royal

4. slow

5. sorry

6. total

_____ first

_____ not public

_____ all added together
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Vocabulary Size Test (Nation & Beglar, 2007)



Research question

How can a test be devised that assesses 

knowledge of multiword expressions in the 

same or similar way as current widely-used 

vocabulary tests?
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Challenges

1.Narrowing down the phraseological field 

(i.e. which formulaic sequence?)

2.Pinning down the extent (i.e. where do 

you stop?)

3.Finding the expressions (i.e. what tools 

and resources can be used?)

4.Adopting an appropriate test format (i.e. 

how to test the sequences?)
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Challenges

1.Narrowing down the phraseological field 

(i.e. which formulaic sequence?)

2.Pinning down the extent (i.e. where do 

you stop?)

3.Finding the expressions (i.e. what tools 

and resources can be used?)

4.Adopting an appropriate test format (i.e. 

how to test the sequences?)
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The Yes-No Test (Meara, 1992)

28



The Vocabulary Levels Test (Nation, 1983; 

Schmitt, Schmitt & Clapham, 2001)

1. original

2. private

3. royal

4. slow

5. sorry

6. total

_____ first

_____ not public

_____ all added together
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Vocabulary Size Test (Nation & Beglar, 2007)



at all times at all costs at all 

More compositional? Less compositional?

Meaning still retained when each 

lexical word replaced with its own 

definition (Grant & Bauer, 2004)



A ‘phrasal expression’

• A fixed or semi-fixed sequence of two or 

more co-occurring but not necessarily 

contiguous words with a cohesive 

meaning or function that is not easily 

discernible by decoding the individual 

words alone.

• take place, to a large extent, take sth over

Ron Martinez
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Challenges

1.Narrowing down the phraseological field 

(i.e. which formulaic sequence?)

2.Pinning down the extent (i.e. where do 

you stop?)

3.Finding the expressions (i.e. what tools 

and resources can be used?)

4.Adopting an appropriate test format (i.e. 

how to test the sequences?)
33
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Frequency

• VLT stopped at 5000 word frequency band 

“represents the upper limit of general high-

frequency vocabulary” (Read, 2000: 119)

• a vocabulary size of 5000 allows for 

“pleasurable reading” of simple fiction (Hirsh & 

Nation, 1992)

• the English Profile Wordlist project has 4667 

entries through B2 (CEFR)

• by advanced levels, students “would probably 

be expected to recognize over 4500” word 

families (Milton, 2009: 180)
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BNC Band Cut-off Points

Frequency band Token frequency cut-off Frequency band Token frequency cut-off

1,000 12,639 + 8,000 434 +

2,000 4,491 + 9,000 356 +

3,000 2,089 + 10,000 295 +

4,000 1,210 + 11,000 249 +

5,000 787 + 12,000 213 +

6,000 620 + 13,000 184 +

7,000 547 + 14,000 162 +
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Initial data deletion using criteria
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PHRASE List sample



single word – multiword expression 

frequency matching

43

BEFOREBEFORE AFTERAFTERintegratedwordlist
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Challenges

1.Narrowing down the phraseological field 

(i.e. which formulaic sequence?)

2.Pinning down the extent (i.e. where do 

you stop?)

3.Finding the expressions (i.e. what tools 

and resources can be used?)

4.Adopting an appropriate test format (i.e. 

how to test the sequences?)
44
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Pilot 1 (n=10): VLT format
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Vocabulary Size Test (VST) (Nation & Beglar, 

2007)
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Pilot 2: VST + VLT (n=34)
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Pilot 2 (VST-VLT comparison)

• 48 overlapping items, counterbalanced forms 

(VLT/VST)

• immediate post-test interviews

• VST format 100% preferred by candidates
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declared knowledge 

discrepancies

• Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) version 

significantly more prone to knowledge 

discrepancies (t = 5.439, p ≤ 0.001)
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VST VLT

Discrepancies 11 77

(max.=48) M = 1.50 M = 8.80



Field test (n = 2203)

Test 

Version

N Mean SD

A 742 22.67 5.30

B 731 22.32 5.76

C 730 21.95 5.59
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Freq. Versio

n A

M SD Versio

n B

M SD Versio

n C

M SD

1K 5.50 0.87 4.78 1.26 4.25 0.97

2K 5.05 1.20 5.17 1.14 4.65 1.41

3K 4.33 1.34 4.63 1.44 4.72 1.59

4K 4.21 1.65 3.52 1.62 4.01 1.56

5K 3.60 1.65 4.22 1.67 2.32 1.63
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K3

12. at once: I did it at once. Facility Upper Lower D

a. one time .47 .16 .78 -.62

b. many times .00 .00 .00 .00

c. early .02 .00 .06 -.06

d. immediately .43 .81 .16 .65

No attempt 4 (2%) 29 

(16%)

K3, Item B12 (item-total correlation .503)



K2
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3 so far: It’s good so far. Facility Upper Lower D

a. until now .90 1.00 .75 .25

b. but not really .04 .00 .08 -.08

c. sometimes .01 .00 .02 -.02

d. from a distance .05 .00 .15 -.15

No attempt 0 (0%) 12(5%)



K1

57

14 used to: I used to go. Facility Upper Lower D

a. want to .12 .01 .29 -.28

b. did before .26 .55 .07 .48

c. usually .56 .40 .54 -.14

d. always .07 .05 .09 -.04

No attempt 1 

(0.5%)

14 

(7.2%)
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Answer type totals Combined totals*

Answer type 

(consistent)

‘0’ = Incorrect answer 

and translation
33

740 (consistent)
‘1’ = Correct answer 

and translation
707

Answer type 

(discrepant)

‘2’ = Incorrect answer, 

correct translation
6

8 (discrepant)
‘3’ = Correct answer, 

incorrect translation
2
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Summary
• Vocabulary in testing – both discrete and embedded 

– can and should be inclusive of multiword 

expressions.

• One early version of the Phrasal Vocabulary Size Test 

has gone through one early phase of validation.

• Test does appear to assess knowledge of phrasal 

expressions on PHRASE List and could be used in 

conjunction with the VST, for example.

• But so what?  Still need to understand what 

knowledge of phrasal expressions means in the 

bigger SLA picture. 60
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Sample score sheet

PVST 

Level

No. 

correct

Estimated knowledge of 

PHRASE List expressions

Total possible

First 1000 9 28 32

Second 

1000

8 67 84

Third 1000 5 65 129

Fourth 

1000

2 31 157

Fifth 1000 1 10 103

Estimated 

total

201 505
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Test N Participant 

Minimum

Participant 

Maximum

Mean SD

PVLT 

Discrepancies

10 3 15 8.80 4.18

PVST 

Discrepancies

10 0 3 1.50 0.97
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Frequency

Band

PVLT PVST

1K 3 4

2K 21 0

3K 19 2

4K 21 2

5K 13 3

Total (Max.= 480) 77 11
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Total word 

count

Total clause 

count

Top 1,000 

words

Top 1,001 –

2,000

Test 1 416 56 95.7373% 2.7650%

Test 2 412 54 95.7373% 2.7650%

Ron 

Martinez

* Measured using Vocabulary Profiler

Summary of Test 1 and Test 2 text data*



PHRASE List grammatical 

analysis

Band NP VP Adv. Adj. DET./PRO Other

1K (k = 32) 0 7 23 0 1 1

2K (k = 85) 1 38 26 1 14 5

3K (k = 

128)

2 45 63 3 12 3

4K (k 

=158)

4 38 97 3 12 4

5K (k = 

102)

4 32 56 2 5 3

Total = 

505

11 160 265 9 44 16

Cum. % 2.17% 31.68% 52.47% 1.78% 8.71% 3.16%
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