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Vocabulary Levels Test

BENJAMIN KREMMEL AND NORBERT SCHMITT

 Framing the Issue

The Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) has been called the nearest thing to a standard-
ized vocabulary test currently available (Meara, 1994, 1996). It was originally 
developed by Paul Nation in the 1980s (published in Nation, 1990), and subse-
quently revised by Schmitt, Schmitt, and Clapham in 2001. It is a tool to measure 
the written receptive vocabulary knowledge, that is mainly the word knowledge 
required for reading. The VLT assesses this knowledge of learners at four fre-
quency levels of English word families: 2,000, 3,000, 5,000 and 10,000, hence the 
name “Levels Test.” Versions of this test are available freely on the personal web-
sites of Paul Nation (printable, http://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/about/staff/
paul-nation), Tom Cobb (printable and online, http://www.lextutor.ca/tests/), 
and Norbert Schmitt (printable, www.norbertschmitt.co.uk), the latter two provid-
ing the latest revised versions of the test (Schmitt, Schmitt, & Clapham, 2001). 
Versions of the test can also be found in Nation (1990), Schmitt (2000), and Schmitt 
(2010).

Each section of the revised VLT consists of 30 items in a multiple matching for-
mat. Three items therefore represent 100 words of any particular frequency band. 
Items are clustered together in 10 groups for this, so that learners are presented in 
each cluster with six words in a column on the left and the corresponding meaning 
senses of three of these in another column on the right. Learners are asked to match 
each meaning sense in the right-hand column with one single word from the left-
hand column. Thus, the test asks learners to recognize the form rather than the 
meaning, that is, the options are words instead of definitions (Schmitt, 2010). As 
such, the VLT taps the very basic and initial stages of form-meaning link learning. 
Example items from three of the levels can be seen in Figure 1.

Each cluster targets three words, although some researchers have argued that 
knowledge of the meaning of the three distractor words is also tested as the test 
takers need to be familiar with them when they discard them (Read, 1988). Within 
each level, there is a fixed ratio of word classes to represent the distribution of 
English word classes. This ratio was 5 (noun) : 3 (verb) : 1 (adjective) in the initial 
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version of the VLT (Beglar & Hunt, 1999) and is now 3 (noun) : 2 (verb) : 1 (adjec-
tive) in the latest revised versions (Schmitt et al., 2001). Word classes are not mixed 
within any one cluster. For the 2001 version of the VLT, two parallel test versions 
are available that have been established to be relatively equivalent (Schmitt et al., 
2001, Xing & Fulcher, 2007).

In addition to the four frequency-based levels, the VLT includes test items from 
the University Word List (UWL) (Xue & Nation, 1984) in the 1990 version and, 
more recently, the Academic Word List (AWL) (Coxhead, 2000) in the 2001 ver-
sion. The item sampling of the AWL section, however, is not based on frequency 
levels, and so it should not be interpreted together with those levels. Nevertheless, 
the section might be useful as a separate measure for teachers in academic 
contexts.

 Making the Case

The VLT has been established to work well as an instrument for diagnosis, that is, 
identifying lexical weaknesses at a particular frequency level, and placement, that 
is, placing students quickly into ability groups based on their vocabulary knowl-
edge (Schmitt et  al., 2001; Huhta, Alderson, Nieminen, & Ullakonoja, 2011). 
Although there are surprisingly few studies published that investigated the 
 validity of the instrument, the VLT seems a very useful tool for teachers for these 
purposes.

The most comprehensive validation of the revised VLT was undertaken by 
Schmitt et al. (2001). Their thorough study with 801 EFL learners from different 
countries, found that reliability was high in their test versions with an increased 30 
items per level compared to previous test versions, and that the items appeared to 
distinguish well between better and weaker learners (Schmitt et al., 2001).

One of the few other validation studies conducted by Read (1988) revealed that 
an implicational scale can be assumed for the frequency levels. One would gener-
ally expect candidates who knew lower-frequency words to also know high- 
frequency words. That is, the 5,000 level is expected to be more difficult or less well 
known than the 2,000 or 3,000 level. In the VLT, Schmitt et al. (2001) found that 
there is indeed a consistent stairstep pattern of mastery of the ascending frequency 

1 birth
2 dust
3 operation
4 row
5 sport
6 victory

1 betray
2 dispose
3 embrace
4 injure
5 proclaim
6 scare

1 gloomy
2 gross
3 in�nite
4 limp
5 slim
6 vacant

game
winning
being born

2,000 Level 3,000 Level 5,000 Level

frighten
say publicly
hurt seriously

empty
dark or sad
without end

Figure 1 Examples from the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) (Schmitt et al., 2001).
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levels across a large group of learners, which further confirms the functioning of 
the test (Figure 2).

A comparison of test scores with scores of candidates on a more comprehensive 
interview measure suggested that the VLT, despite being a selected response 
 format, showed relatively few problems with guessing behavior distorting results 
(Schmitt et al., 2001). However, Kamimoto (2008) and Webb (2008) suggest there is 
a 17% chance of learners blind guessing correct responses. Stewart and White 
(2011) claim that item interdependence, as a function of the multiple matching 
format, further complicates this issue in the VLT. Since the distractors are words 
from the same frequency level as the targets, the overestimation in scores due to 
guessing is variable depending on the proportion of distractors known to a candi-
date. Their multiple guessing simulations on the VLT found that candidates’ scores 
are generally and consistently inflated by 16–17 points on a 99-item VLT test “until 
over 60% of words are known, at which point the score increase due to guessing 
gradually begins to diminish” (Stewart & White, 2011, p. 378).

Beglar and Hunt (1999) cautioned about the interpretation of VLT scores, the 
sampling of which is based on word family frequency lists. They state that “knowl-
edge of a word’s base form does not guarantee knowledge of its derivatives or 
inflections” (Beglar & Hunt, 1999, p. 147). This assumption is definitely problem-
atic as has been demonstrated in several studies (e.g., Zimmermann & Schmitt, 
2002; Ward & Chenjundaeng, 2009; Kremmel & Schmitt, 2016). In addition, Xing 
and Fulcher (2007) legitimately criticize the word lists on which the VLT versions 
are based as being out of date. These criticisms suggest that a new measure of 
vocabulary breadth is needed. Despite this, there is currently no better measure 
available for the purpose of diagnosing the written receptive word meaning 
knowledge of learners at different levels. Cameron (2002), for instance, compared 
secondary school students’ performances on the VLT and Meara’s (1992) Yes/No 
Test and found that the VLT was a more useful tool to profile and diagnose learn-
ers’ vocabulary knowledge. This was the intended use of the VLT in the first place, 
as will be discussed in the next section.
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Figure 2 A consistent stairstep pattern of mastery of the ascending frequency levels across 
a large group of learners.
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 Pedagogical Implications

Originally designed as a diagnostic tool for teachers (Nation, 1983, 1990), the VLT 
has now come to be used as a widely employed instrument amongst teachers and 
researchers alike to provide an estimate of vocabulary breadth of L2 language 
learners (Read, 1988; Cobb, 1997; Schmitt & Meara, 1997; Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; 
Shiotsu & Weir, 2007). However, this is not the intended use of this instrument. 
Rather than giving an overall estimate of a learner’s vocabulary size, the VLT 
allows for profiling word knowledge at particular levels. This means that scores 
should not simply be added up. Instead, the four (or five) level sections stand 
alone and can be administered as the teaching context demands. The sections and 
levels must be chosen appropriately for the pedagogic purpose and context. 
Administering the 10,000 level to beginner learners is time poorly spent as it 
will not yield a lot of useful information. Likewise, very proficient or advanced 
students do not necessarily have to take the 2,000 level if the teacher thinks this 
level is not causing lexical problems for the learners.

Having two parallel test versions enables teachers to administer two similar 
tests to the same group on two occasions without any memory effect confounding 
results. However, the two parallel tests were not found to be equivalent enough to 
be used to measure the learning gains of any individual learner, and for this  purpose, 
the same version should be used twice. It also needs to be stressed that the VLT is 
not a test to be administered on a regular (weekly or monthly) basis. A substantial 
amount of time and learning should pass between administrations as it is not 
 fine-grained enough as a measure to gauge the small incremental gains and losses 
that characterize vocabulary development.

Scores on the VLT should be interpreted carefully. As mentioned above, they are 
not a total vocabulary size estimate. Also, the test measures only a basic level of 
receptive form-meaning link knowledge. The assumption is often made by end-
users that this should enable reading, but that assumption is debatable given that 
the item format taps into only very basic form-meaning link knowledge. 
Unfortunately, to date, no research has been carried out to determine whether 
words correctly answered on the VLT can in fact be understood when reading. 
Furthermore, scores are not an indication of how well someone can use a particu-
lar word in their language production. The test does also not allow for any valid 
inferences about a person’s depth of vocabulary knowledge in terms of multiple 
meanings of a word, or other aspects of word knowledge such as collocations or 
register (Nation, 2001).

Its design rationale of sampling items according to particular frequency levels 
in the VLT, does however enable score interpretations that can be linked to learn-
ers’ ability to do various things with language. Although there is still a dearth of 
research on the lexical requirements for language production, recent research has 
developed some of the figures for oral and written reception. Van Zeeland (2010) 
found that around 2,000–3,000 word families are needed for conversational listen-
ing. Adolphs and Schmitt (2003) concluded that about the same amount of word 
families enables engagement in basic daily conversation. Webb and Rodgers 
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(2009) demonstrated that learners require about 3,000 word families to watch and 
largely understand movies and television programs, thereby confirming the 
importance of the 2,000 and the 3,000 level of the VLT. The figures required for 
written reception, that is, reading, which is the primary focus of the VLT, are 
higher, with Nation (2006) calculating that 8,000–9,000 word families are neces-
sary to be able to read widely. This level can be considered covered by the VLT’s 
10,000 level.

These vocabulary size requirements led Schmitt and Schmitt (2014) to argue for 
the teaching, and therefore testing, of mid-frequency vocabulary of between 3,000 
and 9,000 word families. While 3,000 words might be enough to arrive at reason-
able initial comprehension when accessing authentic listening, movie viewing, 
and reading texts, knowledge of these additional mid-frequency word families 
would certainly make any of these experiences less strenuous and thus more 
enjoyable (for an in-depth discussion of this issue, see Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014). 
New measurement instruments which include more mid-frequency levels are 
therefore very desirable, but these alternative tools have yet to be designed and 
demonstrated to yield similarly valid and reliable results.

Until new properly-validated tests are developed, the VLT with its four levels 
appears to match these critical frequency levels closely enough to still be a useful 
tool for teachers in diagnosing lexical profiles and helping to tailor not only 
 vocabulary support, but also teaching materials to the learners’ levels and needs. 
Used in this way, the VLT can assist in selecting appropriate reading materials, 
for  instance the appropriate level of graded reader. Such informed selection 
and development of reading materials texts with suitable coverage is crucial as 
learners will simply give up when too many words are unknown (Waring & 
Nation, 2004; Nation, 2006).

SEE ALSO: Levels or Stages of Word Knowledge; Lexical Approach; 
Teaching Aids and Materials
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