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ABSTRACT

While the literature has shown that vocabulary mastery affects reading comprehension, only a
few Indonesian researchers investigated this. To narrow this gap, this study aims to: 1) measure
Indonesian university students' knowledge of receptive vocabulary, 2) measure their reading
comprehension level, and 3) investigate the association between the two variables. The
participants in this study were 168 first-year university students from a private university
implementing English-medium instruction (EMI). We utilized the updated vocabulary level test
to measure their receptive vocabulary size and the IELTS academic reading test to measure their
reading comprehension level. The participants mean scores on the updated VLT were 28.73,
26.63, 22.27, 22.42 and 23.12 at the 1,000, 2,000, 3,000, 4,000, and 5,000-word level
respectively. Only 34 out of 168 participants could be considered to have a sufficient
vocabulary size. On average they scored 16.08 (SD = 7.96) on the IELTS academic reading test,
which was roughly equivalent to 5 in IELTS band score. We also found strong and significant
correlations between the participants’ scores on the IELTS academic reading test and the
updated VLT at all levels, with the largest effect size on the 4,000-word level (r = .71, p <.001,
BCa 95% CI [0.64, 0.78], r? = .50). These findings indicated that the participants did not have
sufficient vocabulary knowledge and had a low reading proficiency, potentially inhibiting
progress in their academic pursuits. We discussed the findings in relation to the teaching of
English in EFL, ESL, and EMI contexts. Practical implications of the findings are also
discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Reading is considered an important predictor of
achieving academic success, both in the first
language (L1) and the second language settings (L2)
(Rosenfeld et al., 2001). At universities, the ability
to read in second or foreign languages, especially
English, is becoming increasingly important since
the majority of learning materials at the university
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level are written in English. To obtain satisfactory
results in their studies, university students must have
good reading proficiency.

One of the factors affecting reading
comprehension is vocabulary knowledge. Its role is
so critical that Schmitt (2000) emphasized that
vocabulary knowledge is at the heart of
communicative  competence and  language
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acquisition. Acquiring a large number of vocabulary
is crucial for second language learners because they
need to know most of the words in a text or a
conversation to comprehend it (Gonzalez-Fernandez
& Schmitt, 2017). Furthermore, Grabe (2009)
maintained that it is important for second language
learners to have sufficient vocabulary to read well
because reading facilitates further language
acquisition.

Researchers have long tried to identify the
amount of vocabulary English language learners
should acquire. Nation and Waring (1997) asserted
that language learners need to know 3,000-5,000-
word families to ensure comprehension. Vocabulary
at the 1,000 to 3,000-word levels (also known as
beginner vocabulary or high-frequency words) is a
minimum requirement for reading comprehension
(Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014). Language learners at the
intermediate level master the vocabulary at the
4,000 to 5,000-word levels and advanced language
learners master the vocabulary at the 6,000 to 9,000-
word levels (Nation & Meara, 2010). Similarly,
Schmitt et al. (2011) argued that English language
learners must acquire the vocabulary at the 8,000 to
9,000-word levels to be able to read various types of
texts with ease. Furthermore, Nation (2006) found
that learners must know 8,000 to 9,000-word
families to comprehend a variety of texts
independently. In terms of percentage, Schmitt et al.
(2011) maintained that learners must know at least
98% of all the words within academic texts to
comprehend them. Schmitt et al. (2017) later
suggested that understanding 95-98% of the words
used in a text is an acceptable threshold for reading
comprehension.

These findings imply two things. First, having
a sufficient vocabulary size, as indicated by the high
percentage of vocabulary one should know, is
crucial to ensure reading comprehension. Second,
mastering vocabulary at different levels of word
families (e.g. 1,000 to 9,000) is equally important.

Although it is clear that vocabulary mastery is
important to support reading, there is still limited
research on how much English vocabulary is
mastered by Indonesian university students. Only a
handful of studies have examined this issue. The
earliest study was conducted by Nurweni and Read
(1999) in which they measured the vocabulary size
of 324 freshmen at a university in Sumatra using
translation test, word associates test, and interview.
They found that on average the participants knew
1,226 English words. Another study conducted by
Kurniawan (2017) involved 202 freshmen at a
university in Sumatra. From the study, he found that
on average first-year university students knew 1,400
words. Susanto (2017), in his study involving 30
undergraduate students, found that only 1% of the
students had acquired vocabulary at the 2,000-word
level. The most recent study by Siregar (2020)
found that the average vocabulary size of 40

freshmen at a private university in West Java was
only 8,732.5 word families and only 10 of them had
mastered the vocabulary at the 1,000 to 5,000-word
levels.

The findings in these studies indicate a general
trend, but they should be taken with caution as there
are some methodological issues. Nurweni and Read
(1999) devised their tests based on the General
Service List (developed in 1953) and the University
Word List (developed in 1984). Similarly, in his
study, Kurniawan (2017) utilized the vocabulary
size test that was developed using the same General
Service List. Since these lists were created decades
ago, it is questionable whether the words included in
them are truly reflective of the language people use
nowadays.

Susanto's (2017) study also has at least three
issues. First, the number of subjects who
participated in the study was quite small, which was
only 30 people. Second, to measure the participants’
level of vocabulary mastery, he used the old version
of the VLT developed by Schmitt et al. (2001). Xing
and Fulcher (2007) criticized this version of VLT
because it was based on the list of words considered
out of date. Third, because the old version of VLT
only measures vocabulary size at the 2,000, 3,000,
5,000, and 10,000-word levels, the results from
Susanto’s study did not paint a complete picture as
they missed the most basic-but-important level
(1,000) and another component of the intermediate
levels (4,000). Around 65-85% of English words
used in spoken and written communication are the
words from the 1,000-word families (Webb &
Nation, 2017), so missing this information
potentially obscures our judgment about the true
ability of the participants from the study. The same
also applies to the words at the 4,000-word level. L2
learners need to master the vocabulary at the
intermediate levels (4,000-8,000) to facilitate them
in learning using authentic teaching materials
(Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014). Since Susanto’s study
did not fully capture the participants’ mastery at this
level, then we are left only with partial information
about their ability to comprehend authentic texts.

Siregar (2020) already utilized the most recent
version of VLT: the updated Vocabulary Levels
Test developed by Webb et al. (2017). However, her
study could have provided more convincing results
if it employed a larger pool of samples.

This study is not only aimed to address the
issues from the previous studies in the Indonesian
context but also to contribute to the literature of
vocabulary research by examining the relationship
between vocabulary mastery at different levels and
reading comprehension. In this study, we tried to
narrow the gap in the literature by answering the
following questions:

1. To what extent do Indonesian university

students master the vocabulary at the
1,000 to 5,000-word levels?
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2. What is the reading comprehension level
of Indonesian university students as
measured by the IELTS academic reading

test?
3. To what extent does Indonesian
university  students’  mastery  of

vocabulary at the 1,000 to 5,000-word
levels correlate to their performance on
the IELTS academic reading test?

METHOD

Context

This study was conducted at a private university in
Jakarta. The university maintains a close connection
with a reputable college in  Wellesley,
Massachusetts, USA. The students at this university
can spend the first two years of their undergraduate
studies in Jakarta and then transfer to the college to
spend their junior and senior years in Wellesley.
Due to this nature of cooperation, from its inception,
the university has been implementing English-
medium Instruction (EMI) policy.

EMI demands both the lecturers and the
students at the university to be relatively fluent in
English. Many of the lecturers are western-educated
and have no difficulty in delivering their lessons in
English. However, some of them think that the
students do not seem to be at the level which
prepares them for EMI. Thus, this study was a
response to the concerns raised by some of the
lecturers. In this study, we investigated the students’
vocabulary size and their reading comprehension
level to find out whether or not they are ready for
EMI.

Participants

The population in this study were 228 first-year
university students from a small, private university
in Jakarta. A total of 168 students were selected
using the convenience sampling method from 6
intact classes. Their ages ranged from 16 to 22, with
an average of 19.11. All the participants enrolled in
a compulsory rhetoric and composition course. It is
important to note that, in this context, it was not
possible to apply random sampling because the
participants were grouped into classes based on their
respective majors (Hospitality Business,
Entrepreneurship, and Accounting). Nevertheless,
because the number of samples was quite large
(75% of the total population), then the chance of
sampling error is low and the level of sample
representativeness of the population increases
(Dornyei, 2007; Riazi, 2016). These would assure
the generalizability of the results toward the studied
population.

Instruments

The Vocabulary Levels Test is a tool designed
specifically to measure receptive vocabulary
knowledge of English language learners. Initially, it

was developed by Paul Nation in the 1980s
(Kremmel & Schmitt, 2017) and later updated and
validated by Schmitt et al. (2001). This version of
VLT measures learners’ vocabulary size at the
2,000, 3,000, 5,000, and 10,000-word families (the
leveling is based on how frequent words are used in
communication, i.e., words at the 2,000-word level
are more frequently used than those at the 3,000-
word level). Recently, the test has been re-updated
and validated. This latest version of VLT is called
the updated Vocabulary Level Test. It was
developed and validated by Webb et al. (2017) as an
attempt to improve the previous version of VLT.
Wehb et al. (2017) developed two versions (version
A and B) of the test that are of equal difficulty.

In this study, we utilized the updated VLT
version B. Unlike its previous version, the updated
VLT measures learners’ mastery of English
vocabulary at 1,000 to 5,000-word levels. According
to Webb et al. (2017), it was purposefully designed
that way to help teachers measure their students’
learning progress. Therefore, it can be more useful
than the previous version that is unable to measure
vocabulary size at the foundational level (1,000-
word families) and the intermediate level (4,000-
word families). The updated VLT has 5 levels, with
each measuring the vocabulary size at 1,000, 2,000,
3,000, 4,000, and 5,000-word families respectively.
Each level contains 10 clusters. In each cluster,
there are 6 words and test-takers must match 3 of
them with their most fitting descriptions or
definitions, leaving out the remaining 3 words
designed as distractors. Therefore, for each level,
the minimum score one can obtain is O and the
maximum score is 30. Webb et al. (2017) explained
that this test was designed to measure vocabulary
size at different levels of word families, so
accumulating the scores obtained from 1,000 to
5,000-word levels would be of no use.

The updated VLT can be completed in less
than an hour, but Webb et al. (2017) maintained that
test-takers may be given an hour to complete it. The
test has been widely accepted and used by
researchers in different contexts (e.g. Dang, 2020;
Durbahn et al., 2020; Sun & Dang, 2020).

To measure the participants’ reading
comprehension level, we utilized a reading test
taken from the academic module of the Cambridge
IELTS 10 book (Cambridge English Language
Assessment, 2015). The book, which was written by
the developer of the IELTS test, claims to contain
authentic IELTS examination papers. Therefore, we
argue that the validity, reliability, and psychometric
properties of the IELTS academic reading test used
in this study are ensured. The academic reading test
module contains 3 reading passages and 40
questions. Thus, the maximum number of raw points
one can obtain is 40. In an official IELTS test, these
raw points are converted into band scores of 1 to 9.
However, in this study, we decided to use the raw
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scores to maintain accuracy in the statistical
calculations.

Data collection procedure

To avoid the risk of fatigue that might affect the
participants’ performance, the updated VLT and the
IELTS reading test were administered at different
times. The participants were given the updated VLT
on February 25, 2020, and the IELTS reading test a
week later. They were asked to complete the
updated VLT and the IELTS reading test during
class hours to reduce the chance of subject attritions.
The participants were given an hour to complete the
updated VLT. To simulate the official IELTS test,
they were also given an hour to complete the
reading test. Additionally, we required them to
indicate on their answer sheet if they had taken an
IELTS preparation course or the official IELTS test
previously. We decided to do this to see if
familiarity with the IELTS test format or previous
experience with the test preparation course would
make a difference in the participants’ performance.
All the IELTS reading answer sheets were then
scored against the answer key provided in the
Cambridge IELTS 10 book. The participants’
answers on the updated VLT were also scored using
an answer key obtained from S. Webb (personal
communication, February 18, 2020).

Data analysis

The data were tabulated in Microsoft® Excel and
then analyzed using IBM® SPSS version 20. We
employed robust statistics to obtain descriptive
statistics and inferential statistics (Pearson product-

moment correlation coefficient). This was to follow
the latest best practice of data analysis in second
language research advocated by many researchers
(Larson-Hall, 2015; Plonsky, 2015; Plonsky et al.,
2014). Robust statistics relies “on the techniques of
parametric statistics but use computer-intensive
techniques to eliminate the requirement that data be
normally distributed” (Larson-Hall, 2015, p. xvi). It
is “robust to violations of assumption” and is more
powerful than the parametric and non-parametric
statistics (Larson-Hall, 2015, pp. 74-76). To be
specific, the robust statistics we utilized in this study
was a technique called bootstrapping.

Bootstrapping is “a Monte Carlo resampling
procedure  designed to simulate sampling
distribution” that is normally only attainable from
employing a large number of samples, so it produces
results that are “more stable and statistically
accurate” as they are not affected by non-normal
distributions and low statistical power (Plonsky et
al., 2014, p. 1). Following the suggestions from
LaFlair et al., (2015), the bootstrapping applied in
this study used these specifications: using a simple
sampling method, running 10,000 times of
resampling, and calculating bias-corrected and
accelerated (BCa) 95% confidence interval (Cl).

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 below details the findings from the study.
As can be seen from the table, the participants’
scores on the updated VLT decrease as the levels
increase, except for the 5,000-word level.

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics (with Bootstrapping)

Variable Min Max M BCa 95% ClI for M SD

LL UL

Age 16 22 19.11 - - 0.77
IELTS Reading 2 38 16.08 14.89 17.31 7.96
UVLT 1,000 12 30 28.73 28.40 29.02 2.26
UVLT 2,000 12 30 26.63 25.98 27.23 412
UVLT 3,000 7 30 22.27 21.36 23.16 6.07
UVLT 4,000 7 30 22.42 21.60 23.26 5.41
UVLT 5,000 7 30 23.12 22.38 23.80 4.73

Note: N = 168; CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.

In percentage, the participants’ vocabulary
mastery was 95.77% at the 1,000-word level,
88.77% at the 2,000-word level, 74.23% at the
3,000-word level, 74.73% at the 4,000-word level,
and 77.07% at the 5,000-word level.

According to Webb et al. (2017), to be
considered having sufficient vocabulary, English
language learners must obtain a minimum score of
29 at the 1,000, 2,000, and 3,000-word levels. At the
4,000 and 5,000-word levels, they should at least
score 24. When these criteria applied, only 34 out of
168 participants managed to reach the recommended
minimum score at all levels. On average, they
scored 30, 29.88, 29.32, 28.44, and 27.68 at the

1,000 to 5,000-word level respectively. This means
that only 20.24 % of the participants could be
considered to have a sufficient vocabulary size.

The participants’ mean score on the IELTS
academic reading test was 16.08 (SD = 7.96), BCa
95% CI [14.89, 17.31]. Out of 168 participants, 12
indicated that they had either taken the official
IELTS test or had enrolled in an IELTS preparation
course previously. A separate calculation revealed
that this group’s mean score was 19.08 (SD = 8.14),
BCa 95% CI [15.92, 24.42]. Although initially we
were interested to see whether previous experience
or familiarity with the IELTS test format would
make a difference, we decided not to make a
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comparison between this small group and the
remaining participants because its small number
would not produce a statistically meaningful result.

Table 2

Table 2 shows the correlations between the
participants’ scores on the updated VLT and the
IELTS reading test.

Pearson Product Moment Correlation Matrix between Variables (with Bootstrapping)

Measure IELTS BCa 95% CI for r Effect size (r?)
Reading LL UL
UVLT 1,000 .340** .14 .55 A2
UVLT 2,000 570** 49 .64 .32
UVLT 3,000 .681** .61 75 .46
UVLT 4,000 T13** .64 .78 .50
UVLT 5,000 .634** .55 71 .40

Note: ** p <.001; Cl = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit

It revealed that their performance on the 3,000,
4,000, and 5,000-word levels correlated strongly
with their performance on the IELTS academic
reading test.

To what extent do Indonesian university students
master the vocabulary at the 1,000 to 5,000-word
levels?

Table 1 shows that on average the participants’
scored 28.73, 26.63, and 22.27 at the 1,000, 2,000,
and 3,000-word levels respectively. These figures
are still below the minimum score of 29. The table
also reveals that their mean scores at the 4,000 and
5,000-word levels were 2242 and 23.12
respectively. Again, these figures did not reach the
minimum score of 24. In short, these findings
indicate that the participants’ English vocabulary
size, both at the basic levels (1,000, 2,000, and
3,000) and intermediate levels (4,000 and 5,000),
was still below the recommended minimum score.

These results paint a discouraging picture,
especially when we consider the fact that the
participants had completed 12 years of compulsory
education (elementary to high school). In Indonesia,
we can expect that one at least studies English for 6
years, starting from junior high school to senior high
school. In Jakarta, English is commonly taught even
earlier in many schools, starting from year 3 or year
4 at elementary schools. These findings reveal that
only a small percentage of high school graduates
have sufficient vocabulary size to prepare them for
university.

While the results are concerning, they are not
entirely surprising. They corroborated the findings
from Susanto (2017) whose study found that
students at a private university in Batam on average
only scored 18 at the 2,000-word level and 14 at the
3,000-word level. In a similar fashion, Siregar
(2020) also found that students at a private
university in West Java had a similarly small size of
vocabulary and only 10 out of 40 students managed
to reach the recommended minimum score at all
levels. However, compared to the findings in this
study, Susanto's (2017) and Siregar's (2020)
findings are even more alarming because the

participants in their study were English major
students.

Because previous studies in the Indonesian
context provided a similar picture, we think it is
worthwhile to make a comparison with studies
conducted abroad within a similar, EFL setting. Atas
(2018) measured the vocabulary size of 33
undergraduate students in Turkey and found that on
average they scored 27.21, 22.76, and 18.00 at the
2,000, 3,000, and 5,000-word levels respectively.
Dang (2020) investigated the vocabulary size of 442
Vietnamese EFL learners from non-English majors.
She found that, on average, the students scored
below the expected minimum standard: 27.73 at the
1,000-word level, 19.96 at the 2,000-word level,
13.11 at the 3,000-word level, 10.23 at the 4,000-
word level, and 7.95 at the 5,000-word level. The
results from these studies are comparable to our
findings.

As various studies conducted in EFL settings
(e.g. Indonesia, Turkey, Vietham) have shown that
English language learners have a small size of
vocabulary, one might assume that this might be
caused by the lack of target language input in EFL
contexts. Exposure to the target language is a key
factor to ensure L2 vocabulary learning (Webb &
Nation, 2017). Yet, in many cases, learners in EFL
settings only use English in their classroom. Since
they can communicate with each other using their
mother tongue or the official language of their
country, using English in daily communications
does not seem to be natural. This, in turn, might
potentially hamper the acquisition of the target
language.

While this reasoning seems logical, studies in
the literature suggest that settings (EFL or ESL)
may not be the cause of this trend. A study
conducted in Malaysia (lbrahim et al., 2016) with
360 undergraduates found that on average they
scored 26.82, 24.03, and 16.46 at the 2,000, 3,000,
and 5,000-word levels respectively. In Hong Kong,
Li and MacGregor (2010) measured the vocabulary
size of 128 university students majoring in English
at undergraduate and postgraduate levels. They
found that the participants knew 97.4% and 92.2%
of the words at the 2,000 and 3,000-word levels, but
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only 77.8% of the words at the 5,000-word level.
Using the recommended minimum scores set by
Webb et al. (2017) as a standard, we could see that
the participants from the study conducted by
Ibrahim et al. (2016) did not reach the minimum
threshold at the 2,000, 3,000, and 5,000-word levels.
Similarly, the participants from Li and MacGregor's
(2010) study only managed to satisfy the minimum
standard at the 2,000-word level. Therefore, these
two studies indicate that learners in ESL settings
also had difficulty achieving the recommended
minimum score. This is surprising, considering that
English is one of the official languages used for
business and educational purposes in Malaysia and
Hong Kong. Thus, it is still inconclusive whether
low vocabulary size among university students is a
trend exclusively taking place in EFL settings or it is
a trend shared by learners in both ESL and EFL
settings. Further research is needed to answer this
conundrum.

Another possible explanation why university
students in Indonesia have such a small vocabulary
size is because the teaching of English in EFL
settings does not put a strong emphasis on the
acquisition of high-frequency words (Dang, 2020).
In  Indonesia, under the Competency-based
Curriculum (implemented in 2004) and the School-
based Curriculum or the Kurikulum Tingkat Satuan
Pendidikan (implemented in 2006), the teaching of
English put a strong emphasis on communicative
competence, leaving linguistic competence (e.g.
knowledge of vocabulary, grammar, etc.) at the
periphery (Cahyono & Widiati, 2015). Because
there was no standardization on how vocabulary
teaching must be conducted and what words must be
taught, teachers had to decide on their own what
vocabulary their students need to learn (Cahyono &
Widiati, 2015). The 2013 curriculum (or commonly
called K13) encourages the use of authentic
materials, which potentially fosters vocabulary
acquisition. However, in reality, teachers felt that
K13 is textbook-driven (Nur & Madkur, 2014).
Also, K13 formally introduces English as a
compulsory subject in junior high school and gives
liberty to elementary schools to decide whether or
not they will offer the subject to students. This
means that some students will not likely receive
formal English instruction until they are 12 or 13
years old. In sum, issues with the national curricula
may contribute to Indonesian university students’
small size of English vocabulary.

Regardless of what the real causes might be,
one thing we are confident to conclude is that a low
level of vocabulary knowledge potentially inhibits
reading comprehension and learning, especially in
an EMI context. Encountering too many unfamiliar
words within a textbook impedes EMI students’
reading comprehension (Uchihara & Harada, 2018).
In contrast, language learners’ lexical knowledge
has been found to strongly correlate with their

academic achievement (Szabo et al., 2020).
Therefore, it is imperative for learners, especially
university students in EMI settings, to have
sufficient vocabulary size.

What is the reading comprehension level of
Indonesian university students as measured by
the IELTS academic reading test module?

Table 1 shows that the average score of the
participants on the IELTS reading test is 16.08. This
figure is roughly equivalent to band 5 when
converted into the IELTS band scale. It is
commonly known that the minimum IELTS reading
score required for entry to universities in English-
speaking countries ranges from 6 to 6.5. Thus, this
finding means that the participants’ reading
comprehension level was still low because it was
still 1 to 1.5 bands lower than the minimum standard
commonly required to gain admission as an
undergraduate student at universities abroad.

Schmitt et al. (2011) found that English
language learners need to know about 98% of the
words in academic texts to ensure comprehension.
However, our findings show that the participants’
vocabulary mastery was only 95.77% at the 1,000-
word level, 88.77% at the 2,000-word level, 74.23%
at the 3,000-word level, 74.73% at the 4,000-word
level, and 77.07% at the 5,000-word level. This
indicates that their receptive vocabulary knowledge
was far lower than the recommended 98%.
Furthermore, L2 learners need to master the
vocabulary at the intermediate levels (4,000-8,000)
to facilitate them in learning from authentic teaching
materials (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014). Because the
readings in the IELTS academic module are
comparable to authentic materials one can find in
newspapers, magazines, etc., then logically the
participants should master the vocabulary at the
intermediate levels to help them comprehend the
reading passages in the IELTS academic reading
test. Yet, our finding shows the participants’
vocabulary mastery at the intermediate levels (4,000
and 5,000-word level) was less than 78%.
Therefore, it should not be surprising that they
performed poorly on the IETLS academic reading
test.

These findings are discouraging because
studies have found that IELTS scores strongly
correlate with academic performance (Woodrow,
2006; Yen & Kuzma, 2009). In fact, in EMI
settings, researchers have found that language
proficiency, as measured by standardized tests, is a
strong predictor of academic achievement (Aizawa
et al., 2020; Rose et al., 2020). Thus, to ensure
students have a higher chance of success in their
academic life, universities implementing EMI
should set a minimum proficiency level (at least in
reading and listening) as one of their admission
criteria. Providing English language courses for
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students with low English proficiency can also be an
alternative solution.

To what extent does Indonesian university
students’ mastery of vocabulary at 1,000-5,000
levels correlate to their performance on the
IELTS academic reading test?

Table 2 shows positive and significant correlations
between the updated VLT score at all levels and the
IELTS academic reading score. Three findings are
particularly noteworthy. First, the correlation
between the participants’ score on the 3,000-word
level and IELTS academic reading test was found to
be strong and significant (r = .68, p < .001) with a
narrow BCa 95% CI [ 0.61, 0.75] and a strong effect
size (r* = .46). Next, the highest correlation found
was the correlation between the participants’ IELTS
academic reading scores and their scores on the
updated VLT at the 4,000-word level (r = .71, p
<.001), with a close BCa 95% CI [0.64, 0.78] and a
large effect size (r? = .50). Finally, the correlation
between the participants’ scores on the 5,000-world
level and the IELTS academic reading test was also
significant and strong (r = .63, p. < .001) with a
relatively close BCa 95% CI [0.55, 0.71] and a large
effect size (r? = .40).

These findings are noteworthy not only
because they revealed strong correlations between
the participants’ scores on the two tests, but also
because of their large effect sizes. As much as 46%,
50%, and 40% of the participants’ performance on
the IELTS academic reading test can be predicted
by their performance on the VLT’s 3,000, 4,000,
and 5,000-word levels respectively. In other words,
these findings indicate that mastering the vocabulary
at those levels would potentially help the
participants perform better on the IELTS academic
reading test. This highlights the significant influence
of vocabulary mastery at those levels on reading
comprehension. Therefore, we believe that teaching
the most frequent English words up to the 5,000-
word level is an important agenda for English
teachers, especially those in the EFL or EMI
settings.

CONCLUSION

In this study, we set out to investigate three things:
the receptive vocabulary knowledge of Indonesian
university students, their reading ability (as
measured by the IELTS academic reading test), and
the relationship between their scores on those two
tests.

Our findings indicate that the participants had
an insufficient size of vocabulary at all levels,
potentially inhibiting their learning at the university
that implements EMI policy. The participants also
had a substandard reading proficiency, which would
pose serious challenges for them as most of the
learning materials at the university are provided in
English. Finally, we found positive and significant

correlations between the participants’ scores on the
IELTS academic reading test and the updated VLT
at all levels, most notably at the 3,000 to 5,000-word
levels. The large effect sizes also specifically
highlight the important roles of vocabulary at the
3,000 to 5,000-word levels.

Several implications can be drawn from these
findings. First, teachers and students need to
dedicate their time to teaching and learning the
vocabulary at the 1,000 to 5,000-word levels. The
effect sizes of vocabulary mastery at some of those
levels are perhaps too large to ignore. Second, it is
also important for universities implementing EMI to
set a minimum English proficiency standard as their
admission requirement. Admitting students with
poor English proficiency may put them at the risk of
lagging behind their more fluent peers in their
academic pursuits. Third, if setting a minimum level
of English proficiency cannot be done, universities
with EMI policy must ensure that assistance is
provided for the students with low English
proficiency. The assistance can be in the forms of
providing EAP courses or language tutors,
supporting English-related student clubs and
activities, providing a writing center or self-access
center, and promoting the use of English in daily
communications. Finally, to add a more sense of
urgency, we suggest that universities implementing
EMI in Indonesia devise a policy setting a minimum
language proficiency for their potential graduates.
We believe that this would motivate students with
low English proficiency to study the language more
and hopefully improve their English.

Our study contributes to the growing body of
literature on vocabulary research in three ways.
First, our findings portray the level of receptive
vocabulary knowledge of students from an
Indonesian university implementing EMI. Findings
describing the level of vocabulary knowledge of
students in this setting is rare to be found in the
literature. Many similar studies in the literature were
either focused on the vocabulary knowledge of
international students studying in English-speaking
countries or the students studying in their home
country with their mother tongue/ national language
as the medium of instruction. Second, our findings
highlight the importance of mastering intermediate-
level vocabulary in aiding reading comprehension in
a standardized test. The large effect sizes found in
this study indicate that knowledge of intermediate-
level vocabulary alone accounts for about a half of
the variance of the IELTS reading score. Finally,
our findings provide important information
necessary in policy making in universities
implementing EMI, especially those in Indonesia.
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