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Vocabulary size is believed to have positive correlations with learners’ language skills, 
reading comprehension, knowledge acquisition, and academic achievement. In Malaysia, the 
lack of vocabulary has been identified as one of the causes for students’ inability to acquire 
a second language. This quasi-experimental study examined the efficacies of employing 
the Contextualized Word Family (CWF) Model for direct vocabulary instruction (DVI) on 
vocabulary size and writing skills among secondary school students based on three proficiency 
levels. Through a purposive sampling method, 143 Grade 8 students were classified into three 
proficiency groups and were administered a similar treatment of contextualized word families. 
The Productive Vocabulary Level Test (PVLT) was used to measure the participants’ vocabulary 
size and guided essay writing tests were employed to obtain their test scores in the pre-test 
and post-test. The findings revealed the positive effects of using the CWF Model for enhancing 
students’ vocabulary size and writing ability. After a ten-week intervention, the majority of 
the students from low, intermediate, and high proficiency groups were able to increase their 
vocabulary size from below 1000 words to 1000-2000 words. There was also an increase in 
the number of students who were able to reach the 2000-word level of vocabulary size for 
all three groups. The findings from this study ascertained the positive effects of using the 
CWF Model to boost not only the vocabulary size, but also the writing skills of the high and 
intermediate proficiency students. On the writing tests, the high proficiency students showed 
a significant increase while the intermediate proficiency students experienced a slight increase 
in their writing test scores, but it was insignificant. Surprisingly, the low proficiency students 
experienced a significant decrease in their writing test scores after the treatment despite 
experiencing an increase in their vocabulary size. Future studies are recommended to utilize a 
true experimental design with a longer treatment period especially for examining the efficacies 
of the model on students’ writing skills.
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Introduction

Vocabulary knowledge plays an essential role in literacy development and academic success. It supports the 
mastering of reading, speaking, listening, and writing skills (Al-Khasawneh, 2019; Silsüpür, 2017). Scholars 
have acknowledged the importance of vocabulary in second language (L2) learning and language use. In fact, 
past studies (e.g., August, Carlo, Dressler, & Snow, 2005; National Reading Panel, 2000; Tosuncuoğlu, 2015) 
claim that vocabulary acquisition is vital for language learning because vocabulary encompasses all the lexical 
items language learners need to know in order to access their schemata, express ideas, communicate effectively, 
and learn about new concepts (Sedita, 2005). Moreover, there is a strong relationship between learners’ 
vocabulary knowledge and their reading comprehension and future reading success (Cunningham & Stanovich, 
1997; Senechal, Oulette, & Rodney, 2006; Xie et. al. 2019). Therefore, teachers are encouraged to train students 
to model an explicit vocabulary learning strategy to boost vocabulary acquisition. However, previous studies on 
vocabulary learning and acquisition had not come to a definite finding for an effective strategy or a structured, 
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direct form of vocabulary instruction. Hence, this quasi-experimental research aims to examine the efficacies 
of administering direct vocabulary instruction (DVI) by employing the Contextualized Word Family (CWF) 
Model (Subon, 2016) on the learners’ vocabulary size and writing ability.

This study utilizes the CWF Model (Subon, 2016) as a strategy for explicit vocabulary instruction. There are two 
main rationales for employing this model. First, it consists of eight pertinent principles for effective DVI: giving 
definitions of the new words, teaching vocabulary in context, teaching tier-two words, teaching vocabulary in 
word families, using non-linguistic representation/symbols/pictures, providing multiple exposures, using 
sentences that construct a story, and integrating vocabulary learning and the acquisition of word families with 
contexts and a variety of language learning activities (Subon, 2018). Unlike other vocabulary instruction models 
in the past, e.g., the Frayer Model (Frayer, Frederick, & Kalausmeier, 1969), Grave’s Visionary Model (Grave, 
2000), and the STAR Model (Blachowicz, 2005) that utilize individual word in their vocabulary learning, the 
CWF Model (Subon, 2016) emphasizes learning words by groupings, or what is commonly known as word 
families.Secondly, the CWF Model exemplifies rich, systematic, and structured vocabulary instruction that 
integrates vocabulary learning with contexts. This is to enable learners to understand the meaning of a word 
more effectively by embedding it within a rich context of supportive and indicative information (Stahl & 
Fairbanks, 1986). The word family members of this model are adapted from Bauer & Nation’s (1993) level 2 
(inflectional suffixes) words. They are formed based on the different parts of speech, namely the base or plural 
verbs (teach), singular verbs (teaches), the past tense (taught), past participles (taught), nouns (teacher), 
adjectives (teachable), and present participles (teaching). The CWF Model consists of seven steps for teaching 
and learning a word family, as shown in Table 1 and Figure 1.

For this study, the three research questions are: 1) Does direct vocabulary instruction using the CWF Model 
increase learners’ vocabulary size? 2) Does direct vocabulary instruction using the CWF Model result in 
significant difference in learners’ writing ability? and 3) Is there any positive correlation between learners’ 
vocabulary size and writing scores after direct vocabulary instruction using the CWF Model? This study also 
seeks to test one hypothesis (Hypothesis 1): There is a positive correlation between learners’ vocabulary size 
and writing scores after the direct vocabulary instruction using the CWF Model.

Problem Statement

The lack of vocabulary has been identified as one of the factors contributing to learners’ inability to acquire L2 
(Kaur & Kabilan, 2007; Kaur, Othman, & Abdullah, 2012; Zakaria, 2005). In English deficit environments such 
as Malaysian schools, the issue of low language proficiency is still prevalent because of an underlying factor 
associated with vocabulary size. Although the apparent lack of proficiency among L2 leaners has been 
corroborated with a paucity of systematic, intentional vocabulary teaching and learning for ESL learners (e.g., 
Biemiller, 2005; Durkin, 1979; Dutro & Moran, 2003; Gersten & Baker, 2000; Moore, 2010; Scarcella, 1996; 
Scott & Nagy, 1997), there have been relatively few studies on explicit vocabulary instruction using word 
families (Nadarajan, 2009; Schmitt, 2008). Although some studies have been conducted on DVI, these past 
studies usually focused on learning vocabulary as individual words or teaching words in isolation. Furthermore, 
limited studies on DVI have been conducted among early middle school students between the age of 12-14 
years old (Mast, 2011), as well as among young learners at the elementary level. Hence, this study was conducted 
to explore new and effective strategies for vocabulary intervention in L2 classrooms.

Literature Review

Acquiring an ample vocabulary size is important for learners to be competent in English as a second (ESL) or 
foreign language (EFL). Although there exists a dire need to increase learners’ vocabulary size for English 
proficiency, limited research has been carried out on ways to increase learners’ vocabulary size in Malaysia 
(Haris & Yunus, 2018). More empirical data are needed on learners’ vocabulary size for educators and 
practitioners to address limitations in second language acquisition (SLA). Studies by Asgari and Mustapha 
(2011; 2012) and Haris and Yunus (2018) suggest that a limited vocabulary size affects the acquisition of English 
as an L2. When learners are actively acquiring new words through various learning experiences, e.g., engaging 
with reading texts in the teaching and learning activities, they will be able to increase their vocabulary size. 
Hence, L2 classrooms should include explicit vocabulary learning for students to receive the comprehensible 
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input of new vocabulary words. Arguably, the gradual increase in vocabulary size can enhance the breadth and 
depth of lexical knowledge, as well as proficiency in ESL.

A positive relationship between vocabulary size and language skills has also been supported by past studies 
(e.g., Albrechtsen, Haastrup, & Henriksen, 2008; Alderson, 2005; Laufer, 1992; Laufer & Goldstein, 2004; Laufer 
& Sim, 1985).According to Laufer and Sim (1985) and Qian (2002), vocabulary size is an important prerequisite 
for learners to function as an efficient reader and achieve success in the academic field (as cited in Tschirner, 
2004). While some scholars (Albrechtsen, Haastrup, & Henriksen, 2008; Laufer, 1992; Laufer & Goldstein, 2004) 
corroborated a close relationship between vocabulary size and reading, Alderson (2005) ascertained a strong 
relationship with other language skills such as reading, writing, listening, and grammar. Hence, ‘language 
ability is, to quite a large extent, a function of vocabulary size’ (ibid. p. 88). Additionally, learners need to 
possess an ample vocabulary in terms of word families to perform well in all language skills (Schmitt, 2008; 
Waring, 2002). A ‘word family’ is a group of words that share the same basic meaning. For example, ‘succeed’ is 
in the same word family as success, succeeds, succeeding, succeeded, successful, and successfully. For reading 
and writing, learners will need 3,000-word families for reading authentic texts (Schmitt, 2007) and a minimum 
of 5,000-word families is required for the purpose of deeper processing (Thornbury, 2002). Spoken discourse 
requires a lower threshold of vocabulary i.e., 2,000-word families to cover about 95% of a typical speech 
(Adolphs & Schmitt, 2003). On that note, L2 learners need a minimal vocabulary size of 2,000 high-frequency 
words to understand about 80% of a running text (Nemati, 2010). Therefore, an ample vocabulary size is vital 
for ESL learners to be proficient speakers or users of the L2.

However, there are limited studies on the effects of vocabulary instruction on students’ writing skills. Some of 
these past studies (e.g., Duin & Graves, 1987; Hestad, 2014; Solati-Dehkordi & Salehi, 2016; Yonek, 2008) 
revealed some positive findings. Duin and Graves (1987) examined the effects of teaching vocabulary during 
pre-writing on students’ writing quality. They found a significant increase in the number of target words used 
in writing, the overall quality of the writing, and on measures of vocabulary knowledge. They concluded that 
teachers could help students improve the quality of their writing by administering rich vocabulary instruction. 
Yonek’s (2008) study supports the finding by Duin and Graves (1987) that rich instruction is more effective for 
increasing students’ word knowledge. As a matter of fact, explicit vocabulary instruction allows learners to 
utilize newly learned words in complex literacy skills such as writing.

Additionally, Hestad (2014) conducted a study to evaluate the effects of targeted vocabulary instruction on 
writing fluency. He found that vigorous vocabulary instruction can improve writing fluency. By using a reading 
comprehension activity and explicit vocabulary instruction, Solati-Dehkordi and Salehi (2016) examined the 
effects of vocabulary instruction on L2 learners’ writing skills and vocabulary retention. They concluded that 
explicit vocabulary instruction followed by an immediate writing task enabled the newly learned words to 
become productive vocabulary and allowed for enhanced vocabulary retention. Considering the importance of 
possessing an ample vocabulary size, this study offers a systematic, structured, and rich vocabulary instruction 
method for L2 learners in the Malaysian context, which employs the CWF Model (Subon, 2016) of DVI to 
examine the efficacies on students’ vocabulary size and writing skills.

Methodology

Research Design

This study employed a quasi-experimental design without any control group because the research was 
conducted under normal school conditions whereby the students remained in their own classrooms during the 
treatment period. Furthermore, the use of this design was to avoid disrupting the school’s on-going programs 
such as extra-curricular activities. Since it was conducted under normal conditions in a natural setting, this 
design was more likely to have external validity (Seliger & Shohamy, 2008).

Participants

The participants were selected from a rural secondary school in Sarawak, Malaysia. A purposive sampling 
method was used to select 143 Grade 8 students from four classes.They were classified into three proficiency 
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groups (High, Intermediate, and Low) based on the grades they obtained in the English subject on the school 
examination that tested reading and writing skills. This examination paper that is usually prepared following 
the format for lower secondary public examination determines their proficiency levels. Based on this 
examination, students who scored 80-100% were classified as the High Proficiency Group (42 students), those 
who obtained 60-79% formed the Intermediate Proficiency Group (58 students), and the Low Proficiency Group 
comprised of those who scored 35-59% (43 students). Since the same group was used for both the pre-test and 
the post-test, it was not necessary to match one group to another (Seliger & Shohamy, 2008).

Data Collection Methods

A quantitative method was used for the data collection. First, Laufer and Nation’s (1999) Productive Vocabulary 
Levels (PVLT) Test1 was adopted and administered in the pre-test and post-test to measure the students’ 
vocabulary size. This test has been proven to be a reliable measure of vocabulary levels (Zimmerman, 2005). In 
this study, the vocabulary tests measured the 2000-word level for both the pre-test and the post-test. This word 
level contains the high-frequency words that all learners need to acquire in order to function effectively in 
English (Nation, 1990). The PVLT or a Check list test are ways to estimate vocabulary size that require learners 
to mark the words on a list that they believe they know (Hunt & Beglar, 1998). For example: Teenagers often 
adm ____ and worship pop singers. Each of the PVLTs consisted of 18 items. A score of 83% shows that a student 
has reached the 2000-word level for the vocabulary tests as specified by Laufer and Nation (1999). The test 
scores were rated in percentages and computed using SPSS version 22.0 for the data analysis.

The second assessment measured the effects of explicit instruction using the CWF Model on students’ writing 
skills. Students were required to write a guided essay of not less than 120 words before (pre-test) and after 
(post-test) the treatment. The tests followed the format of guided essay writing for Grade 8 students, with short 
notes provided for the given topics. Some of the words included in the notes were the words that they had 
learnt using the CWF Model during the intervention. They were required to expand the notes into an essay of 
about 120 words. The generic analytic scale i.e., the ESL Composition Profile (Jacobs et al., 1981) was used to 
rate the essays. The scale consists of five ESL writing sub-constructs and each sub-scale carries a different 
weight: content is given the highest weight (30%), language use, organisation, and vocabulary have moderate 
weights (25%, 20%, and 20% respectively), while mechanics was the lowest (5%). The students’ final scores on 
the pre-test and post-test were determined by averaging the scores awarded by the two raters. Finally, these 
average scores were computed using SPSS version 22.0 for the data analysis.

Data Collection Procedures

The English teachers who taught the four classes accepted the informed consent on the confidentiality of their 
involvement in the research. The four teachers have more than ten years of teaching experience and they 
agreed to participate in the research by administering the explicit vocabulary instruction.In order to ensure a 
smooth implementation of the vocabulary intervention, they were briefed on the seven steps for conducting 
the direct vocabulary instruction using the CWF Model during their English lessons by adhering to the fixed 
schedule. They were provided with a pocket file that contained the necessary instructional materials such as 
the research study schedule, glossary of tier-two target words and definitions, list of word families, samples of 
entries of the contextualized word families, and a scripted lesson plan (the steps for conducting the direct 
vocabulary instruction using the Contextualized Word Family Model). Informed consent was also obtained 
from the students’ parents of the four classes to allow their children to participate in the research and they 
were informed about the purpose of the research. The students involved were also briefed about the purpose of 
the research, their roles as respondents, and the confidentiality of their involvement.

Two experienced English teachers were also appointed as raters for the guided essay writing tests. They have 
more than 20 years of teaching experience in teaching the English language in schools. They rated the guided 
essay writing scripts using the rubrics provided i.e., the ESL Composition Profile (Jacobs et al., 1981). One rater 
has the qualification of a Bachelor of Education in Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL) and the other 
has a Bachelor of Human Resource Management, with a subject option for teaching English. Usually, two raters 
are employed to evaluate the same samples and if they failed to rate consistently, a third rater would evaluate 
the samples again (Hamp-Lyons, 1990). To measure the inter-rater reliability, Pearson product moment 
1	 From “Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (PVLT)” by B. Laufer & P. Nation (1999). http://www.lextutor.ca/tests/levels/productive/

http://www.lextutor.ca/tests/levels/productive/
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correlation was applied. The average values of the two raters’ scores for the pre-test and post-test were used for 
the data analysis.

The vocabulary instruction was conducted over ten weeks. Four English teachers and four classes were involved 
in the study. All three proficiency groups remained in their own classrooms. Every group was given the same 
treatment using the CWF Model immediately after the pilot study. First, the pre-test using the PVLT 2000-word 
level (Test A) and the guided essay writing (Test 1) were administered a day before the treatment started. This 
was followed by explicit vocabulary instruction or the treatment using the CWF Model for ten weeks. The seven 
steps (Table 1) for the teaching and learning of word families using the CWF Model were followed very closely 
for the explicit instruction of contextualized word families in this quasi-experimental study.

Table 1
The seven steps of the Contextualized Word Family Model

1.	 Identifying a new tier-two word in a reading text
2.	 Giving a definition or meaning of the word
3.	 Listing the members of a word family
4.	 Constructing meaningful sentences using the members of the word family to show contexts
5.	 Writing a short paragraph using the members of the word family
6.	 Drawing a picture or symbol (non-linguistic representation) of the word family based on its 

common meaning or base form
7.	 Talking to friends about a completed entry of a word family

Note: Adapted from The Contextualized Word Family Model of Direct Vocabulary Instruction by F. Subon, 2018. IOSR Journal of Human-
ities and Social Science (IOSR-JHSS), 23, 57-70. Copyright 2016 by Frankie Subon.

During the treatment period, 30 sets of word families were taught to all three groups of learners, and the 
teaching and learning process took 30-35 minutes per lesson. The word families were from 30 tier-two words 
that were selected from reading texts used in the Grade 8 English textbook. Tier two consists of high-frequency 
words that are used across a variety of domains and are more characteristic of written language. They can be 
found across a variety of contexts and topics and understanding the meanings of these words promotes 
everyday reading and listening comprehension (Beck & McKeown, 1985). Besides that, these words carry 
multiple meanings and are often used in mature language discourse such as in adult conversations and 
literature. Tier-two words are the most significant words for direct instruction (Hutton, 2008) because they are 
good measures of a student’s progress through school. Beck and her colleagues suggest teachers give the direct 
instruction of tier-two words to add productively to learner’s language ability. Examples of tier-two words 
include obvious, fortunate, complex, measure, industrious, and establish. In English, there are about 7,000-
word families (or 700 per year) in tier two (Hutton, 2008).

For this study, the tier-two words used in the intervention included conserve, guide, participate, develop, 
investigate, educate, etc. Students were given a pocket file equipped with a research study schedule, a checklist 
of tier-two target words, a sample of a completed entry of the contextualized word family (Figure 2), and 30 
blank graphic organizers of the CWF Model on A4 paper. For each lesson, students were required to complete 
one graphic organizer (Figure 1) of the CWF Model (which consists of seven segments based on the seven steps 
of the model) and they were encouraged to use a dictionary when necessary. After the last session of the 
treatment, the post-test was administered using both instruments; PVLT 2000-word Level (Test B) and a guided 
essay writing test (Test 2).
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Figure 1
The Contextualized Word Family Model of Direct Vocabulary Instruction.

From The Contextualized Word Family Model of Direct Vocabulary Instruction by F. Subon, 2018. IOSR Journal of Humanities and Social 
Science (IOSR-JHSS), 23, 57-70. Copyright 2016 Frankie Subon



131

THE EFFICACIES OF AN EXPLICIT VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION MODEL ON ESL LEARNERS

Figure 2
An example of a completed entry of the Contextualized Word Family.

From The Contextualized Word Family Model of Direct Vocabulary Instruction by F. Subon, 2018. IOSR Journal of Humanities and Social 
Science (IOSR-JHSS), 23, 57-70. Copyright 2016 Frankie Subon

Data Analysis

The data obtained from the pre-test and post-test scores were coded for statistical analysis to respond to the 
research questions. For Research Question 1, descriptive statistics for frequencies were applied to obtain 
patterns for Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (PVLT) scores (both pre-test and post-test) to measure the 
vocabulary size based on proficiency levels. For Questions 2, inferential statistics (paired samples t-tests) were 
computed to determine whether there were significant differences in the writing test scores before and after 
direct instruction using the CWF Model. The paired samples t-test is used based on Chua’s (2013) explanation 
that this test is used when two sets of data are obtained from the same subject group (one sample). Pearson 
correlation coefficients were run to answer Research Question 3 on whether there was a positive correlation 
between vocabulary size and writing scores after the treatment. The data obtained from the statistical analyses 
were tabulated and significant changes were analysed to generate the results of the study.
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Findings

Vocabulary Size based on Proficiency Levels

A minimum score to master a 2000-word vocabulary level is 15 out of 18 correct words or 83.3%, which is 
equivalent to 1670 words (Laufer & Nation, 1999). The data obtained from the pre-test and post-test were 
analysed using descriptive statistics i.e., frequency to show the students’ vocabulary size according to their 
proficiency levels.

Vocabulary Size of the HIGH Proficiency Group
There were 42 students in the High Proficiency Group. Table 2 below shows the frequencies of the vocabulary 
scores on the pre-test and post-test.

Table 2
Frequencies of the High Proficiency Group’s PVLT 2000-word level pre-test & post-test scores/vocabulary size

Test Score (%)/Vocabulary 
Size

Frequency 
(Pre-Test)

Percent 
(Pre-Test)

Frequency 
(Post-Test)

Percent 
(Post-Test)

1 (0-<25% / 0-<500) 1 2.4 0 0

2 (25-<50% / 500-<1000) 10 23.8 2 4.8

3 (50-<75 %/ 1000-<1500) 15 35.7 16 38.1

4 (75-<83.3% / 1500-<2000) 8 19.0 3 7.1

5 (83.3-100% /Mastered 2000) 8 19.0 21 50.0

Total 42 100.0 42 100.0

Half of the students in the High Proficiency Group were able to gain mastery of the PVLT 2000-word level after 
the treatment. The students had experienced positive vocabulary growth and many had mastered the PVLT 
2000-word level after the direct instruction. The findings showed that the High Proficiency Group had achieved 
a marked increase in vocabulary size after the direct instruction as 21 out of 42 (50%) students had mastered 
the PVLT 2000-word level.

Vocabulary Size of the INTERMEDIATE Proficiency Group
The Intermediate Proficiency Group was made up of 58 students. Table 3 below shows the descriptive statistics 
of the PVLT pre-test and post-test scores of the Intermediate Proficiency Group.

Table 3
Frequencies of the Intermediate Proficiency Group’s PVLT 2000-word level pre-test & post-test scores/vocabulary 
size

Test Score (%)/Vocabulary 
Size

Frequency 
(Pre-Test)

Percent 
(Pre-Test)

Frequency 
(Post-Test)

Percent 
(Post-Test)

1 (0-<25% / 0-<500) 5 8.6 2 3.4

2 (25-<50%/ 500-<1000) 29 50.0 10 17.2

3 (50-<75% / 1000-<1500) 23 39.7 32 55.2

4 (75-<83.3% / 1500-<2000) 1 1.7 6 10.3

5 (83.3-100% /Mastered 2000) 0 0 8 13.8

Total 58 50.0 58 100.0

Table 3 shows that more students from the Intermediate Proficiency Group were able to obtain a vocabulary of 
between 1000 and 2000 words after the explicit vocabulary instruction and eight students were able to master 
the 2000-word level.

The Vocabulary Size of the LOW Proficiency Group
There were 43 students in the Low Proficiency Group. The descriptive statistics (Table 4) show the frequencies 
of the Low Proficiency Group’s vocabulary scores on the pre-test and post-test.



133

THE EFFICACIES OF AN EXPLICIT VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION MODEL ON ESL LEARNERS

Table 4
Frequencies of the Low Proficiency Group’s PVLT 2000-word level pre-test & post-test scores/vocabulary size

Test Score (%)/Vocabulary 
Size

Frequency 
(Pre-Test)

Percent 
(Pre-Test)

Frequency 
(Post-Test)

Percent (Post-
Test)

1 (0-<25% / 0-<500) 17 39.5 11 25.6

2 (25-<50% / 500-<1000) 17 39.5 12 27.9

3 (50-<75% / 1000-<1500) 7 16.3 14 32.6

4 (75-<83.3% / 1500-<2000) 1 2.3 3 7.0

5 (83.3-100% / (Mastered 2000) 1 2.3 3 7.0

Total 43 100.0 43 100.0

Table 4 above shows the low proficiency group of learners who had successfully increased their vocabulary size 
and the three students who had mastered the 2000-word level after direct instruction with the CWF Model.

The Writing Test Scores based on Proficiency Levels

In order to measure the inter-rater reliability, Pearson correlation coefficients were run for both the pre-test 
and post-test guided essay writing scores of the two raters. The inter-rater reliability coefficient was .83 for the 
pre-test scores and .86 for the post-test scores, implying a good level of reliability. Next, paired samples t-tests 
were computed to identify whether there were any significant differences in the writing skill test scores after 
the treatment of direct instruction using the CWF Model. The results of the data analyses for the three 
proficiency groups shown below.

The Writing Test Scores of the HIGH Proficiency Group
The paired-samples t-test for the High Proficiency Group’s guided essay writing test scores is presented in 
Table 5.

Table 5
Paired samples t-test of the High Proficiency Group’s guided essay writing test scores

Paired Samples Statistics

M N SD Std. Error M

Pair 1 "Guided Essay Writing(Post-Test)" 73.49 42 10.87 1.68

"Guided Essay Writing(Pre-Test)" 64.02 42 12.43 1.92

Paired Samples Test

Paired Differences

t df Sig. 
(2-tailed)M SD Std. 

Error M

95% Confidence Interval 
of the Difference

Lower Upper

Pair 1 Guided Essay Writing (Post-Test) - Guided 
Essay Writing (Pre-Test) 9.46 11.97 1.85 5.73 13.19 5.12 41 .001

Students from the High Proficiency Group were able to increase their test scores for guided essay writing on 
the post-test. After the treatment through direct instruction using the CWF Model, the mean and standard 
deviation (M= 73.49, SD= 10.87) were better than before the treatment on the pre-test (M =64.02, SD= 12.43). 
There was a statistically significant mean increase of 9.47, 95% CI [5.73, 13.19], t (41) = 5.12, p = .001, d = .80. 
There was also a statistically significant difference in the mean of the guided essay writing test scores after the 
direct instruction using the CWF Model with the High Proficiency Group. Moreover, the difference had a high 
practical significance as it had a large effect size of d = .80.

The Writing Test Scores of the INTERMEDIATE Proficiency Group
The paired–samples t-test of Table 6 shows the mean difference between the pre-test and post-test of the 
guided essay writing test scores of the Intermediate Proficiency Group after direct instruction using the CWF 
Model.
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Table 6
Paired samples t-test of the Intermediate Proficiency Group’s essay writing test scores

Paired Samples Statistics

M N SD Std. Error M

Pair 1 "Guided Essay Writing(Post-Test)" 55.22 58 9.65 1.27

"Guided Essay Writing(Pre-Test)" 52.97 58 9.53 1.25

Paired Samples Test

Paired Differences

t df Sig. 
(2-tailed)M SD Std. 

Error M

95% Confidence Interval 
of the Difference

Lower Upper

Pair 1 Guided Essay Writing (Post-Test) - Guided 
Essay Writing (Pre-Test) 2.25 11.93 1.57 -.88 5.39 1.44 57 .156

The intermediate proficiency students were able to increase their guided essay writing test scores on the post-
test. The post-test score after the treatment (M= 55.22, SD= 9.65) was slightly better than before the treatment 
on the pre-test (M =52.97, SD= 9.53). There was a slight mean increase but not significant at 2.25, 95% CI [-.88, 
5.39], t (57) = 1.44, p = .156, d = .19. This shows that there was no significant difference in the mean of the 
guided essay writing test scores after direct instruction using the CWF Model with the Intermediate Proficiency 
Group. However, the difference had low practical significance as it had an effect of d = .19, which did not meet 
the standard of even a small effect size (Cohen, 1988).

The Writing Test Scores of the LOW Proficiency Group
Table 7 below shows the paired samples t-test for the Low Proficiency Group after direct instruction using the 
CWF Model.

Table 7
Paired samples t-test of the Low Proficiency Group’s essay writing test scores

Paired Samples Statistics

M N SD Std. Error M

Pair 1 "Guided Essay Writing(Post-Test)" 44.85 43 8.39 1.28

"Guided Essay Writing(Pre-Test)" 47.93 43 7.79 1.19

Paired Samples Test

Paired Differences

t df Sig. 
(2-tailed)M SD Std. 

Error M

95% Confidence Interval 
of the Difference

Lower Upper

Pair 1 Guided Essay Writing (Post-Test) - Guided 
Essay Writing (Pre-Test) -3.08 9.13 1.39 -5.89 -.27 -2.21 42 .032

Students from the Low Proficiency Group showed a decrease in their guided essay test scores on the post-test 
after the treatment of direct instruction using the contextualized word families (M = 44.85, SD = 8.39) than 
before the treatment on the pre-test (M = 47.93, SD = 7.79), a statistically significant mean decrease of -3.08, 
95% CI [-5.89, -.27], t (42) =-2.21, p = .032, d = .34. This shows that there was a statistically significant difference 
in the mean of the guided essay test scores after direct instruction using the CWF Model with the Low 
Proficiency Group. However, the difference had low practical significance because it had a small effect size of d 

= .34.

The Correlation between Learners’ Vocabulary Size and Writing Scores

The Pearson correlation coefficients were run to determine whether there was a positive correlation between 
learners’ vocabulary size and writing scores after the direct instruction using the CWF Model. The result of the 
data analysis showed that there was a moderate positive correlation between the two variables with r = .53, p = 

.001. This reveals that when the vocabulary size increased the writing scores also increased. Therefore, we 
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rejected the null hypothesis and accepted the alternative hypothesis (Hypothesis 1) that there was a positive 
correlation between learners’ vocabulary size and writing scores after the direct vocabulary instruction using 
the CWF Model

Discussion

From the findings, it becomes clear that explicit vocabulary instruction using the CWF Model (Subon, 2016) 
had some positive effects on the vocabulary size of learners from all three proficiency groups. The descriptive 
analysis showed that they were able to demonstrate an increase in their vocabulary size ranging from 1000 to 
2000 words after a ten-week intervention on the contextualized word families. There was also an increase in 
the number of participants who were able to master the 2000-word level after the intervention. The High 
proficiency group experienced a satisfactory increase in the mastery of the 2000-word level from only eight out 
of 42 students on the pre-test to 21 students on the post-test while the Intermediate and the Low proficiency 
groups experienced a slight increase from none to eight out of 58 students and one to three out of 43 students 
respectively. Hence, this data confirms the findings from previous studies (e.g., Ghapanchi, Eskandari, & Tabasi, 
2012; Nadarajan, 2009; Naeimi & Foo, 2015; Paribakht & Wesche, 1997; Raasch, 2018; Schmitt, 2008; 
Soureshjani, 2011) that explicit vocabulary learning strategies have a significant effect on vocabulary 
acquisition of language learners. The findings are also consistent with past studies that showed teaching 
vocabulary in word families can lead to a greater growth in learners’ vocabulary size (e.g., Beck & Mckeown, 
1991; Nadarajan, 2009; Schmitt, 2008; Schmitt & Zimmerman, 2002; Soureshjani, 2011; The National Reading 
Panel, 2000). It has become more evident that the use of explicit vocabulary instruction enables learners to 
boost vocabulary growth as well as cultivate a productive habit for exploring word derivatives (Schmitt, 2000). 
Additionally, by employing word families for vocabulary instruction, this study sheds light on the potential of 
the CWF model for addressing the lack of structured vocabulary instruction, especially for increasing vocabulary 
size and improving writing skills among middle schoolers.

The findings also demonstrated some positive efficacies on learners’ writing skills. A moderate positive 
correlation between learners’ vocabulary size and writing scores was evident after the intervention with the 
CWF Model. The increase in the learners’ vocabulary size after the treatment contributed to some positive 
effects on the learners’ writing ability, especially among the high proficiency group. They showed an increase 
in the mean score after the treatment. The intermediate group also experienced a slight increase in the mean of 
their guided essay writing post-test scores after the treatment, although it was statistically insignificant. The 
increase in the marks for vocabulary, language use, and organization resulted in the increase in writing scores. 
This is consistent with the finding by Yonek (2008), who found that rich vocabulary instruction was more 
effective in the application of newly learned words to their expository writing than traditional instruction. This 
finding also ascertained that rich vocabulary instruction utilized (1) both definitional and contextual 
information for breadth of knowledge; (2) multiple exposures; and (3) active or deep processing of words (Beck, 
McKeown, & Kucan, 2002; Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986) was found to positively affect comprehension. After the 
intervention, students’ writing skills also improved to a certain extent, as ascertained by an increase in their 
writing post-test scores. Thus, explicit vocabulary instruction using this model has shown to benefit learners’ 
writing skills, especially among the high proficiency learners.

Consequently, this study revealed some fundamental implications. First, there is a pressing need for ESL 
learners to increase their vocabulary size, and this can be implemented by utilizing the CWF Model (Subon, 
2016). Despite the positive increase in vocabulary size after the CWF intervention, the participants were still 
lacking the vocabulary needed to function well in the second language. Half (21 out of 42 students) of the High 
proficiency group and a big percentage (86.2% or 50 out of 58 students) of the Intermediate group, as well as 
93% (40 out of 43 students) of the Low proficiency groups still had a vocabulary size below the 2000-word level 
after the ten weeks of treatment. Although the intermediate and low proficiency groups experienced a 
statistically significant mean increase in their vocabulary size, only a small percentage from these two groups 
were able to gain a mastery of the 2000-word level after the treatment. In view of this prevailing weakness in 
students’ vocabulary sizes, there is a need to implement explicit vocabulary instruction that gives special 
attention to the low and intermediate proficiency learners. This finding resonates with the literature that 
recommends the explicit teaching of word meanings for struggling and average readers (Coyne et al., 2010; 
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Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986). Past studies also suggest that if students were taught in a way that positively 
supported their vocabulary growth,  they would be able to clarify and enrich their understanding of the 
meanings of known words (İlter, 2017, 2018). Through this vocabulary intervention program, learners can be 
purposefully trained to acquire at least the minimum significant level of vocabulary that they should possess 
i.e., 2,000-word families for typical speech (Adolphs & Schmitt, 2003), 3,000-word families for reading 
authentic texts (Schmitt, 2007), and 5,000-word families for the purpose of deeper processing (Thornbury, 
2002).

Despite its success, the efficacy of this CWF method for enhancing students’ guided essay writing requires 
further investigation. Among the three proficiency groups, only the high proficiency group experienced a 
statistically significant difference, with an increase in the writing test scores mean after the intervention. There 
was no significant difference in the test scores after the treatment among the intermediate group, as there was 
only a slight increase in the mean test scores. On the other hand, the low proficiency group showed a statistically 
significant difference in their guided essay writing test scores after the intervention, but the results showed a 
decrease in the mean score. This implies that many of the learners, especially among the intermediate and low 
proficiency groups, were still unable to write well on the guided essay writing test. Most of them, especially 
among the low proficiency group, showed a decrease in scores for almost all aspects, including vocabulary, 
language use, organisation, and content. Hence, their lack of vocabulary was one of the reasons for their 
inability to obtain good scores for their guided essay writing on the post-test. Despite encouraging growth in 
the learners’ vocabularies after the intervention, the findings also showed that the majority of the students still 
had a vocabulary size that was below the 2000-word level, i.e., a minimum number of words students should 
possess to be competent in the target language. According to Nation and Waring (1997), learners need at least 
2000 words to be able to obtain 80% text coverage for written discourse. This is consistent with the notion that 
the lack of vocabulary is often quoted as one of the main reasons for the lack of proficiency in English. This 
finding provides an important implication that secondary school teachers should help ESL learners develop 
their L2 productive skills. As suggested by Danilović Jeremić (2015), more emphasis should be paid to the 
development of productive lexical knowledge at the primary and secondary level of education, which is crucial 
not only for their future success in English degree courses but also to communicate well in English.

Another important implication is for ESL learners to be given multiple exposures to tier-two or high-frequency 
words. The CWF Model (Subon, 2016) provides up to seven exposures to the same word and the learning 
activities involve all four language skills of reading, writing, listening, and speaking. This notion of multiple 
exposures is supported by Stone and Urguhart (2008) who reiterate that learners should have ample 
opportunities of at least six encounters with words that are beneficial to learning a new content. Nation (1990) 
also recommends between five and 16 repetitions to learn a word. Seven or more repetitions are supported by 
Mckeown, Beck, Omanson, and Pople (1985), who reiterate that even a rich vocabulary program of instruction 
requires more encounters with a word.Teaching a new word only once is a big mistake because there is a high 
probability that the word will be forgotten (Schmitt, 2008). Additionally, tier-two words or academic words 
should be the major focus of vocabulary instruction (Mckeown & Beck, 2011) for writing. It is essential to teach 
tier-two words (Mckeown & Beck, 2011) or academic vocabulary (Nation, 2001) for the explicit vocabulary 
instruction of word families because they are used in various types of texts and the meaning they bring to a text 
(Nation, 2001). Welcome, measure, discover, advertisement, and threatens are some examples of the tier-two 
words used in this study. The rationale for selecting these words is that they are not only general words but are 
also high-utility words for literate language users.

This study also has its limitations. Firstly, the treatment of this study was only conducted for ten weeks, which 
was quite a short period of time for students to practise and improve their writing skills using this method. A 
longer period of time was not permissible, as students had school activities and holidays. Secondly, giving 
direct vocabulary instruction of tier-two words could have posed difficulties to the low proficiency group as 
they might not have acquired many basic vocabulary or tier-one words. The categories of words under tier one 
are sight words, nouns, verbs, adjectives, and early reading words. There are about 8,000-word families in 
English included in tier one. Furthermore, tier-two words are suitable for more advanced learners (Chung, 
2012). We take for granted that native English speakers know most of the tier-one words, but this is not the 
case for L2 learners. Many tier-one words may be unknown to L2 learners and these words are essential for the 
comprehension of a passage and necessary for writing. Therefore, before giving direct instruction of tier-two or 
high-frequency words, L2 learners, especially the intermediate and low proficiency groups, need to be given 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19404476.2018.1554522
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direct instruction of tier-one or basic vocabulary, or both tiers of vocabulary.Giving them better exposure to 
not only new but the right vocabulary will allow for more impactful effects on their writing. Future research 
needs to take this factor into consideration when low proficiency students are among the study participants. 
Other limitations such as teachers’ and learners’ change in mood and interests during the treatment period 
were beyond the control of the researcher and beyond the scope of the present study. The instructors’ teaching 
abilities might have led to different impacts on the students’ performance due to different expectations, 
motivation, and attitudes.

Conclusion

This study has attempted to make fundamental contributions to vocabulary acquisition and second language 
acquisition research. Employing the CWF Model for explicit vocabulary instruction has revealed that teaching 
and learning vocabulary in word families can have a positive impact on learners’ vocabulary size and writing 
skills. This seven-step explicit vocabulary instruction model, which involves a lot of repetition in learning word 
families, can help to reinforce learners’ vocabulary depth and breadth. Therefore, teachers can adopt this model 
for enhancing learners’ vocabulary acquisition and writing skills in ESL classrooms. Nevertheless, this quasi-
experimental study is insufficient for determining the effects of this model fully on learners’ vocabulary growth 
and writing skills due to its limitations. Further empirical research is essential to support and validate the 
efficacies of this model for enhancing ESL learners’ vocabulary size and writing skills. Future studies may 
ascertain its effectiveness with different participants or participants from different contexts. For instance, 
studies can also be conducted among elementary school students or pre-university students in higher 
institutions by employing suitable tier words for their vocabulary learning and acquisition. In the coming 
months, we will conduct a fully experimental research study to verify and validate the efficacies of the CWF 
Model for enhancing ESL leaners’ vocabulary growth, syntactical structures, and writing skills by making 
comparisons with other vocabulary learning strategies. This will enable us to employ participants for both 
control and the experimental groups. By comparing the performances between these two groups, we will be 
able to generate more compelling and reliable data to ascertain the findings of this future study.
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