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Main reasons for a low vocabulary score

‘Vocabulary' is the body of words that make up a language. There are four main reasons why students have
low vocabulary scores on CEM baseline tests. They are:

* low general ability

* low language ability

* limited exposure to vocabulary due to home or social environment

» limited exposure to vocabulary because English is an additional language.

Unfortunately, some students may have a weak vocabulary for more than one of these reasons.

Low general
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Low language
ability

Some students are good at abstract
and mathematical thinking but struggle
much more with language. Typically,
these students find it hard to acquire
other aspects of language in addition to
vocabulary. For example, there are five

major components of reading to master:

vocabulary, but also comprehension,
phonemic awareness, phonics, and
fluency'. A student with lower language
ability will struggle with all or many

of these five components, plus other
elements of language such as oracy
(expressing themselves fluently and

grammatically in speech). Here is a typical

performance on MidVYIS:
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Specific Language Impairment

Vocabulary Maths Non-verbal

Note that the student has a low score
for skills as well as a low vocabulary
score. This is because aspects

of language are assessed in the
proofreading questions in the skills
section of MidYIS. The student's scores
for maths and non-verbal reasoning are
noticeably higher.

A small proportion of students have a specific language impairment (SLI). This is a communication
disorder that interferes with the development of language skills in children who have no hearing loss
or intellectual disabilities. SLI can affect a student's speaking, listening, reading, and writing. It is also
sometimes known as developmental language disorder, language delay, or developmental dysphasia.
It should be diagnosed by an expert who will use specialised tests. CEM's baseline tests cannot be
used for this purpose. In many countries, including the UK, children are typically diagnosed with an SLI

at an early age.



Limited exposure to vocabulary

Here is a typical performance on MidYIS of a student who has had limited exposure to vocabulary. This could
be due to their home environment, or having English as an additional language, or for other reasons.
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Limited exposure due to home or
social environment

Exposure to a rich variety of vocabulary is critical to
learning it. A lot of vocabulary is learned informally
and unconsciously outside of school. Students’ home
and social environments play an important role from
a very early age. This continues throughout childhood.

In many countries, vocabulary exposure is
understood to be associated with social economic
status and with parental education in particular. This
can be for several reasons:

e Students from poorer backgrounds do not have
as many opportunities to develop the necessary
background knowledge to make sense of what
they see. They visit fewer places and take partin
fewer different activities

* Access to books and other reading material can
be a problem. Students from poorer backgrounds
often have fewer books in their homes

e Students from poorer backgrounds don'’t hear as
many words in conversations.

Researchers in the US reported that from birth to four
years old, parents in professional families spoke 32 million
words more to their children compared with parents in
disadvantaged families.

Limited exposure due to
English as an Additional
Language

Another cause of limited exposure
to vocabulary is having English as
an Additional Language (EAL). These
students tend to have less practice
at refining and growing their English
vocabulary at home." International
schools around the world have high
proportions of students with EAL. These
students tend to:

e know fewer words

¢ have looser semantic networks
between words in their vocabularies'
(they don't connect words with
similar meanings)

* have less developed knowledge
about the parts of words".

This means that students with EAL may
find it harder to remember aspects

of word meanings that relate to the
variety of contexts in which a word
might appear. Their comprehension
(understanding) may therefore be
slower or even prevented".



Supporting students with weak
vocabulary

There is a lot that teachers can do to help students to improve their vocabulary.
Ultimately this helps students to do better in examinations. For ideas, please see our
guides on helping students to improve their vocabulary.
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