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Abstract: Research reports that lexical and syntactic knowledge in second language 

influences learners' reading comprehension. Thus, the aim of this study was to investigate 

the lexical and syntactic knowledge of high-school students in state schools in Sobral, 

Ceará, using four tests, namely, reading comprehension test, vocabulary breadth test, 

vocabulary depth test, and a syntactic knowledge test, to assess their reading 

comprehension skills in English. Although the results of this study are preliminary, they 

suggest that the students do not have sufficient vocabulary knowledge for proficient 

reading comprehension. Thus, our study suggests that schools should focus on developing 

vocabulary more than focusing on grammar to improve students’ reading skills.  
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INTRODUCTION AND OBJECTIVE 

Second language acquisition (L2), particularly English, is fundamental for Brazilian 

students to achieve academic success. Within the second language abilities, L2 reading 

comprehension is fundamental for research and academic achievement as lexical (or 

vocabulary) knowledge is related to good reading skills. Given that Brazilian high-school 

students are expected to develop L2 reading comprehension skills for the National Exam 

(ENEM) as well as for further studies in higher education, we sought to investigate the 

relationship between lexical and syntactic knowledge and reading comprehension.  

Lexical knowledge is an important element in the study of second language acquisition 

because by knowing words students can predict the probability of encountering a word in 

print, know the limitations on the use of the word, the semantic value of the word, the 

different meanings associated with the word, and the syntactic behavior associated with 

the word (Choudhury, 2015). 

Within the generative approach, the words of a language, at a syntactic level, have certain 

properties that complement the meaning of other words. For example, when we read or 

hear a sentence such as “Ana loves …”, we expect a complement of a verb, which could 

be “Anna loves books”. In this model, “the derivation of sentences begins with access to 

the mental lexicon” (Mioto, 2013, p. 125). The mental lexicon, in addition to containing 

the meaning of the word, it also contains information about the category of the words 

(Chomsky, 1995). Through the knowledge of these categories, we acquire the structure 

of the language, that is, syntactic knowledge.  

Two aspects, breadth and depth of vocabulary, are considered when measuring lexical 

knowledge. The Vocabulary Size Test (VST) (Laufer; Nation, 1999) measures the 

number of words the learners know, that is the breath of vocabulary, and the Word 

Associates Test (WAT) (Reed, 2000) measures the quality of lexical knowledge, that is 

the depth of vocabulary. If lexical knowledge is important to acquire syntactic knowledge, 

which is the strongest predictor for reading comprehension, depth or breadth? 

Studies (Mohammadi; Afshar, 2016; Webb; Paribakht, 2015) have reported that lexical 

knowledge plays an important role in reading comprehension. However, while studies 



(Kaivanpanah, 2009; Shioutsu; Weird, 2007) have found that syntactic knowledge is a 

better predictor for reading comprehension, others (Zhang, 2012; Susoy; Tanyer, 2019) 

have shown that vocabulary knowledge depth is a stronger predictor than syntactic 

knowledge for reading comprehension.  

Since the guidelines for the ENEM exam state that the English language test in ENEM 

assesses the students' ability to associate words and expressions as well as their 

knowledge of the language and its mechanisms (Brasil, 2018), the aim of this study was 

to investigate the degree of the students’ lexical and syntactic knowledge and if these 

would affect the outcome on reading comprehension. To conduct our study, we used a 

similar methodology used in the study of Susoy and Tanyer (2019). 

 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

 

PARTICIPANTS 

The participants in our study were 3rd year high-school students at the state school EEMTI 

Monsenhor José Gerardo in Sobral. A total of 107 students participated in the study. The 

data were collected in August 2023. 

 

INSTRUMENTS 

The study data were collected using 4 tasks, partly replicating the experiments reported 

by Susoy and Tanyer (2019): vocabulary breadth test (VST); vocabulary depth test 

(WAT); a syntactic knowledge test; and reading comprehension test. 

The vocabulary tests were the Vocabulary Size Test (VST) (Laufer; Nation, 1999) and 

the Word Associates Test (WAT) (Reed, 2000). The VST assesses the breadth of 

vocabulary knowledge, and the total number of items in the VST is 100. To find the 

number of word families that the participant knows, the number of correct answers is 

multiplied by 200. The items range from high-frequency words to low-frequency words 

and the maximum score can be 20,000-word families. The WAT assesses the depth of 

lexical knowledge, and it has 40 items. Each item gives an adjective or a noun followed 

by 8 words. The participant is asked to choose four words that are semantically related 

to the adjective or noun provided in the item and the maximum score can be 40 points. 

The items for the syntactic knowledge test were selected from TOEFL that consisted of 

45 multiple-choice basic items about grammar and 20 of these items required the 

participants to identify the correct syntactic order in one of the multiple-choice items. 

The maximum score can be 45 points. 

For the reading comprehension test, we selected four texts used in previous editions of 

ENEM. In this test, students had to distinguish facts and details from the text as well as 

important ideas and infer information. For each text there were multiple-choice 

comprehension items, totaling 13 items for the four texts and the maximum score is of 13 

points. 

The research project was submitted and approved by the Research Ethics Committee of 

the Universidade Estadual Vale do Acaraú, Sobral, Ceará, under protocol CAAE 

71118223.4.0000.5053. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

As this study is reporting preliminary data, before discussing the results, it is important 

to point out some significant findings regarding the data collected. First, most tests were 

invalid due to the detection of patterns on the answer sheets, such as answering using 

drawings or just choosing the same option for several items. Second, as there were four 

tests, we administered two tests on one testing day and the other two tests were 

administered on the following day. As the tests were administered on two different days, 

most students missed one day of testing. 



After excluding all the invalid tests, we analyzed the remaining data. A total of 66 WAT 

tests were administered, 39 tests were invalid. Of the 27 tests considered valid for 

correction, the scores ranged from 0 to 6 points. As the results were not significant, we 

have excluded the WAT scores from the analysis. 

The results for the VST were as problematic as the WAT. Of the 58 tests administered, 

only 9 were valid. Although most tests were excluded, the data from these 9 tests indicate 

that the participants’ breadth of vocabulary knowledge ranges from 4,000-word families 

to 10,000-word families. From a teaching point of view, in courses not focused on well-

defined areas of use, such as in high-school English, only the words in the most frequent 

2,000 words of English (the high-frequency words) deserve individual attention 

(LAUFER, 1999). However, as most participants did not complete the task, it could 

suggest that the students may not have sufficient breadth of vocabulary knowledge and 

schools could focus on developing students’ vocabulary.  

The results of the Syntactic Knowledge Test were more promising. Of the 70 tests 

administered, 39 tests were considered valid for correction. However, the scores of 

participants were not higher than 23 points out of 45, as shown in Figure 1. 

Despite the better results concerning participation, the mean score in the Syntactic 

Knowledge test was 11.6 points. Considering that lexical knowledge is important for 

syntactic processing, the results of this test could suggest that participants would benefit 

from more in-depth vocabulary input. 

The results of the Reading Comprehension Test were the best regarding validity: of the 

77 tests administered, 63 of them were considered valid for correction. As shown in 

Figure 2, one student scored 10 points and two participants scored 0 points. 

 

 
Figure 2: Scores of participants in the reading comprehension test. 

  

Although participants were more engaged in this task, 33 participants scored from 1 to 4 

points, 22 participants scored from 5 to 6 points and only 6 participants scored from 7 to 

10 points. The mean score was 4.1 points. 

As our data is preliminary and the study is ongoing, we did not carry out any statistical 

analysis at this moment. Nevertheless, we can make some inferences based on the results 

obtained.  Table 1 shows all the results of the tests administered to the participants at the 

state school EEMTI Monsenhor José Gerardo. 

 
Table 1: Data from all tests. 

Tests 

Mean score of 

valid tests 

Number of 

valid tests 

Number of 

invalid tests 

WAT 1.74 27 39 

VST 6,266 9 49 

Syntactic knowledge 11.6 39 31 

Reading comprehension 4.1 63 17 
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According to the results reported by Susoy and Tanyer (2019), the Pearson correlation 

coefficient score was higher than .60 for the vocabulary depth variable, which means that 

there is a statistically significant relationship between vocabulary depth and L2 reading 

comprehension scores. Comparing our results with the findings of these authors, although 

without performing statistical analysis, the mean score of WAT (1.74) and of the reading 

comprehension test (4.1) suggest that there could also be a relationship between these two 

scores in the results of the tests.  

These findings reinforce the possible relationship between lexical and syntactic 

knowledge and L2 reading comprehension. Further studies at other public state schools 

must be conducted to investigate if there is a relationship between vocabulary depth and 

reading comprehension. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Two conclusions can be drawn from the results of this study. First, most participants were 

not committed to the tests. This could suggest that English is not considered an important 

school subject or that students do not understand the relevance and impact of a second 

language for their future education and professional life. Second, the low scores in all 

four tasks of participants who did complete all tasks suggest that schools could focus on 

developing lexical knowledge, particularly depth of vocabulary, rather than exclusively 

teaching grammar.  

As previously stated, our findings are preliminary. We will administer the four tasks at 

other state schools in Sobral to verify if these results are consistent and use statistical 

methods to analyze the data.  
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