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Abstract

Arabic occupies a distinctive position in the Iranian education system due to its religious
significance and its status as a living language spoken by millions of people. It is taught from the
first year of lower secondary school (Grade 7) through the end of upper secondary school (Grade
12). Despite the substantial instructional time devoted to Arabic and the extensive vocabulary
presented in national textbooks, increased instructional time does not necessarily result in a
proportional improvement in students’ lexical competence. Vocabulary knowledge is a fundamental
component of second language acquisition and can be broadly distinguished into receptive
vocabulary, comprising words understood in listening and reading, and productive vocabulary,
comprising words accurately used in speaking and writing. Productive vocabulary can further be
classified as controlled, when words are produced in response to prompts, and free, when they are
generated spontaneously. In the Iranian context, where Arabic instruction has traditionally
emphasized translation and grammar, assessing free productive vocabulary is particularly important
because it indicates whether the vocabulary introduced through textbooks has become part of
learners’ active lexicons. Given the limited availability of standardized instruments for assessing
Arabic vocabulary, particularly productive vocabulary, the present study employs the Lexical
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Availability Task (WAT), a tool designed to measure both the quantity and diversity of
spontaneously produced vocabulary. The study aims to compare the free productive vocabulary
performance of Grade 9 and Grade 12 students in terms of the number of tokens (total words
produced) and types (unique words produced).

The participants were 59 female secondary school students, comprising 30 Grade 9 students and 29
Grade 12 students. The Grade 9 students had received approximately 120 hours of Arabic
instruction and been exposed to approximately 642 textbook words, whereas the Grade 12 students
had received approximately 300 instructional hours and encountered approximately 1,361 textbook
words. Data were collected in October 2024 using a Lexical Availability Task adapted from
Akbarian et al. (2020). The task consisted of 10 semantic prompts, including “school,” “animals,”
and “food and drink.” For each prompt, students were given two minutes to write as many Arabic
words as came to mind, with a maximum of 22 responses per prompt. Counterbalancing was
employed to control for potential order effects. Responses were subsequently cleaned by correcting
spelling errors, removing non-Arabic or unintelligible items, and counting repeated words only
once. Voyant Tools was used to calculate the total number of tokens and types. Following
assessment of data normality, with transformations applied to the “school” and “city” prompts,
independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare the two groups.

The results revealed a statistically significant and unexpected difference between the groups. Grade
9 students (M = 61.76, SD = 14.01) produced significantly more words overall than Grade 12
students (M = 46.62, SD = 14.23), with a large effect size (t(57) = 4.118, p < 0.001, d = 1.07). This
pattern was observed across eight of the 10 semantic prompts, with Grade 9 students producing
more words for prompts such as “school” and “animals.” No statistically significant differences
were found for the “village” and “body parts” prompts. Grade 9 students also demonstrated greater
lexical diversity, as measured by the number of unique words, in nine of the 10 categories, with
particularly notable differences for “city,” “village,” and “home.”

The findings reveal a notable discrepancy between instructional exposure and productive
vocabulary performance in the Iranian Arabic education system. Despite receiving more than twice
as many hours of instruction and being exposed to a substantially larger number of textbook
vocabulary items, Grade 12 students demonstrated lower levels of productive vocabulary than
Grade 9 students. This finding contrasts with previous research reporting a positive relationship
between instructional time and productive vocabulary development. Several factors may account for
this pattern. First, the National Curriculum primarily frames Arabic as a subject aimed at
understanding religious texts rather than as a foreign language with explicit communicative
objectives, which has contributed to the continued emphasis on grammar and translation and on
memorizing Persian equivalents. Second, reduced motivation and engagement with Arabic at the
upper-secondary level may contribute to vocabulary attrition. Interviews with teachers suggested
that the removal of Arabic from the national university entrance examination (Konkur) for students
in the Experimental Sciences and Mathematics—Physics tracks in 2022 may have further reduced
students’ motivation to engage with Arabic. Finally, limited opportunities for sustained and
meaningful language use may have hindered the transfer of vocabulary from receptive to productive
knowledge. Overall, the findings suggest that increasing instructional time alone does not guarantee
productive vocabulary growth and that sustained communicative practice and meaningful language
exposure are essential for developing and maintaining productive lexical knowledge.

The study is subject to several limitations, including its cross-sectional design, relatively small
sample size, restriction to students from a single city, and exclusive focus on written lexical
accessibility. Future research should employ longitudinal designs to examine vocabulary
development and attrition over time and should extend the use of the WAT to other language skills,
modes of production, and broader learner populations. The findings also suggest the need to
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reconsider the communicative objectives of Arabic instruction and to complement traditional
grammar-translation practices with more interactive and communicatively oriented approaches.

Keywords: Arabic as a Foreign Language; Lexical Availability; Productive Vocabulary
Knowledge; Vocabulary Performance; Curriculum.
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