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Executive Summary 
 

VASE results identify strengths and weaknesses in the breadth and depth of grade-level 
academic vocabulary. Originally the goal of the VASE grant was to develop “a set of tests to 
measure proficiency in vocabulary knowledge for science and language arts across the fourth and 
fifth grades.”  Shortly after starting the project, however, we decided to expand the scope of the 
assessment to include all four major subjects in the elementary grades—science, language arts, 
math, and social studies.  The VASE Assessment fully meets our expanded goal; it: 1) tests 
fourth and fifth graders’ familiarity with grade-level vocabulary in math, science, social studies, 
and language arts; 2) provides teachers with diagnostic information about specific aspects of 
student word knowledge; and 3) measures vocabulary growth over the school year and from the 
start of fourth grade to the end of fifth grade.   
 
VASE research provides empirical evidence that word knowledge is multifaceted, including 
linguistic, metacognitive, and metalinguistic properties.  The VASE Assessment is one of the 
first tests to focus on depth of word knowledge.  Depth of word knowledge is based on the 
research positing that multifaceted word knowledge can be tested through multiple dimensions.  
To test depth of word knowledge, the VASE Assessment presents each word as a word-level 
testlet consisting of six questions.  Each question probes one dimension of word knowledge.  The 
dimensions are metacognitive self assessment and five other linguistic/metalinguistic 
dimensions:  semantically related words, morphology, words used in context, definitions, and 
parts of speech.  VASE reports an overall performance score that incorporates all dimensions of 
all words and also a score for each dimension of all words.   
 
In order to test the multi-dimensional model of word knowledge, we conducted confirmatory 
factor analyses using VASE results from 3667 fourth graders and 3309 fifth graders in districts 
throughout California.  The VASE Assessment has four equated forms—two for fourth grade 
and two for fifth grade.  The four linking words on all four forms provide a rich context for 
investigating the dimensions of word knowledge.  The analyses allowed for correlated errors for 
items related to a common word, comparing a uni-dimensional model to one with a hierarchical 
structure in which a word-knowledge factor combines subordinate factors.  Results indicated that 
the uni-dimensional model had model fit in a range that would generally be considered adequate 
but not superior, while the multi-dimensional hierarchical factor structure showed excellent 
model fit.  The analyses also indicated that the superior fit held for students at all levels of 
English proficiency and across time (fall and spring).  This study from the VASE Assessment 
provides empirical support for the notion that “knowing a word” includes being familiar with its 
linguistic and metalinguistic properties and being aware of the degree to which you know it. 
 
A second VASE finding documents the expansive breadth of academic vocabulary in fourth and 
fifth grades.  The VASE items come from words that experienced elementary teachers identified 
as unfamiliar or conceptually new for typical students from commonly used grade-level 
curricular materials (textbooks and novels) in science, math, social studies, and English language 
arts, plus the California English language arts standards for the two grades.  The VASE team 
then narrowed these initial lists of vocabulary to exclude outliers that were not grade-level words 
(words that were too difficult or too rare) and words that students were unlikely to encounter in 
their class reading or instruction (words that occurred in just one or two subject textbooks or 
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language arts sources).  Our narrowed lists still included over 39,000 vocabulary words from the 
classroom materials for the two grades. 
 
Probably the most important VASE finding is that the development of better vocabulary 
assessments is worthwhile.  At the start of VASE work in 2009, vocabulary assessment was a 
field in need of improvement.  Test developers tended to ignore the research literature on 
vocabulary and focus on assessing vocabulary breadth with definition items.  A long-standing 
criticism of large vocabulary assessments was that test words were usually chosen for their 
ability to operate psychometrically to differentiate a range of student performance without regard 
for the curriculum or student exposure to the words.  The development of the VASE Assessment 
became a Proof-of-Concept experiment to illustrate ways to improve vocabulary tests. 
 
VASE embedded assessment practices for test construction in the classroom context of test 
takers.  We began word selection from the premise that students should be tested on vocabulary 
that they might reasonably encounter in their grade-level reading or instruction.  We also held 
that experienced elementary teachers are the experts who can best identify words that may cause 
difficulty for typical students.  So experienced teachers identified VASE words from grade-level 
materials.  Teachers were integrally involved in item vetting as well, helping us select the best 
items to pilot.  These priorities lent the VASE Assessment authenticity or grounded construct 
validity that is lacking in many other tests.   
 
The development of the VASE Assessment tied vocabulary research directly to the design of 
item formats and included steps to provide new and useful information to educators.  The four 
linked and equated test forms in the assessment created a mechanism for tracking student 
performance across grades.  The reporting of subscale or dimensional scores gave teachers 
diagnostic data about gaps in their students’ word knowledge.  Thus VASE results provided 
teachers with reliable and valid information to influence their instruction, assess grade-level 
vocabulary performance, and monitor student growth longitudinally.  VASE shows that 
developing assessments that are rooted in classroom experiences, teacher expertise, vocabulary 
research, and educators’ need for data is a good and feasible idea. 
 
The impact of the VASE Assessment has been mixed.  At the district and classroom levels, the 
onset of testing the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) has curtailed interest in other 
assessments.  It is possible that VASE could yet become an interim assessment used by districts 
to monitor vocabulary knowledge and growth, and it may be of greater interest to educators if 
they become dissatisfied with the CCSS assessments.  On the other hand, our research has been 
well received at academic conferences, and we plan to use the VASE Assessment as a research 
tool in the future. 
 
The VASE Assessment broke new ground in vocabulary testing.  We believe that the adapting 
the lessons learned in VASE to other tests has tremendous potential to improve the field of 
vocabulary assessment.  We have worked with colleagues to organize an invitational conference 
in October 2014, funded by the American Educational Research Association, to "Expand and 
Reimagine the Nature of Vocabulary Assessment."  VASE research will figure prominently at 
the conference, and the organizers will disseminate recommendations to policy makers and test 
developers about how, based on research, they can improve the field of vocabulary assessment.  
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We may need to wait, however, until the waters clear from the implementation of the CCSS 
before new vocabulary tests, informed by the VASE Assessment, are developed. 
 


