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Introduction

Vocabulary, the foundation of language, is crucial for effective communication and
comprehension, particularly for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students. As Dakhi and
Fitria (2019) assert, vocabulary knowledge is essential for developing other language skills,
and a robust English vocabulary significantly impacts students’ overall language proficiency
across reading, writing, listening, and speaking (Nunan, 1991; Sardi, 2022). To achieve
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advanced vocabulary mastery, students must focus on frequently used words, especially
high-frequency words (HFWs), which are vital for efficient reading and academic success
(Johns & Wilke, 2018; Wu et al., 2021). Given that 100-200 HFWs constitute over 50% of
school texts, their frequent learning, ideally through formative assessments, is critical for
developing students’ vocabulary mastery (Johns & Wilke, 2018).

Assessment is fundamentally intertwined with the processes of teaching and learning.
Broadly defined, it serves as a crucial tool for understanding student capabilities (Brown,
2004) and gauging the extent of their learning through the acquisition and analysis of data
(Bachman, 1999). Ultimately, assessment helps determine both student understanding and
their learning journey. Within the realm of assessment, a key distinction exists between
formal and informal approaches, as well as formative and summative evaluations, each with
unique characteristics and applications (Brown, 2004). Formal assessments are
systematically designed to evaluate abilities and knowledge, providing structured feedback
on student achievement, as seen in material portfolios or student journals (Brown, 2004).
Conversely, informal assessments are less structured, often integrated into classroom
activities without formal grading, and include spontaneous feedback, coaching, and
unplanned positive remarks like “Well done!” or marginal comments on papers (Brown,
2004).

Formative assessment, a crucial process for improving student achievement by providing
ongoing feedback and adjusting teaching (Bennett, 2011), monitors student learning and
enhances understanding (Black & William, 1998). Its benefits, including personalized
instruction and engaging learning environments, have solidified its significance in education
(Schildkamp et al., 2020). However, challenges exist, such as unequal comprehension of aims
(Rahman et al., 2021), time constraints for teachers, especially with large classes, and
subjective assessment procedures impacting feedback accuracy (Gamlem & Vattoy, 2023).
This research utilizes formative assessment to investigate students’ English vocabulary
mastery of high-frequency words, exploring its implementation and associated challenges in
this context.

Zelenska et al. (2022) explored formative assessment as an innovative approach to
English language learning, highlighting its significant impact on teaching and learning and
emphasizing its importance for enhancing cadets’ knowledge and skills. Estaji and Mirzaii
(2018) investigated the effectiveness of formative assessment in enhancing EFL learners’
vocabulary learning, finding that the experimental group, which received formative
feedback, significantly outperformed the control group and exhibited a positive attitude
towards formative evaluation. Nurhasanah and Khasanah (2020) demonstrated the
effectiveness of the Socrative application for formative assessment in teaching vocabulary,
revealing a substantial difference in vocabulary mastery between students who used the
application and those who did not. Finally, Aswar (2018) found that formative assessment
effectively evaluated students’ speaking abilities, increased their participation in oral
production, and contributed to a dynamic classroom environment.

One of particular significance to learning development is formative assessment. This
approach is specifically designed to identify student understanding, enabling adjustments to
instruction and fostering self-reqgulation among learners (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Hussein,
2019). Brown (2004) aptly describes it as evaluating students as their competencies “form.”
While students may often view summative assessments as the primary measure of their
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learning (Crisp et al., 2011), formative assessment prioritizes ongoing feedback, such as
teacher comments and suggestions, to enhance language skills (Brown, 2004). Research has
consistently highlighted the positive impacts of formative assessment, including the
fostering of self-evaluation, the strengthening of motivation, the diversification of learning
strategies, the promotion of independent learning, and the improvement of English
achievement (Wei, 2010). Furthermore, the use of varied formative assessment techniques
has been shown to actively engage students (Childers & Lowry, 1997). Formative assessment
can manifest in various formats, such as true-false items, which require students to
demonstrate understanding through binary choices (Glas et al., 2003); matching items, which
efficiently incorporate multiple questions without distractors (Glas et al., 2003); and multiple-
choice tests, popular for their ease of scoring and design (Thornbury, 2007).

However, the implementation of formative assessment in vocabulary learning is not
without its challenges. Differences in student engagement, often influenced by anxiety and
varying abilities, can impede its effective adoption (Asare & Afriyie, 2023), with the teacher-
student relationship playing a crucial role in fostering participation (Cambay & Paglinawan,
2024). Moreover, the diverse range of student abilities can complicate self and peer
assessment, creating difficulties for teachers (Akhmedina, 2017; Asare & Afriyie, 2023), as
students with different levels of extroversion and intellectual experience may engage with
assessment activities in varying ways (Pentaraki & Burkholder, 2017). Finally, time constraints
often pose a significant barrier to the widespread use of formative assessment due to its
potentially time-consuming nature (Wei, 2010; Ozkan & Ozkan, 2025), necessitating careful
consideration of its limitations and features for effective implementation (Wei, 2010).

In contrast to formative assessment, summative assessment, as defined by Brown
(2004), serves to measure and summarize student learning at the conclusion of a course,
primarily focusing on past achievement rather than future growth. Regarding typically formal
and rigid, these assessments are used for certification and represent an overall evaluation of
learning (Crisp, 2001), with examples including final examinations and general skills tests.
Summative assessments can take several forms, including midterm and final examinations,
which provide progress assessments for management and estimate course success (Brown,
2004); journals, which serve as periodic student reflections on comprehension and learning
progress (Brown, 2007); and portfolios, which are collections of student work used to evaluate
overall learning achievement at the end of a learning period.

Teaching, the complex activity of knowledge transfer and skill development (Brown,
2004), intertwines with vocabulary, a fundamental aspect of language proficiency (Gardner,
1997; Richards & Renandya, 2002). Teaching vocabulary, therefore, involves integrating new
words into students’ lexicon, crucial for effective communication (Harmer 2001). Effective
vocabulary instruction requires attention to word meaning (synonyms, antonyms), word use
(idioms, collocations), and grammar (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs) (Harmer, 2001).
Techniques for teaching vocabulary include demonstrating with examples, using learning
media, encouraging student discovery through grammatical rules, questioning for
comprehension, and utilizing visual aids like videos and pictures (Harmer, 2001).

Nation’s (2001) frequency-based vocabulary theory categorizes words into high, middle,
and low frequency, with high-frequency words (HFWs) forming the core of discourse
(Schmitt, 2000; Nation, 2001). These frequently encountered words are easily learned and
are strong predictors of reading comprehension (Masrai, 2019). Recognizing HFWs provides
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a solid reading foundation (Johns & Wilke, 2018; Marks et al., 1974), making them ideal for
formative assessments. Expanding vocabulary through HFWs increases vocabulary size,
crucial for second language learners (Rahman & Darmi, 2018), who need to learn 5,000 to
10,000 words for English proficiency. Vocabulary knowledge is essential for effective
communication, establishing it as a fundamental element in language learning.

While previous research highlights the significant roles of formative assessment in
enhancing student learning and vocabulary mastery (Zelenska et al., 2022; Estaji & Mirzaii,
2018; Nurhasanah & Khasanah, 2020), there is a notable research gap regarding the specific
application of formative assessment to master high-frequency words (HFWs). Observing
students’ struggles with English vocabulary as a pre-service teacher in a Pekalongan senior
high school, the researcher aims to address this void by investigating the good practices and
challenges of employing formative assessment for students’ English vocabulary mastery on
HFWs. This research contributes by specifically addressing the gap in understanding the
application of formative assessment to the mastery of high-frequency words (HFWs) in
English vocabulary instruction, an area underexplored despite the established benefits of
formative assessment for general learning and vocabulary acquisition. By investigating the
implementation and challenges of using formative assessment for HFW mastery in a senior
high school setting, this study offers insights into a targeted approach to enhancing students’
fundamental vocabulary knowledge.

Method
Research design

This research employs a qualitative case study approach to investigate the implementation
and challenges of formative assessment for high-frequency word (HFW) vocabulary mastery
in atwelfth-class high school in Pekalongan, Central Java, Indonesia. As a pre-service teacher,
the researcher utilized interviews, observations, and reflection on formative assessment
results. This method is suitable for exploring complex situations and describing natural
phenomena (Zainal, 2007), aiming to summarize participant experiences (Lambert &
Lambert, 2012) and provide a rich description of educators’ experiences (Harrison et al., 2017;
Yin, 2013).

Setting and participants

Conducted at a senior high school in Pekalongan, chosen for its limited English-speaking
environment and the researcher’s prior experience, the study involved an English teacher and
four students of twelfth graders. The small sample size—one experienced teacher and four
purposively selected students for interviews, and one class of the twelfth graders for
observation—allowed for in-depth qualitative data collection, reaching saturation (Lim,
2024).

Data collection and analysis

Data were gathered through Indonesian interviews to reduce student hesitation
(Papadopoulou & Vlachos, 2014), and classroom observations focusing on formative
assessment implementation and HFW usage. Interviews explored teacher strategies and
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student perceptions, while observations documented assessment types, interactions, and
HFW integration. Ethical considerations, including informed consent and bias minimization,
were maintained.

To ensure validity and reliability, this research employs technical and source
triangulation, combining data from observations and interviews, and gathering perspectives
from diverse participants (English teachers and students). Qualitative thematic analysis (TA)
is used to understand the implementation and challenges of formative assessment for HFW
vocabulary mastery, as it is a widely-used and flexible method (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Terry
et al., 2017). The researcher utilizes Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis to identify
recurring patterns within the data.

Findings and discussion
Practices of formative assessment in HFWs mastery
Variations in formative assessment methods

This research reveals that teachers employ varied formative assessment methods to enhance
students’ HFW learning, integrating them into diverse activities beyond traditional quizzes.
The teacher utilizes group discussions, games like “matching words,” and writing
assignments, as evidenced by interview excerpts: "l use various activities such as written
quizzes, guessing games, completing sentences, discussions, portfolios and so on.” (Projo,
February sth, 2025, Researcher Translation) and “In addition to discussions, | also include
games, use short impromptu quizzes, or matching items which are of course in the realm of
vocabulary learning. Sometimes | also ask students to do multiple choice questions and
writing assignments.” (Projo, Interview, February sth, 2025 Researcher translation).
Observations confirmed this variety, including matching items, quizzes, and group work.

Teachers adjust assessments to learning materials, such as asking for synonyms in
exposition texts: “For example, in exposition text learning, there are several vocabulary
materials, such as bringing up synonyms, verbs, or others that are printed in bold. Later,
students look for meaning, information, or even make sentences with the word.” (Projo,
Interview, February sth, 2025, Researcher Translation). Students find these methods
engaging, particularly games and discussions: "l like games and group discussions the most.
Because it's more fun, and we can learn from friends too.” (Bita, Interview, February sth,
2025, Researcher translation) and "I like it when there is an assignment to make my own
sentences. So, we can be more creative in using new vocabulary.” (Cloudine, Interview,
February 5th, 2025, Researcher translation).

Formative assessments serve as learning strategies, helping students understand and
remember HFWs through contextual use. Students report improved vocabulary retention
when using words in sentences or games: “l understand vocabulary better if it is often used in
sentences. For example, during group discussions, we have to make our own sentences using
the newly taught vocabulary. So, we remember it better.” (Rifai, Interview, February sth,
2025, Researcher translation) and “For example, during word guessing games, it is easier for
us to remember HFW vocabulary because we are playing.” (Fany, Interview, February sth,
2025, Researcher translation). Teachers also integrate HFWs into authentic contexts, like
finding synonyms in reading texts, promoting practical application: “For example, in
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exposition text learning, there are several vocabulary materials, such as bringing up
synonyms, verbs, or others that are printed in bold. Later, students look for meaning,
information, or even make sentences with these words.” (Projo, Interview, February sth,
2025, Researcher translation).

The implementation of varied formative assessments in English vocabulary learning, as
evidenced by the research findings, aligns with Black and Wiliam's (1998) theory that such
assessments identify student understanding, adjust instruction, and promote self-regulation.
These varied assessments, integrated into ongoing learning, maintain motivation
(Leenknecht et al., 2020), cater to diverse learning styles (Kulasegaram & Rangachari, 2018),
and provide rich learning experiences. Activities like matching items, true-false, multiple-
choice (Glas et al., 2003; Thornbury, 2007), and group discussions make learning engaging.
The formative assessment variations, including quizzes, discussions, and writing
assignments, enhance vocabulary learning (Estaji & Mirzaii, 2018) and support students’
growth (Brown, 2004).

Integrating HFWs into diverse activities, such as exposition text discussions and
sentence-building tasks, creates an engaging learning environment (Childers & Lowry, 1997)
and connects new vocabulary to existing knowledge (Maftuh, 2023). This contextual learning
improves reading comprehension (Johns & Wilke, 2018; Marks et al., 1974; Masrai, 2019) and
fosters positive attitudes (Estaji & Mirzaii, 2018; Zelenska et al., 2022). Effective formative
assessment, tailored to students’ needs, requires careful selection of methods based on
learning styles, ability levels, objectives, and resources (Lokare & Jadhav, 2024; Brown, 2004).
Teachers must balance challenge and support, aligning assessments with specific learning
goals.

Providing feedback

Teachers in this study prioritize providing feedback for students’ HFW mastery, delivering it
both verbally and in writing, as seen in observations across various activities. Verbal feedback
is given immediately after activities, with teachers offering encouragement and correcting
errors: "l also continue to encourage and motivate those who can’t do it yet and give
appreciation to those who can.” (Projo, Interview, February sth, 2025, Researcher
translation), “...if there is something wrong, usually Mr. Hadi will tell us right away, so we
remember it right away.” (Fany, Interview, February sth, 2025, Researcher translation), and
"...if there is something that we don‘t understand, the teacher can give input directly.” (Rifai,
Interview, February s5th, 2025, Researcher translation). Written feedback, including
appreciation and corrections, is provided on student worksheets: “For written assignments, |
usually give words of appreciation or motivation on the student’s worksheet.” (Projo,
Interview, February sth, 2025, Researcher translation) and “Mr. Hadi gives me writing on my
assignment paper; if it's correct, he will definitely give me good words; if there’s something
wrong, he will definitely give me the correct sentence.” (Cloudine, Interview, February sth,
2025, Researcher translation). Teachers offer detailed explanations of errors, specific
feedback, and concrete examples: “There is an example; maybe you want to take a picture.”
(Projo, Interview, February 5th, 2025, Researcher translation), to aid student understanding
and boost confidence.
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The research findings demonstrate that teachers prioritize feedback, aligning with
Brown'’s (2004) theory that formative assessment focuses on ongoing language growth
through feedback like comments and error correction. The feedback provided is
comprehensive, including explanations, motivation, and appreciation. Effective feedback, as
emphasized by Binu (2020), helps students identify errors and enhances HFW understanding,
consistent with Estaji and Mirzaii's (2018) findings. Positive feedback also boosts self-
confidence and reduces anxiety, supporting Aswar’s (2018) research. Teachers employ both
verbal and written feedback, allowing for tailored responses to individual needs (Hattie &
Timperley, 2007). Verbal feedback enables detailed explanations during discussions, while
written feedback allows for independent reflection and progress tracking.

Challenges of employing formative assessment in HFWs mastery
Time constraints

Time constraints are a significant challenge in implementing formative assessments for HFW
mastery. Teachers struggle to allocate sufficient time for diverse assessments: “Then, the
biggest challenge is managing time to cover all materials and formative assessments.” (Projo,
Interview, February 5th, 2025, Researcher translation). This was observed during group work,
where discussions were rushed to accommodate presentations. Time limitations impact the
quality of assessments due to heavy workloads, curriculum density, and varying student
abilities: “For time constraints or external challenges, this can arise due to a dense curriculum,
students who have different abilities, or students who are reluctant to be involved in learning,
thus hindering the smooth flow of learning.” (Projo, Interview, February sth, 2025,
Researcher translation). Students also report rushing through quizzes: "Usually, when doing
quizzes, | do it quickly because | don't have enough time.” (Bita, Interview, February sth,
2025, Researcher translation) and “When I’'m doing quizzes, | often rush because I'm afraid |
won't finish. So, sometimes, | answer questions carelessly.” (Rifai, Interview, February 5th,
2025, Researcher translation).

Time constraints are a significant challenge in implementing formative assessment, as
highlighted by Ozkan and Ozkan (2025) and Wei (2010). Teacher and student statements
confirm difficulties in allocating sufficient time for assessments, leading to decreased
motivation and limited creativity. Students feel rushed and frustrated, as supported by Zarei
et al. (2015). Factors contributing to time constraints include a tight curriculum, varying
student abilities, and reluctance to engage, aligning with Muenks and Miel’s (2017) findings.
Teachers emphasize the need for classroom and time management skills (Jordan et al.,
2009). Strategies to overcome this include prioritizing key concepts (Fitchett et al., 2014),
using simplified techniques that focus on learning progressions (Alonzo et al., 2022), and
leveraging technology for efficient assessment and feedback (Szymkowiak et al., 2021).
These approaches enable teachers to maintain quality formative assessment despite time
limitations.

Diverse student ability levels

Differing student ability levels pose a significant challenge in implementing formative
assessment. Teachers acknowledge the range of student capabilities: “...human resources,
students’ abilities are certainly different. Some are smart, some are intermediate, some are
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very lacking.” (Projo, Interview, February sth, 2025, Researcher translation). Students also
recognize these differences: “Especially when | see the others, they finish quickly; it seems
really easy for my friends, even though | think it's quite difficult.” (Rifai, Interview, February
sth, 2025, Researcher translation). This variation complicates the design of suitable
assignments and impacts motivation: “This will affect students’ learning motivation if
assignments are given in the same portion and difficulty...” (Projo, Interview, February sth,
2025, Researcher translation). Maintaining engagement across diverse abilities is difficult, as
high-ability students may become bored, while low-ability students may lack confidence:
“From the factor of differences in ability, other challenges arise, such as differences in student
involvement in learning...” (Projo, Interview, February sth, 2025, Researcher translation).

Differences in student ability levels pose a significant challenge to formative assessment
implementation, as highlighted by Wei (2010) and Akhmedina (2017). This variation
complicates task design, as tasks that are too easy or difficult can demotivate students (Asare
& Afriyie, 2023). These differences also impact student engagement, with anxiety and diverse
abilities hindering teachers’ adoption of uniform assessments (Asare & Afriyie, 2023). To
address this, teachers can employ differentiated learning, which recognizes and values
diverse student knowledge, skills, and interests (Mills et al., 2014). This involves grouping
students based on ability or interest, providing individualized activities, and modifying
curriculum materials (Mills et al., 2014). However, differentiation can be time-consuming,
requiring strong time management skills, as teaching load, class size, and time constraints
are notable obstacles (Al-Shaboul et al., 2021).

Student engagement

Student engagement varied during formative assessment activities, with most students
showing enthusiasm, particularly in interactive sessions. However, some students were less
engaged, often due to difficulty understanding the material: “Because of different abilities,
students who feel that their cognitive, affective, or psychomotor abilities are lacking in a
learning process tend to be quiet and reluctant to get involved in learning.” (Projo, Interview,
February sth, 2025, Researcher translation). A noisy classroom atmosphere also hindered
concentration for some: “Then, if the classroom atmosphere is noisy because of groups or
games, it becomes difficult for me to concentrate, so | just want to be quiet.” (Cloudine,
Interview, February sth, 2025, Researcher translation). Furthermore, the type of assessment
or activity influenced engagement: "Sometimes there are friends who don‘t want to discuss
ordon’t even wantto doit; they just sleep when they’re in groups.” (Fany, Interview, February
sth, 2025, Researcher translation). These factors, including assessment type, motivation,
resources, and environment, all impact student participation.

Student engagement is a key challenge in implementing formative assessment for HFW
mastery, interconnected with other obstacles (Asare & Afriyie, 2023). Factors like assessment
activity type, classroom atmosphere, student resources, and feelings significantly influence
engagement. While interactive activities like games and discussions can boost participation,
a non-conducive classroom environment can decrease it (Cambay & Paglinawan, 2024).
Teacher-student relationships and a supportive environment are crucial for enhancing
motivation and participation (Cambay & Paglinawan, 2024). Differences in student abilities
also impact engagement, with higher extroversion and intellectual experience correlating
with increased participation (Pentaraki & Burkholder, 2017). Teachers must foster a sense of
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inclusion and address these factors to maintain student interest and develop HFW mastery,
as students who feel safe, respected, and appreciated are more likely to actively participate
(Wolpert-Gawron et al., 2022).

Conclusion

The present study reveals that formative assessment is effectively employed by teachers
through diverse methods such as quizzes, games, discussions, and writing assignments to
enhance students’ mastery of high-frequency words (HFW) in English. Constructive
feedback, both verbal and written, is crucial in supporting student understanding and
confidence. Students respond positively to engaging activities like games and group
discussions which contribute to better vocabulary retention when words are actively used in
sentences or interactive settings. These findings imply that varied formative assessment
techniques combined with timely feedback can significantly elevate HFW vocabulary
acquisition and should be integrated as a core strategy in English language instruction.

However, the study also acknowledges several limitations, including constraints of
instructional time, varying student learning abilities, and fluctuating levels of student
engagement, which challenge the consistent implementation of formative assessments.
Future research is recommended to explore effective time management strategies and
tailored differentiated instruction approaches to accommodate diverse learners and
optimize engagement. Additionally, longitudinal studies could provide deeper insight into
the long-term impact of formative assessment methods on vocabulary retention and
language proficiency development.
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