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Abstract

Many studies have explored Thai university learners’ receptive and productive
vocabulary knowledge. The findings indicate that they have insufficient knowledge of
English word form, meaning, and use such as affixes and derivatives, general and
academic vocabulary, and collocations. This might result from various factors such as
non-Latinate mother tongue, infrequent encounters, a lack of opportunities to use the
language, insufficient vocabulary drills for retention and fluency, teaching materials
incompatible with learners’ acquisition order, uninteresting teaching tools, and a lack
of motivation. These researchers proposed ways to solve the problems, e.g. explicitly
teaching the vocabulary aspects needed, encouraging learners to focus on meaning
when listening, speaking, reading, and writing, letting them drill the words learned,
developing interesting teaching materials focusing on easy-to-learn vocabulary to
motivate learners, and introducing useful vocabulary learning strategies. This article
has gathered these teaching methods so that teachers can apply in class to promote
the English language teaching and learning in Thailand. This article also points out that
most of these approaches agree with the four strands suggested by Nation (2022),
which are language-focused learning, meaning-focused input, meaning-focused
output, and fluency development. These four strands have been applied in many
contexts and they lead to better vocabulary learning. Therefore, in Thai context, the

four strands together with some other approaches to be presented in this article can
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be considered as a pedagogical principle for EFL teachers to improve learners’
vocabulary knowledge, which then leads to success in learning English.
Keywords: receptive vocabulary knowledge, productive vocabulary knowledge,

vocabulary knowledge aspects, four strands in language learning

Introduction

Studying in an academic environment in Thai (EFL) context, Thai university
students are sometimes assigned to read academic texts and need to listen to some
English academic lectures. Occasionally, they also need to speak or write
academically. It is important that Thai university students equip themselves with both
general vocabulary and academic vocabulary for comprehension and language
production in that academic texts and lectures consist of these two groups of
vocabulary. Academic words cover approximately 9% of the running words of any
academic text, and the majority of the running words in an academic text are general
words, especially the most frequently used 2,000 words (Nation, 2013).

Apart from school success, knowledge of general and academic vocabulary
also promotes and relates to overall language performance. It correlates reading
comprehension (Ha, 2021; Moon, 2017), listening (Cheng & Matthews, 2018; Ha, 2021;
Teng, 2016), writing ability (Asaad & Shabdin, 2021; Kilic, 2019), and speaking
competence (Kilic, 2019; Uchihara & Clenton, 2022). This is because vocabulary is the
most fundamental unit of a language (Badger, 2018; Nation, 2022; Read, 2000; Schmitt
& Schmitt, 2020). It carries meanings and can be learned and used receptively and
productively (Omidian et al., 2019; Zhong, 2018). A lack of vocabulary knowledge or
insufficient vocabulary knowledge, therefore, can affect learners’ language proficiency
and performance. Insufficient vocabulary knowledge makes the words or the
sentences they see or hear incomprehensible; it also makes learners stumble trying
to retrieve words to express their ideas and use inappropriate or incorrect words in

communication.
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Despite the awareness of the importance of vocabulary knowledge, Thai
students still have insufficient vocabulary knowledge. This, in turn, affects their overall
language performance. According to EF English Proficiency Index (2021 Edition), based
on an online, adaptive English reading and listening test results of two million adults
in 112 countries, Thailand ranked the 100™ and was classified in the very low
proficiency group even though the English language is one of the required courses for

Thai students from primary to tertiary education.

Thai learners’ insufficient vocabulary knowledge

Knowing a word involves knowing various aspects of a word (Badger, 2018;
Jiang, 2000; Schmitt, 2000; Thornbury, 2002). Nation’s (2013, 2022) taxonomy seems
to be the most comprehensive one showing nine vocabulary aspects from three main
categories. All the nine aspects are divided into receptive knowledge (R) and

productive knowledge (P) as shown in Table 1.
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Vocabulary Knowledge R/P Explanations
Aspects
Form
spoken form R What does the word sound like?
P How is the word pronounced?
written form R What does the word look like?
P How is the word written and spelled?
word parts R What parts are recognizable in this word?
P What word parts are needed to express the meaning?
Meaning
form and meaning R What meaning does this word form signal?
P What word form can be used to express this meaning?
concepts and referents R What is included in the concept?
P What items can the concept refer to?
associations R What other words does this make us think of?
P What other words could we use instead of this one?
Use
grammatical functions R In what patterns does the word occur?
P In what pattern must we use this word?
collocations R What words or types of words occur with this one?
P What words or types of words must we use with this one?
constraints on use (register, R Where, when, and how often would we expect to meet this word?
frequency...) P Where, when, and how often can we use this word?

Table 1: Nation’s (2022) taxonomy of vocabulary knowledge aspects

Based on Nation’s (2022) taxonomy of vocabulary knowledge aspects, previous
studies have been conducted to examine the knowledge of word form (derivatives
and affixes) of Thai students (e.g., Kitikanan & Supantana, 2018; Sukying, 2018; Ward &
Chuenjundaeng, 2009), knowledge of word meaning by assessing their receptive and/or
productive vocabulary size (e.g., Mungkonwong & Wudthayagorn, 2017; Sungprakul,
2016), and knowledge of vocabulary use such as collocation (e.g., Dokchandra, 2019a;
Nontasee & Sukying, 2020; Zhang, 2022). They all found that Thai students had

insufficient knowledge of word form, meaning, and use.
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Regarding word form, Ward and Chuenjundaeng (2009) investigated the
receptive knowledge of suffixes (-er, -tion, -ity, and -ment) of Thai undergraduates. The
findings indicated that the majority of the participants knew neither the base forms
nor the derivatives in the test. They did not have the knowledge of word building. This
is also true for the non-English-major students in the study by Kitikanan and Supantana
(2018) as they obtained merely 30-40% of a prefix-suffix test.

To examine word meaning, previous studies are based on a perception that
vocabulary size positively correlates with learners’ language performance. For
instance, a vocabulary size of 2,000 word families for basic everyday communication
(Nation, 2001, 2013), most frequent 3,000 word families to begin to read authentic
texts (Laufer, 1992; Schmitt et al,, 2001), 5,000 word families for comprehending
unsimplified texts (Hirsh & Nation, 1992), and 10,000 word families for studying at a
university level in EFL context (Read, 2000).

Yunus et al. (2016) compared the receptive vocabulary size of Thai first-year
English majors with that of Malaysian first-year English majors by using the Vocabulary
Size Test (VST) (Nation & Beglar, 2007). They found that the Thai participants had a
very low receptive vocabulary size of around 2,090 word families, while the Malaysian
participants on average had larger vocabulary size, 4,460 word families. The first-year
participants in Sungprakul’s Sungprakul (2016) study had the receptive vocabulary size
of around 5,800-6,000 word families. The receptive vocabulary size of 484 freshmen
from seven universities across Thailand in the study by Mungkonwong and
Wudthayagorn (2017) possessed approximately 4,200 word families. Furthermore,
Nirattisai (2014) also found that the participants from seven faculties had the receptive
vocabulary size of around 5,800 and the productive vocabulary size was much smaller,
i.e., 1,600 word families. These were not adequate to function efficiently at a university
as suggested by Nation (2006) and Nation and Waring (1997).

Thai learners also lack the knowledge of word use such as collocation.

Dokchandra (2019a) investigated both receptive and productive collocation knowledge
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of 286 third-year Thai university students and found that their scores were lower than
50% of the total score on both tests. The findings are in line with another study on
collocation by Dokchandra (2019b). Although the participants’ scores of grammatical
collocation knowledge exceeded 50%, their lexical and idiomatic collocation scores
did not. Likewise, Zhang and Sukying (2021) found that the first-year and the fourth-
year students in their study showed low scores on collocation tests, with the first-year
students gaining only 14-25% on both tests. Zhang (2022) also found that the
participants’ productive lexical collocation knowledge lagged behind.

The aforementioned studies showed that Thai learners possess inadequate
knowledge of word form, meaning, and use. The scholars propose some possible
explanations and additionally suggest pedagosgical implications. Most of these
recommendations are congruent with the four strands proposed by Nation (2013,

2022).

Possible explanations and pedagogical recommendations

This section presents possible explanations for Thai undergraduates’
insufficient vocabulary knowledge and the pedagogical implications suggested by
scholars exploring vocabulary knowledge. Most of the pedagogical recommendations
are in concordance with Nation’s (2022) four strands. The four strands include 1)
language-focused learning (the direct teaching and learning of vocabulary), 2) meaning-
focused input (focusing on meaning while reading and listening), 3) meaning- focused
output (focusing on word meaning in writing and speaking activities, and 4) fluency
development (further practice of vocabulary learned),

The first possible explanation why vocabulary is challenging for Thai learners
(Gallagher et al., 2019) is the differences between their L1 and their L2. This is also
true for other EFL learners (Laufer & Eliasson, 1993). As the Thai language is non-

Latinate or not from the same root as the English language, word formation rules and
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word usage differ from those of the English language. Ward and Chuenjundaeng (2009)
agree with this. Consequently, a first pedagogical recommendation is explicit teachins.

Explicitly pointing out the differences between the two languages might help
Thai learners realize them better (Bennui, 2016; Sermsook et al., 2017). This is in line
with one of Nation’s (2013, 2022) four strands, that is, language-focused learning. In
terms of the knowledge of word form, such as affixes, explicitly teaching morphological
knowledge by emphasizing building up basewords can promote the acquisition of
derived forms and the better acquisition can further broaden learners’ vocabulary
knowledge (Kitikanan & Supantana, 2018; Sukying, 2018; Ward & Chuenjundaeng, 2009).
Additionally, “to improve the proficiency of the L2 affix, teachers should provide more
examples and a wider list of affixes to L2 learners so that they can get exposed to
the L2 affix input” (Kitikanan & Supantana, 2018, p. 125). As for the knowledge of word
meaning, especially academic vocabulary, Yunus et al. (2016) recommended the
inclusion of academic vocabulary in the curriculum and explicitly teach it to equip the
learners with words necessary for their academic life. Regarding word use, Zhang and
Sukying (2021) suggest that leaming by noticing chunks of words would benefit
learners’ knowledge of collocation.

Concerning word lists, words that should be focused on are the most
frequently used words in each field of study as they have high text coverage. The
most commonly used academic word list is Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word List,
and A New Vocabulary List (Gardner & Davies, 2014). For general vocabulary, the New
General Service List (Brezina & Gablasova, 2015) might be useful. For English for specific
purposes (ESP), there are a variety of word lists such as an engineering word list (Todd,
2017), a new medical word list (Lei & Liu, 2016), a nursing word list (Yang, 2015), etc.
Regarding lexical units, the academic English collocation list (Lei & Liu, 2018) is
recommended. These lists can be presented in class, included in activities, used in

tests and for course designing.
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The benefits of an explicit teaching method are evident in the findings of an
empirical study by Akbulut (2017). Fifty-two university students were directly taught
morphemes (prefix, suffix, and roots) and provided vocabulary learning activities
related to meaning, word part, collocation, synonym, antonym, and practice of
morphological analysis within three hours for twelve weeks. Nation’s (2001)
Vocabulary Level Tests and Morphological Awareness Test were used as pretests and
posttests. The findings showed that the vocabulary gains were highly statistically
significant. The findings are in line with Sukying (2020) study. Ninety-two students in
English Analytical Reading Course were divided into two groups. The experimental
group was explicitly taught affixes and roots based on Bauer and Nation’s (1993) word
family members by emphasizing the relationships among word family members. The
gains of the experimental group on both receptive and productive tests were much
higher than those of the control group, approximately two times on the receptive test
and twelve on the productive one. The experimental group also considered the
treatment useful for improving their language skills, srammar, and vocabulary learning.
Therefore, explicit teaching methods are beneficial. If applied to the other vocabulary
aspects, such aspects are also likely to be acquired by learners.

A second pedagogical recommendation is systematic teaching methods based
on the order of learners’ vocabulary acquisition. Students tend to acquire easy words
or lexical units before challenging ones. Hence, easy-to-acquire vocabulary should be
taught before so that it becomes foundation for more difficult ones. Ward and
Chuenjundaeng’s (2009) found that the participants knew the suffixes -er and -tion
better than the other suffixes tested. This suggest that “at a certain stage of acquisition,
learers may tend to acquire certain derived forms from basewords” (Ward &
Chuenjundaeng, 2009, p. 467). In terms of word meaning, Utsajit (2022) found that the
participants knew a lot more high-frequency general and academic words than those

with lower frequency. In Dokchandra (2019a) study, the participants recognized two
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types of collocations (verb + preposition and verb + noun) relatively well. Accordingly,
the easy-to-understand should be taught before the complicated ones.

Another possible explanation for insufficient vocabulary knowledge is no
chance to use the language in everyday life. Therefore, a third pedagogical
recommendation is to create an ESL environment in classroom by using the English
language as a medium of instruction (EMI) to promote Thai learners’ vocabulary
acquisition. This is because an ESL environment has a positive impact on receptive
and productive vocabulary learning (Nirattisai, 2014; Utsajit, 2022; Yunus et al., 2016).
Using English as a medium in class supports Nation’s (2022) two strands: meaning-
focused input and meaning-focused output. Teachers can start with some basic English
instructions and some short sentences for low-level students. Using English in class
can be considered as increasing L2 input to students. Students will be more familiar
with the spoken forms and other receptive knowledge of words. Once they become
more confident with the words, they will be able to produce the words to
communicate later. Moreover, knowing the necessity for understanding the
instructions or the lectures, students will have goals in learning and more motivation.

Moratinos-Johnston et al. (2018) found that in EMI courses, students struggled
at the beginning, but as they took more EMI courses, they became more and more
confident and developed their English language skills. This is also true for Spanish
students in a business module in a study by Hernandez-Nanclares and Jimenez-Munoz
(2017). After the two-year EMI project, the analysis of their discourse and written works
showed improvement in both content and language competence. Their language skills
change from CEFR B2 to C1 for reading, and CEFR B1 to B2 for the other three language
skills. As the language skills improved, their vocabulary knowledge also improved.

Next, receptive-oriented teaching might contribute to learners’ lagging
productive vocabulary knowledge. Therefore, teaching and learning lexicon should be
geared towards production, and this is a fourth pedagogical recommendation.

Production-oriented teaching is congruent with Nation’s (2022) meaning-focused



NSTISANYINANT UNTINEIRELIEIsAIL T 17 avuil 1 unsiau-Guims 2566 11

output. This problem is evident in various studies on receptive and productive
vocabulary knowledge (Dokchandra, 2019a; Li & Hafner, 2021; Sukying, 2017, 2018;
Utsajit, 2022; Zhang, 2022; Zhang & Sukying, 2021; Zhong, 2018). The participants’
productive scores were relatively low, compared to their receptive scores. Learning
activities focusing on productive skills such as conversation and essay writing activities
can improve students’ productive vocabulary knowledge (Zhang & Sukying, 2021, p.
275).

Tahmasbi and Farvardin (2017) examined the effect of receptive and
productive task types (paragraph writing, sentence writing, combining, fill in the blank,
translation, and control) based on the Involvement Load Hypothesis (ILH) towards
students’ receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge. The experimental groups
taught with all output tasks outperformed the control group.  The findings also
showed that paragraph writing task was more effective than the other tasks except the
sentence writing task. (Tahmasbi & Farvardin, 2017, p. 7). Similarly, Yanagisawa (2016)
investigated the effect of receptive (supplying L1 meaning recall when seeing
illustrations and hearing English words) and productive (supplying L2 form recall when
seeing illustrations) learning conditions on receptive and productive vocabulary
knowledge. After the treatment, the participants gained more productive vocabulary
scores for the target words learned through productive learning condition.

A fifth pedagosical recommendation is promoting plenty of encounters through
vocabulary drills. This will lead to fluency development, Nation’s (2022) fourth strand.
In the study by Ward and Chuenjundaeng (2009), the high scores of the two suffixes -
er and -tion are also probably due to the learners’ prolonged exposure to the suffixes
(Ward & Chuenjundaeng, 2009). This agrees with the findings in many studies (e.g.,
Dokchandra, 2019a; Kitikanan & Supantana, 2018; Nirattisai, 2014). In the study by
Kittikanan and Supantana (2018), English majors who tended to be exposed to affixes
more frequently had better affix knowledge than non-English majors. Students with

larger vocabulary size in Nirattisai’s (2014) study had more exposures to English as
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they took extra English courses. That means they had higher input frequency and more
opportunity to use the English language. For word use, in Dokchandra’s (2019a) study,
the participants from the Faculty of Liberal Arts and Management Science had the
highest mean score for collocation than the other three groups. Studies on word form,
meaning, and use also found that the higher education level also means the more
encounters and leads to stronger vocabulary knowledge (Sungprakul, 2016; Utsajit,
2022; Zhang & Sukying, 2021). Consequently, input frequency is advantageous for
extending the knowledge of word form, meaning, and use. Encouraging learners to
review and practice the words learned in all aspects is, therefore, recommended.

Min (2008) examined the effect of two teaching methods: reading plus
vocabulary-enhancement activities (RV) and narrow reading (NR), i.e., “reading
thematically related supplemental materials besides the selected texts” (Min, 2008)
on learners’ receptive and productive vocabulary acquisition and retention. After the
five weeks of the treatment, she found that the RV group obtained higher scores for
both vocabulary gains and retention. The scores were higher at the stage of receptive
and productive scales on the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale, and vocabulary attrition
was also found after the delayed posttest. Hence, learners gain more vocabulary
knowledge with vocabulary practices, and they have vocabulary attrition if lack of
practice.

Besides these four strands, the other two suggestions for teachers to follow in
order to keep learners motivated and to further improve learners’ vocabulary
acquisition include interesting teaching materials or approaches as well as introducing
useful vocabulary learning strategies to learners.

Without a chance to use the language, Thai students might not have inspiration
to learn English. Interesting teaching materials or tools will also help boost Thai
learners’ lexical learing. Pichayasupanun et al. (2022) investigated Thai fourth-year
students’ receptive knowledge of word parts (prefixes and suffixes) before and after

learning through a video activity. They found that the participants significantly gained
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more knowledge of the prefixes and suffixes after the treatment. Dizon (2016) studied
the effect of using Quizlet, a popular online tool in the form of digital flashcards, on
academic vocabulary knowledge of nine Korean university students and their
perceptions after using the learning tool over ten weeks. He found that the students
had significant vocabulary gains and the learners had positive perception towards the
learning tool. However, the flashcards can be in the form of either digital or paper
flashcards as the vocabulary gains from using them both within twelve weeks were
not statistically significant, but the participants preferred the digital flashcards to the
paper ones. Clearly, implementing interesting learning activities or tools such as videos
or other multimedia can motivate learners and stimulate word form acquisition.

Finally, Thai learners might not receive proper guidance on strategies to learn
vocabulary. Thus, they should also be introduced useful vocabulary learning strategies
for their life-long learning. This is because acquiring vocabulary is an incremental
process and needs gradual and continuous attention of learners. Equipping learners
with practical strategies is strongly advised. They can continuously learn vocabulary in
their free time and at their own pace. Knowing the benefits, learners will employ the
strategies more frequently while learning vocabulary and can be more adaptive when
encountering unfamiliar words.

Amirian and Noughabi (2018) examined the effect of teaching vocabulary
learning strategies on receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge of fifty-one
Iranian English majors. The vocabulary learning strategies included “metacognitive
regulation, suessing, dictionary use, note taking, memory strategies, and activation
strategies” (Amirian & Noughabi, 2018, p. 2442). They firstly explained each strategy
and applied it with one target word as an example so that the learners knew how to
apply the strategies and had more awareness. The testing tool for the receptive
vocabulary was the Persian bilingual VST and that for the productive vocabulary test
was Lex 30 (Meara & Fitzpatrick, 2000). They found that the experimental group scored
higher than the control group on both tests. The qualitative data analysis showed that
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they had positive attitudes towards direct teaching of vocabulary learning strategies.
They became more motivated in learning and found the strategies helpful as they

remembered the target words better.

Conclusion

From the literature in Thai context, Thai university students had difficulties
when reading and writing. This is caused by insufficient vocabulary knowledge in terms
of word form (e.g., affixes), word meaning (e.g., form and meaning), and word use (e.g.,
collocations). The problem probably results from the differences between their L1
and L2, unplanned teaching outlines, little chance to be exposed to the English
language, a lack of opportunity to use the language, receptive-oriented teaching, poor
productive vocabulary knowledge, a lack of motivation to use English, and not
receiving proper guidance on vocabulary learning strategies.

Researchers, therefore, recommended various ways to enhance Thai university
students’ vocabulary knowledge. They include 1) explicit teaching methods such as pointing
out the differences between their L1 and L2, introducing useful word lists, and encouraging
them to notice chunks of words, 2) explicit teaching focusing on easy-to-understand lexical
items or lexical parts before more challenging ones 3) creating an ESL environment by using
English as a medium language at least in class 4) adopting productive-oriented teaching
methods and learning activities and 5) allowing students to encounter necessary vocabulary
more frequently through repetition of words learned in order to improve their fluency.

Most of the recommendations are congruent with Nation’s (2022) four strands;
however, only the four strands might not suffice to motivate Thai learners to learn and
acquire necessary vocabulary. The other two pedagogical recommendations are 1) applying
interesting teaching materials and tools to motivate students and 2) providing proper
guidance on vocabulary learning strategies for self-studying. All in all, it is strongly advised
that teachers follow these seven pedagogical recommendations in their classroom to

promote Thai learners’ vocabulary knowledge.
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