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ABSTRACT 

Lack of vocabulary knowledge is still one of the problems Thai EFL graduate 

students encounter when reading English materials. The current study measured 

receptive vocabulary size of Thai EFL graduate students which can assist them to 

gain a general understanding about their breadth of word knowledge and how much 

more vocabulary they should acquire to reach the threshold level where they can read 

and adequately understand English academic texts. The Bilingual English-Thai 

Version developed by Nation and Beglar (2007) and an open- ended questionnaire 

was employed to collect data from twenty-seven participants. The results showed that 

they had a mean receptive vocabulary size of approximately 8,100 word families 

which indicates that students are able to read English novels or newspapers 

adequately, however, it is advised that students should know at least 10,000 word 

families if they wish to have sufficient vocabulary knowledge for reading academic 

texts in a specific field of study. The study also found that Thai EFL graduate 

students believe that a larger vocabulary size has a positive effect on their four 

language skills, especially reading and speaking. Students who have a larger 

vocabulary size reported to employ more types of vocabulary learning strategies and 

used them more frequently than students who have a smaller vocabulary size. 

Keywords: vocabulary size, receptive vocabulary knowledge, Thai EFL graduate 

        students 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

 

English language is widely used around the world and it has “appeared to be 

the universal language of communication” (Nunan, 2003, p. 590). In Thailand, 

English language is very important. Thai students start to learn English in primary 

school. It is included as a basic compulsory subject in the curriculum. Furthermore, 

undergraduate students are required to learn English as a foreign language (The Office 

of the Higher Education Commission (OHEC), 2016). English is also considered to be 

the main language for business purposes in Asian countries (Nickerson & 

Camiciottoli, 2013), therefore, many Thai people also continue to study English at the 

graduate level. 

 One of the most vital parts in English language learning is vocabulary 

acquisition (Milton, 2009; Schmitt, 2008). Vocabulary knowledge helps learners 

understand the language and be able to communicate with others more than grammar 

knowledge (Thornbury, 2002). Wilkins (1972) highlighted the importance of 

vocabulary that “without grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary 

nothing can be conveyed” (Wlkins, 1972, cited in Milton, 2009, p. 12). According to 

Nation and Waring (1997), vocabulary knowledge leads to language usage and 

language usage leads to the increase of vocabulary knowledge. Vocabulary 

knowledge is also essential for second language (L2) learners when reading, speaking, 

listening, and writing (Folse, 2006). Furthermore, vocabulary size can improve 

learners’ language ability (Gu, 1994), for example, reading comprehension and 

quality of writing (Lee & Muncie, 2006). 

Because vocabulary plays an essential role in language use, a large vocabulary 

size is necessary. Research studies found that when reading written texts, for example, 

newspapers, novels or academic texts, readers should know at least 8,000–10,000 

word families (Nation, 2006; Nation, 2012; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). 

For watching English TV programs or movies, 6,000-7,000 words are needed (Nation, 

2006; Webb & Rodgers, 2009). Moreover, a learner also needs to know many aspects 

of each word in order to use it productively (Schmitt, 2008). 
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However, for most English as Foreign Language (EFL) learners, the above 

goals are quite difficult to accomplish (Ozturk, 2015; Schmitt, 2008). Many EFL 

learners are likely to have less than sufficient vocabulary knowledge when using 

English (Hunt & Beglar, 2005).They struggle to comprehend the spoken language, 

especially when there is no visual form provided (Chang & Read, 2006). When they 

read in English, there are a large number of unknown words that makes it difficult to 

comprehend the main idea or specific information from the text (Ying-Hsueh & 

Good, 2009). Therefore, many researchers have conducted research studies about 

EFL learners’ vocabulary knowledge and how to help these learners gain more 

vocabulary effectively (Hamzah, Kafipour & Abdullah, 2009; McLean, Hogg, & 

Kramer, 2014; Ozturk, 2015, Shin, Chon, & Kim, 2011). 

 

1.2 Statement of problem   

Thai researchers have addressed the issue that Thai EFL learners have a 

reading problem and one of the factors that cause this problem is limited vocabulary 

knowledge (Chawwang, 2008; Subphadoongchone, 2000; Ward, 2009). Research 

studies focusing on young students and undergraduate students have been conducted 

to investigate further. Kotchana and Tongpoon-Patanasorn (2015) found that Thai 

Grade 6 students in the Northeastern region had a small vocabulary size, both 

receptive and productive. More importantly, their vocabulary size was lower than the 

Ministry of Education’s requirement which expects that students at this level should 

know 1,050-1,200 high frequency words. Yunus, Mohamed, and Waelateh (2016) 

found that the mean receptive vocabulary size of Thai first year undergraduate 

students was about 2000 word families which was lower than the vocabulary size of 

Malaysian students. Furthermore, Nirattisai and Chiramanee (2014) found that third-

year undergraduate students’ mean receptive vocabulary size was around 5751.58 

word families. This indicated that students’ vocabulary size is not enough according 

to previous research studies which suggested that undergraduate students should know 

at least 8,000 word families to know 98% of the words in texts (Laufer & Ravenhorst-

Kalovski, 2010).  

Not only undergraduate students have reading problems as mentioned above,  

but research studies on Thai EFL graduate students also found that lack of vocabulary 
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knowledge is still one of the problems these students encounter when reading English 

materials (Chaisuriya, 2006; Chuenta, 2002, cited in Chawwang, 2008; Meckhayai & 

Puthong, 2004). However, previous research studies focusing on graduate students’ 

vocabulary knowledge are scarcely seen. Graduate students are usually required to 

read many English course books and related academic texts both inside and outside 

the classroom. To assist Thai EFL graduate students gain a general understanding of 

their current vocabulary knowledge which can help them estimate how much more 

vocabulary they should learn in order to reach the threshold level required for reading 

academic texts, the current research study further investigates Thai graduate students’ 

receptive vocabulary size. Moreover, the present study also explores the effect of 

vocabulary size on their study in the hope that the perspective of students could 

provide better insight into students’ learning performance and their vocabulary 

learning. 

  

1.3 Research question 

1.3.1 What is the mean receptive vocabulary size of Thai EFL graduate 

students and how does vocabulary size affect their study at the graduate level? 

 

1.4 Objective of the study 

            1.4.1 To identify the mean receptive vocabulary size of Thai EFL graduate 

students and explore the effects of vocabulary size on their study at the graduate level 

from students’ perspective. 

1.5 Definition of terms 

1.5.1 General definitions of terms 

1.5.1.1 Receptive vocabulary knowledge refers to “the knowledge that 

 is needed to link an L2 form to the concept or meaning” (Llach & Espinosa, 2013, 

p.61). 
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1.5.1.2 Productive vocabulary knowledge refers to “the knowledge that 

 is needed to link the meaning or concept to its form in the L2” (Llach & Espinosa, 

2013, p.61). 

1.5.1.3 Vocabulary size refers to the number of words known by 

 learners (Schmitt, 2008).  

1.5.1.4 Text coverage refers to “the proportion of a text which is  

covered by certain numbers of high frequency words” (Nation & Waring, 1997, p.8). 

 

1.5.2 Operational definition of terms 

1.5.2.1 Thai EFL graduate learners in the current study means students 

 who study in Master of Arts program in Career English for International 

Communication, Thammasat University. 

 

1.6 Scope of the study 

The scope of the current study is presented as follows:  

             1.6.1 A receptive vocabulary size test developed by Nation and Beglar 

(2007) was employed in the current study. 

             1.6.2 Twenty-seven students including males and females participated in 

the current study. Their age range was between 22-54 years old. 

             1.6.3 Six participants were invited to answer open-ended questions on 

a voluntary basis. 

 

1.7 Limitation of the study  

             1.7.1 A vocabulary size test was employed only one time which can only 

indicate the vocabulary knowledge of students at the time they take the test. 

             1.7.2 The tests aim to measure written receptive vocabulary size. Receptive 

vocabulary knowledge for listening and productive vocabulary knowledge are not 

included in the current study.  

             1.7.3 Convenience sampling is used for the present study because it requires 

willingness and a considerable amount of time from participants to take the test. 
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1.8 Significance of the study 

The current study aims to measure receptive vocabulary size of Thai EFL 

graduate students. The result can help them gain more understanding about their 

breadth of word knowledge and how much more vocabulary should they acquire to 

reach the level where they can adequately understand English academic texts when 

reading them independently. In addition to that, the current study also explores the 

effect of vocabulary size on the study of Thai EFL graduate students. The present 

study hopes that the perspective of students could provide better insight into students’ 

learning performance. The findings may raise students’ awareness of increasing their 

vocabulary knowledge and encourage students who have problems when studying 

English at the graduate level to spend more time on vocabulary learning and employ 

vocabulary learning strategies more frequently. 

.1.9 Organization of the study 

This research study consists of five main chapters. The first chapter presents 

the background of the study, research question, objectives of the study, definitions of 

terms, significance of the study, and limitations of the study. The next chapter 

presents previous research studies, focusing on vocabulary acquisition, receptive and 

productive knowledge, word knowledge, word frequency, vocabulary size, and 

relevant previous research studies. The third chapter explains the research 

methodology which includes research design, participants, research context, research 

instruments, data collection and data analysis. The fourth chapter reveals the results 

and discussion of the study. The fifth chapter includes a summary of the findings, 

conclusions, and recommendation for further research. 
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        CHAPTER 2  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter reviews the literature in several main areas as follows:  

(1) vocabulary acquisition, (2) receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge, (3) 

word knowledge, (4) word frequency, (5) vocabulary size, and (6) related previous 

research studies. 

 

2.1 Vocabulary acquisition  

 In this section, several aspects of vocabulary acquisition are discussed. 

 2.1.1 The definition of vocabulary 

According to Hatch and Brown (1995, as cited in Rohmatillah, 2017), 

vocabulary means words for a particular language that users of language might apply. 

Another definition of vocabulary is “the collection of words a particular person, group 

of people, socioeconomic group, profession, and so on, knows and uses” (Williamson, 

2014, para.1.)  

 2.1.2 The process of acquiring new words 

The process of acquiring new L1 words and L2 word is different. Thornbury 

(2002) described that first language learners use labeling and categorizing skills and 

eventually make a network of words. On the other hand, second language learners 

already have their own first language system and may just draw the words directly to 

their L1 equivalents. However, he believes that the better way of acquiring new L2 

words is building a new vocabulary network. Each individual has different second 

language processing behavior.  

Theories about the process of learning vocabulary have been proposed by 

several researchers. According to Grauberg (1997, as cited in Rohmatillah, 2017), the 

process of vocabulary acquisition can be divided into four stages. The first stage is 

discrimination. In this stage, learners need to be able to distinguish sounds and forms 

of words from those next to them, and from the sounds and forms of similar words 

when they listen or read. The second stage is understanding the meaning. During this 

stage, learners comprehend the concept of the L2 word or phrase. The third stage is 

remembering. Learners need to remember the word that they understand. The fourth 
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stage is consolidation and extension of meaning. To achieve this stage, requires time 

because words are collected over time, and become part of the learner’s network of 

words (Grauberg 1997, as cited in Rohmatillah, 2017). 

 Another theory was proposed by Jiang (2004) which stated that the process 

of acquiring an L2 word can be distinguished into two stages. The first stage is the 

comprehension stage. The second stage is the development stage. During the 

comprehension stage, a person would make a link between L2 words and meanings or 

concepts in their mind, which may be a new concept or a concept that already exist 

(L1 equivalents). At the development stage, learners would “form new concepts or 

reorganize semantic elements to form new meanings for L2 words” (Jiang, 2004, 

p.105). 

2.1.3 Difficulties in vocabulary learning 

There are some factors that make second language learners have difficulties 

acquiring some words. The section below will discuss these factors in detail.  

Pronunciation   

Words that are difficult to pronounce or having a strange sound for learners 

are less likely to be learned (Thornbury, 2002).   

Spelling  

If the sound and the spelling do not match, they are less likely to be learned. 

For example, words with silent letters (Thornbury, 2002). 

Length and complexity  

Short words are more likely to be learned. Moreover, high frequency words 

are usually short in English (Thornbury, 2002).  

Grammar  

If the grammar related to the word differs from its L1 equivalent, learners may 

be confused. Phrasal verbs also trouble learners, and some of them can be separated 

which make learners more confused (Thornbury, 2002). 

Meaning  

When two words have a similar meaning, it is more difficult for learners to 

distinguish between them. Also, words that can refer to several meanings may confuse 

learners. Moreover, words related to culture or some specific concept are also hard to 
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understand if learners do not have a prior knowledge of the concept (Thornbury, 

2002). 

Range  

Words that can be used in various kinds of contexts are easier to be learned 

than their synonyms which can be used only in a specific context (Thornbury, 2002).  

 Connotation  

Because there are positive and negative connotations, learners may not know 

the connotation of the words (Gower, Philips and Walter, 1995, as cited in 

Rohmatillah, 2017).  For example, propaganda and publicity have the same meaning. 

However, propaganda implies negative meaning (Thornbury, 2002). 

Collocation  

Some words are usually presented together with only some specific words, and 

are less likely to appear with other words. These may confuse learners regarding 

which words should be used with which words. For example, people are injured but 

objects are damaged (Gower, Philips and Walter, 1995, as cited in Rohmatillah, 

2017). 

   

2.1.4 Factors leading to vocabulary learning 

Schmitt (2008) summarized that there are nine factors which can lead to 

vocabulary learning. These factors are frequency of exposure, attention focused on the 

target words, noticing of words, intention to study unknown words, a demand to learn 

words by teachers or exams, a need to apply words (for tasks or for a personal 

purpose), manipulation of words and their properties, amount of time involving the 

words, and amount of interaction with the words (Schmitt, 2008). 

 

2.1.5 Types of vocabulary in texts 

Nation (2001) divided vocabulary in texts into four categories. The first one is 

high-frequency words. These words include function words, such as “in”, “a”, “for”, 

and “the”. They are the most frequently found words in texts. The second one is 

academic words which usually can be found in textbooks and academic texts. The 

third one is technical words. They often appear in texts related to a specific topic only, 

but they do not appeared in texts related to other topics. The fourth one is low 
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frequency words. These words cover about 5% of academic text which are not high 

frequency words or academic words. Most words belong in this group. They are 

technical words, proper nouns, and words that are hardly found in language use.  

 

2.1.6 Vocabulary learning strategies 

Schmitt (1997) conducted a survey study in Japan and he divided vocabulary 

learning strategies into 5 categories as below 

  Determination Strategies 

 Students may find the meaning of unknown words by guessing. For example, 

guessing from context, checking the part of speech, or using reference materials. 

Learners also use a bilingual dictionary or monolingual dictionary to acquire the 

meaning of new words. According to Schmitt’s survey study, using a bilingual 

dictionary was the most employed strategy by EFL students and they also ranked it as 

the most useful vocabulary learning strategy (Schmitt, 1997). 

Social Strategies 

Another way to acquire the meaning of new words is asking someone who 

knows the meaning. Teachers and classmates are usually the ones who learners ask. 

They may be asked to give the L1 translation, give a synonym, or provide an example 

as a sentence. Many learners think that asking other people for translation is 

convenient. However, some people may provide a wrong translation and sometimes 

make learners confused (Schmitt, 1997).  

Memory Strategies  

A mnemonic is a device that we can use to remember things. It can be a group 

of words, a song, or other things that are easily remembered. This technique is used to 

remember something that is hard to remember. Keyword technique is also used to 

remember the definition of a word. A keyword is chosen which is acoustically similar 

to the new word. Students can also memorize words with the picture that represents 

the word’s meaning (Schmitt, 1997). 

Cognitive Strategies 

This category includes written repetition and verbal repetition such as saying a 

new word when reading, studying vocabulary lists and flash cards, or taking notes 



Ref. code: 25595821040424BSR

10 

 

during classes. They are almost the same as memory strategies but they do not 

concentrate on mental processing (Schmitt, 1997).  

Metacognitive Strategies 

Learners use this strategy to control and evaluate their own learning.  

Increasing the exposure to the language is required to acquire the words efficiently, 

for example, watching English television programs or listening to English songs, 

realizing which new words should be skipped, or learning new words continually over 

time (Schmitt, 1997).       

 

2.2 Receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge 

 Vocabulary knowledge can be divided into two broad categories: receptive 

and productive knowledge. Receptive vocabulary knowledge refers to the ability to 

interpret the meaning of an L2, and productive vocabulary knowledge refers to the 

ability to link a concept to an L2 (Mondria, & Wiersma, 2004). The two terms can be 

replaced with passive knowledge which is needed for recognizing words when 

reading or listening, and active knowledge which is needed for producing words 

when writing or speaking (Milton, 2009) 

Webb (2008) conducted a research study on the relationship between receptive 

and productive vocabulary size of L2 learners and found that students who own a 

larger receptive vocabulary probably know more productive knowledge of those 

words than students who have limited receptive vocabulary knowledge. 

 

2.3 Word knowledge  

Word knowledge is about the capability to use a word effectively and 

appropriately. Milton (2009) reviews the types of word knowledge and how 

researchers divided it. He points out the shortcomings of dividing knowledge into two 

types: breadth and depth of word knowledge, and supports Nation’s model which 

divides word knowledge into three types: knowledge of form; knowledge of meaning 

and knowledge of use. The types of word knowledge will be discussed as follows: 
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2.3.1 Breadth and depth of word knowledge 

According to Read (2004), the idea that divided word knowledge into two 

aspects was popularized by Anderson and Freebody (1981). They described the 

definition of the terms as  

The first may be called ‘breadth’ of knowledge, by which we mean the number 

 of words for which the person knows at least some of the significant aspects  

of meaning. … [There] is a second dimension of vocabulary knowledge,  

namely the quality or ‘depth’ of understanding. We shall assume that, for most  

purposes, a person has a sufficiently deep understanding of a word if it  

conveys to him or her all of the distinctions that would be understood by an  

ordinary adult under normal circumstances (Anderson & Freebody, 1981, p. 

 92–93, as cited in Read, 2004). 

Greidanus et al (2004) summarized that researchers attempted to measure the 

depth of word knowledge. Unfortunately, only a few tests were developed, for 

example, Read’s (1998) Word Associates Test, and Wesche and Paribakht’s (1996) 

vocabulary knowledge scale (VKS). These tests aim to evaluate “the extent to which a 

given word is known” (Greidanus et al, 2004, p.191-192). 

Regarding the breadth of knowledge, Read (2004) stated that a vocabulary size 

test can measure it. The important thing is a huge sample of words needs to be 

included and the learners only identify whether words are unknown to them or not. 

 

2.3.2 Knowledge of word form, word meaning, and word use 

Milton and Fitzpatrick (2013) summarized Nation’s categories of word 

knowledge and concluded that this model is the most completed one, as follows:  

Knowledge of word form refers to knowing the form of a word or the sound of 

it including its prefixes and suffixes (Milton, 2009). 

Knowledge of word meaning is divided into three categories. The first one is 

form and meaning which means link the form to meaning. The second one is their 

concepts and referents and the third one is association which is “a word in one 

language might require several translations or carries subtly different meanings and 

association in another language” (Milton, 2009, p.23). 
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Knowledge of word use includes a grammatical function which involves 

knowing parts of speech, collocations which refer to what words are usually found 

with it, and limitations which means in what kind of situation the word appears or can 

be used (Milton, 2009). 

 

Categories of word knowledge (Nation, 2001, p. 27, cited in Milton & Fitzpatrick, 2013) 

In addition to that, Thornbury (2002) also proposed a model of word 

knowledge which is quite similar to Nation’s model as in the diagram below. His 

model also contains nine types of word knowledge. 

 

                  Word knowledge for the word “tangi” (Thornbury, 2002, p. 16) 
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2.4 Word Frequency 

According to Milton (2009), Meara’s theory (1992) which stated that learners 

are more likely to know the high frequency words more than the lower frequency ones 

is believed to be reliable and many researchers support it (Milton, 2006; Richard & 

Malvern, 2007; Aizawa , 2006)  

 

Vocabulary profile of a typical learner (Meara, 1992, p.4, cited in Milton, 2009) 

2.5 Vocabulary size 

 Vocabulary size refers to the number of words that learners know (Greidanus 

et al, 2004; Schmitt, 2008; Nation, 2012) and it also “forms a part of language 

proficiency” (Laufer & Nation, 1999, p.38). Gu and Johnson (1996) found a high 

correlation between vocabulary size and general English proficiency which indicate 

that vocabulary size is important in language proficiency. In the next section, several 

aspects about vocabulary size are reviewed as follows. 

 

 2.5.1 Vocabulary size test 

A vocabulary size test can benefit learners and teachers. “There is 

considerable value in gaining knowledge about specific parts of language learners’ 

proficiency because it can be used effectively for diagnostic, placement and 

curriculum-design purposes” (Laufer & Nation, 1999, p.33-34)   

According to Nation (2012), frequency-based sampling is more suitable to 

design a vocabulary size test than the traditional method, dictionary-based sampling. 
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In addition to that, he also pointed out that the test creators need to determine what 

kind of vocabulary knowledge they want to measure, for example, receptive 

vocabulary knowledge or productive vocabulary knowledge, written or spoken. 

The vocabulary size test can be designed with different test item types, such as 

multiple choice items (Nation & Beglar, 2007), Yes/No items (Meara & Miralpeix, 

2015; Harrington, 2006) or fill in the blank items (Laufer & Nation, 1999). 

The format of the vocabulary size test usually presents the words orderly in 

groups according to their frequency of occurrence (Laufer & Nation, 1999). Nation 

(2012) considered the first 2,000 word families as high frequency vocabulary. 

However, Schmitt and Schmitt (2014) argued that up to 3,000 word families should 

be considered as high-frequency and more than 9,000 word families as low-frequency 

vocabulary. 

 

 2.5.2 Vocabulary size and reading  

Hirsh and Nation (1992) found that it people require a vocabulary size of 

around 5,000 word families to read unsimplified texts for pleasure. 

 

 

% text coverage Number of unknown words 

per 100words 

Number of text lines per 1 

unfamiliar word 

99 1 10 

98 2 5 

97 3 3.3 

96 4 2.5 

95 5 2 

94 6 1.6 

The number of unfamiliar words per 100 words and the number of lines of text containing one 

unfamiliar word (adapted from Hirsh and Nation, 1992) 

According to Liu and Nation (1985), at least 95% coverage of texts is required 

to guess an unknown word from context. Moreover, Hu and Nation (2000, as cited in 

Schmitt, 2008, p. 330), Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) and Schmitt, Jiang, & 

Grabe (2011) found that it is required to know 98% of the words in the text in order to 

comprehend the written text well enough.  
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Nation and Waring (1997) suggested that learners are required to know at least 

3,000 high frequency words, and after that the learners and their teachers should focus 

on vocabulary learning strategies which would help them learn low frequency words 

through other learning activities in the future. 

Nation (2006) conducted a research study on vocabulary size required for 

reading various types of text based on the theory proposed by Liu and Nation (1985) 

that 98% coverage is needed to comprehend the text. The word lists in his study were 

generated from British National Corpus (BNC). He found that it is required to have a 

vocabulary size of 8,000 - 9,000 words in order to read and understand written text 

such as novels and newspapers without any assistance.  

     

               Text coverage in several novels (Nation, 2006, p.71) 

 

 

      Text coverage of five newspaper corpora by the BNC word-family lists (Nation, 2006, p.71) 

  

Nation (2012) summarized the minimum vocabulary size needed for 

comprehending various kinds of discourse asbelow. He advised that students should 

know more than 10,000 word families to read English texts for a specific field of 

study. 
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(Nation, 2012, p.6) 

Schmitt (2000, cited in Folse, 2004) suggested that EFL learners need to know 

3,000 words to read authentic materials and approximately 10,000 word families to 

understand academic texts. 

Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) did a similar research study about 

vocabulary size required for sufficient reading comprehension skill on undergraduate 

students in Israel. They suggested that 8,000 word families are required to gain 98% 

text coverage which is the goal for adequate comprehension. A minimum level is 

5,000 word families which can gain only 95% text coverage. 

 

2.6 Related previous research studies 

Many researchers conducted a number of studies about vocabulary knowledge 

of EFL learners and its relationship with vocabulary learning. The main research 

instruments are usually a vocabulary size test and a questionnaire. Relevant research 

studies on this topic conducted in Asian countries and in Thailand are discussed as 

follows. 

2.6.1 Research studies in Asian countries 

McLean, Hogg, and Kramer, (2014) measured vocabulary size of 3,449 

Japanese university students with Nation and Beglar’s vocabulary size test. In 

addition to that, questionnaires were also used in the study to collect students’ TOEIC 

scores, TOEFL scores, and previous hensachi data which refers to the scores 

calculated from students’ performance on a national standard test. The subjects in the 

study were divided into three groups according to their hensachi data. The study 

found that the receptive vocabulary size of Japanese undergraduate students was 

3,715.20 word families. The students who were in higher hensachi groups also had a 

larger vocabulary size. The results indicate that their teachers can estimate students’ 
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vocabulary size from their hensachi score. Moreover, it was suggested that high 

frequency vocabulary still need to be emphasized when teaching university students  

Hamzah, Kafipour and Abdullah (2009) investigated vocabulary learning 

strategies of EFL students and its relationship to their vocabulary size in Iran. A total 

number of 125 Iranian undergraduate students participated in this study. The research 

instruments employed in the study were questionnaires adopted from Bennet (2006) 

and a vocabulary size test which includes 140 items developed by Nation and Beglar 

(2007). The study found that using a monolingual dictionary was the most used 

strategy and Iranian students use vocabulary learning strategies at a medium level. 

The researchers also concluded that there are nine vocabulary learning strategies 

which can contribute to increased vocabulary size. These strategies include using 

physical action when learning an unknown word, communicating with native 

speakers, taking notes, repeatedly learning unknown words, looking up unknown 

word in a bilingual dictionary, exposure to English language media, learning with 

friends, learning the sound of the unknown words, and verbally repeating the words.  

Nguyen and Nation (2011) measured the receptive vocabulary size of 

Vietnamese EFL learners. The bilingual version of the vocabulary size test previously 

developed by Nation and Beglar (2007) was employed for this study. All 62 

participants were Vietnamese third-year undergraduate students majoring in English. 

The study concluded that the Vietnamese bilingual version of the vocabulary size test 

is effective and can be a convenient alternative to a monolingual test. It was also 

found that the high proficiency learners gained higher scores than the middle and low 

proficiency learners. The mean scores of lower, middle, and high proficiency students 

were 6060.00, 6509.52, and 7385.71 respectively. They also noted that the test 

includes some loan words in Vietnamese. However, the researchers believe that loan 

words should be included in the test because they are a part of a student’s English 

vocabulary. 

Shin, Chon, and Kim (2011) measured receptive and productive vocabulary 

sizes of high school students in Korea. A total number of 402 students participated in 

the study including males and females. The researchers ranked the proficiency level 

of the students as intermediate-high according to their scores from the English section 

of the College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT). The bilingual version of the 
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vocabulary size test in the study was adapted from the test developed by Nation and 

Beglar (2007). The researchers also developed a new productive vocabulary level test 

including the 1st-10th 1,000 levels. The target words were drawn from the first 14 

British National Corpus lists. The study found that the mean receptive vocabulary size 

of Korean high school students was 6,000 word families (raw score 59.69), and the 

mean productive vocabulary size of the students was 2,400 word families. The 

research also indicated that words from low frequency levels are rarely developed into 

a part of one’s productive vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary knowledge is an 

essential factor of second language proficiency of Korean students. Moreover, the 

study suggested that Korean curriculum should create word lists for students up to 

12th grade and add more words that need to be learned. 

Ozturk (2015) carried out one cross-sectional and one longitudinal research 

study about vocabulary growth on Turkish EFL learners. A total of 55 first-year and 

45 fourth-year university students agreed to participate. In this study, the receptive 

and adapted productive Vocabulary Level Test developed by Nation (2001) were 

employed. The study found that there was no evidence that shows significant growth 

in receptive vocabulary knowledge. However, the growth in written productive 

vocabulary was found to be statistically significant in the longitudinal study. The 

researcher concluded that the results can indicate two things. The first one was that 

the participants already knew high frequency words, and, since mid and low 

frequency word are hardly required incidentally, it is assumed that when these 

learners encounter unknown words, they would just guess the meaning from context 

and may not think that learning new words or a using dictionary is necessary. The 

second one was that vocabulary that these learners gained may be words used in some 

specific field which may not be included in the test. 

 

2.6.2 Research studies in Thailand 

 Kotchana and Tongpoon-Patanasorn (2015) measured both receptive and 

productive vocabulary size of 453 Thai Grade 6 students in the Northeastern region 

and found that students had a small vocabulary size, both receptive and productive. 

The research instruments in this study were a vocabulary size test created by the 

researchers based on the formats proposed by Nation (2008) and Read (2000). The 
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target words in this study were generated from first 1,000 words of the General 

Service List. The receptive vocabulary test was 20 multiple-choices items, while the 

productive vocabulary test was 20 fill in the blank items. The participants were 

allowed to finish the test within 50 minutes. The study found that the mean receptive 

vocabulary size of students was 462.91 words, while their productive vocabulary size 

was 292.05 words. These findings indicate that Grade 6 students’, in the Northern 

region of Thailand, vocabulary sizes have not yet reached a 1000 word level. More 

importantly, their vocabulary size is lower than the Ministry of Education’s 

requirement which established that Grade 6 students should have a vocabulary size of 

around 1,050-1,200 high frequency words. The researchers advised that learning 

materials and activities should be created to improve students’ vocabulary learning 

and, for each grade, a students’ minimum vocabulary size should be established. 

Yunus, Mohamed, and Waelateh (2016) conducted a comparative study 

measuring receptive vocabulary knowledge of students from two countries. A total 

number of 80 first year undergraduate students from Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin, 

Malaysia and 89 students from Prince Songkla University, Thailand who studied in 

the first semester of an English major program participated in the study. The 

vocabulary size test used in this study was adapted from the receptive vocabulary size 

test (14,000 version) developed by Nation and Beglar (2007). The test included only 

the first 10,000 high frequency words. It was administered in two different countries 

at two different times. They found that Malaysian students’ raw mean score was 44.6 

from 100, which is higher than Thai students whose average raw score was 20.92 

from 100. The vocabulary level of Malaysian students ranged from the 3,000 to 8,000 

levels, while the vocabulary level of Thai students ranged from the 1,000 to 7,000 

levels. The researchers noted that the reasons why Malaysian students have a higher 

vocabulary size is due to the fact that Malaysian government support English 

language as a main second language for Malaysian people and students also speak 

English on a daily basis. Moreover, it is advised that undergraduate students both in 

Thailand and in Malaysia should be taught academic vocabulary since the first 

semester of their program. 

Zhiying (2005) also investigated vocabulary size of university students from 

two countries. The participants in this study were Thai undergraduate students at 
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Prince of Songkla University and Chinese undergraduate students at 

South China Agricultural University. All of them studied in the finance field. A total 

number of 142 students participated in this study. The research instruments employed 

in the study were vocabulary levels tests adapted from the test developed by Schmitt 

et al (2001) which included words from 2000, 3000, and 5000 word levels and 

academic word levels. The study found that Thai students’ and Chinese students’ 

average receptive vocabulary size were 3,021 word families, and 3,348 word families 

respectively. In addition to that, the productive vocabulary size of the students was 

also investigated by adopting the vocabulary level test developed by Schmitt et al 

(2001). The mean productive vocabulary size of Thai students was 1,118 word 

families, which was lower than Chinese students whose mean score was 1,456 word 

families. Moreover, the researcher noted that the National Curriculum of China 

specifies words that Chinese students at this level need to be taught. Because Chinese 

students in the study were not in an English program, they were required to acquire 

passive vocabulary of 4,200 words and active vocabulary of 2,500 words in order to 

pass the National College Test and receive the certificates necessary for graduation. 

The study also suggested that it is useful to let students know the goals of their 

vocabulary learning, word lists that can guide vocabulary learning and teaching for 

undergraduate students in Thailand should be developed. 

Nirattisai and Chiramanee (2014) also conducted a similar research study 

about vocabulary learning strategies and vocabulary size of students in Prince of 

Songkla University. There were 257 third year undergraduate students from 6 

programs who participated in this study. The vocabulary learning strategies 

questionnaire was adapted from the studies conducted by Schmitt (1997) and Siriwan 

(2007). The bilingual version of the vocabulary size test created by Nation and Beglar 

(2007) was employed to determine the vocabulary size of students. The results 

showed that the students’ mean receptive vocabulary size around was 5751.58 word 

families and productive vocabulary size was 1609.56 word families. The study found 

that vocabulary learning strategies were used at a low level and students who have 

larger vocabulary sizes employed vocabulary learning strategies more often. 

Komol and Sripetpun (2011) investigated vocabulary learning strategies and 

vocabulary size of university students at Prince of Songkla University. A total number 
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of 192 students majoring in Language for Development and Chinese for 

Communication participated in this study. The research instruments employed in the 

study were a questionnaire and a vocabulary levels test adapted from the test 

developed by Schmitt et al (2000) which included words from 2000, 3000 and 5000 

word levels and Academic Word List. The participants were divided into two groups 

according to their vocabulary size test scores. Vocabulary learning strategies 

presented in the questionnaire were proposed by Schmitt (1997). The study found that 

determination strategy (using a dictionary) was used the most often used and students 

who have a high vocabulary size use the vocabulary learning strategies more often. 

 Meckhayai and Puthong (2004) conducted a research study on Thai graduate 

students at Maejo University about their needs and problems in using English for 

reading, listening, speaking, and writing. There were 273 students who participated in 

the study. A questionnaire was employed to collect the data. The results illustrated 

that incapability to understand the meaning of words was ranked as the most 

encountered problem of these students when reading in English. Unable to produce 

words for ideas that they want to convey was ranked as the most encountered problem 

when writing. Using the wrong words was ranked as the most encountered problem 

when speaking English and being unable to understand the meaning of the words and 

idioms was ranked as the most encountered problem when listening. This study 

indicated that limited English vocabulary knowledge is the main problem of Thai 

graduate students. 

  Chaisuriya (2006) conducted a survey research study on Thai graduate 

students at Burapha University about their English reading needs and problems. There 

were 154 students who participated in the study. The research study found that limited 

vocabulary was ranked as the number 1 problem that graduate students encounter and 

the level of the problem was evaluated as high. The researcher suggested that teachers 

should advise these students how to expand their vocabulary knowledge. 

As discussed above, there are many research studies about vocabulary size of 

EFL students in Asian countries and in Thailand. Many research studies found a 

similar result, that Thai students have a small vocabulary size. Moreover, the 

vocabulary size of Thai students is lower than EFL students in other Asian countries. 

Some suggestions have been made in order to help Thai EFL learners improve their 
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vocabulary knowledge, for example, academic English language classes should be 

provided to undergraduate students at the beginning of the program (Yunus, 

Mohamed, & Waelateh, 2016), an achievable vocabulary size goal should be set for 

students at each grade (Kotchana & Tongpoon-Patanasorn, 2015), and undergraduate 

students should be encouraged to employ vocabulary learning strategies (Nirattisai & 

Chiramanee, 2014).  

Also, there are some research studies which found that Thai graduate learners 

still have a reading problem caused by limited vocabulary knowledge (Chaisuriya, 

2006; Meckhayai & Puthong, 2004). However, previous research studies did not focus 

on their vocabulary size. To help students gain a general understanding about their 

vocabulary knowledge and how much more vocabulary they should acquire in order 

to adequately understand English academic texts when reading them without any 

assistance, the present study investigates further on their vocabulary size and its effect 

on the studies of Thai EFL graduate students. The next chapter will present the 

research methodology. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes (1) research design, (2) participants, (3) research 

context, (4) research instruments, (5) data collection, and (6) data analysis. 

 

3.1 Research design 

Both quantitative and qualitative research methods were employed for the 

current study. The vocabulary size test developed by Nation and Beglar (2007) was 

adopted to investigate the vocabulary size of students. This quantitative method is 

practically quick, even though the research preparation period is quite long. It also can 

be done with a small budget because it only requires a computer program for data 

analysis. Most importantly, “quantitative findings tend to enjoy a universally high 

reputation with almost any audience or stakeholder group” (Dörnyei, 2007, p.34). 

Open-ended questions were also employed as one of the research instruments. It aims 

to explore students’ opinions and discover more data which can widen our 

understanding. 

 

3.2 Participants 

Convenience sampling was used for the present study because it requires a 

considerable amount of time from participants to take the test. Second-year graduate 

students who study in Career English for International Communication program 

(CEIC), Language institute, Thammasat University were invited to participate. Males 

and females were included. There are 27 graduate students participated in the current 

study. Their ages were between 22-54 years old. Most of them hold a bachelor’s 

degree in English, accounting, business, economics or marketing.   

 

3.3 Research Context 

 The Language Institute of Thammasat University (LITU) offers many 

international graduate degree programs. One of them is Career English for 

International Communication (CEIC). The classes for graduate programs take place at 

Tha Prachan Campus, Bangkok, Thailand. The majority of students in the programs 
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are Thai. Graduate students in CEIC program are taught in English. The students are 

also required to use English during their classes.  

 

3.4 Research instruments  

There were two research instruments in the current study. The first one was 

the test and the second one was an open-ended questionnaire.  

3.4.1 The test  

The test in the present study was divided into 2 sections. The first section was 

participants’ profile, the second section was the written receptive vocabulary size test. 

Participant’s profile 

This section aimed to collect each participant’s demographic data such as age, 

gender, and their educational background. 

Receptive vocabulary size test 

Nation and Beglar’s (2007) fourteen thousand word vocabulary size test was 

used in the present study. The bilingual English-Thai Version was chosen since the 

participants of the current study were Thai. The test was translated by Supika 

Nirattisai and Assoc. Prof. Dr. Thanyapa Palanukulwong. It aims to measure English 

receptive vocabulary size with 140 multiple-choice items. Many researchers 

employed this test in their research studies (Elgort, 2013; McLean, Hogg, & Kramer, 

2014; Yunus, Mohamed and Waelateh, 2016).  The target words in the test were 

selected from British National Corpus which covers 14,000 word levels including 

high-frequency, mid-frequency, and low frequency words. Ten items would represent 

1000 words of each frequency level. To make participants maintain their engagement 

with the test, the items from each frequency level were not presented orderly from 

high frequency level to low frequency level.  

  Examples 

drive: He drives fast. 

a.วา่ยน ้า b. เรียนรู้ c. ขวา้งลูกบอล d. ขบัรถยนต ์e. ไม่ทราบค าตอบ 

3.4.2 Open-ended questionnaire 

There were 3 open-ended questions in this questionnaire. These questions 

were adapted from the study by Nirattisai and Chiramanee (2014) and Saengpakdeejit 

(2014). The questions aimed to explore the effects of vocabulary size on the study of 
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Thai EFL graduate students. The questions were examined by an expert in the field 

for validity purposes. 

Open-ended questions 

1. Do you think that acquiring more vocabulary could improve your learning 

performance? Why? 

2. How often do you spend your time exclusively on learning new vocabulary? 

3. What do you do or will you do to acquiring new vocabulary? 

 

3.5 Data collection 

 The researcher went to the Language Institute of Thammasat University where 

graduate students study for their master’s degree. The researcher then waited for them 

to finish their classes and asked them to participate in the study. Some graduate 

students who had time agreed to participate. The researcher explained the objective of 

the study to the participants first and then provided them the test in hard copy. To 

make sure that subjects clearly understood the instructions and tried with their best 

efforts to take the test, which will indicate their vocabulary size more precisely, the 

researcher instructed the participants in Thai. Subjects only took the test one time. 

Participants were asked to provide their demographic data such as, age, gender, and 

their educational background. They were told that they have to choose only one 

correct answer for each item in the receptive vocabulary size test. They were 

recommended to choose the meaning based on their previous knowledge first. If they 

really did not have any partial knowledge about the target words, they were advised to 

choose the “I don’t know” choice. Consulting with other sources was not allowed 

during the test. The participants were allowed to take approximately 60 minutes to 

finish their test, however, some participants only took 30-45 minutes. After they 

completed the test, they were asked to return the test paper.  

After the test session, six participants were invited to answer the open-ended 

questionnaire on a voluntary basis. The test and the questionnaire were employed on a 

separate day. They were provided with the questionnaire in hard copy. The researcher 

then explained the objective of collecting the data by using open-ended questions to 

participants and allowed them to take as much time as they needed to write their 
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answers on the questionnaire. All six volunteers took approximately 15-20 minutes to 

complete the questionnaire and then returned the paper to the researcher.  

 

3.6 Data analysis 

 Participants’ gender, ages and educational background were converted to 

statistics in order to reflect the characteristics of subjects. According to Dörnyei 

(2007), before analyzing the data, the participants’ answers need to be converted to 

numbers. In this study, the test scores were coded. Each item was manually scored as 

correct and incorrect. A correct answer was given 1 point.  

To answer the research question, scores from the receptive vocabulary size test 

of each participant needed to be multiplied by 100 in order to identify their total 

receptive vocabulary size. For example, for a participant who scored 80 out of 140, 

his/her receptive vocabulary size was 8000 word families. Descriptive statistics 

including minimum, maximum, means and standard deviations from subjects’ 

performance were employed. Means score indicate the overall English receptive 

vocabulary size of the subjects.     

 Content analysis was also adopted focusing on students’ opinions which were 

collected from open-ended questions. The frequency of particular responses was also 

counted. 

The above methods and procedures were designed to answer the research 

question and explore any significant details from the participants. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

               The results and discussions of investigating vocabulary size and its effect on 

the study of Thai EFL graduate students which were obtained from the vocabulary 

size test and open-ended questionnaire are presented in statistical and descriptive 

forms as follows: 

                 4.1 General background information 

                 4.2 Receptive vocabulary size of Thai EFL graduate students 

                 4.3 The effect of vocabulary size on the study of Thai EFL graduate 

students.  

                 4.4 Discussion 

 

4.1 General background information 

              There were 27 graduate students in CEIC program who participated in the 

current study. Their ages were between 22-54 years old. There were 5 male and 22 

female participants in the present study. More than half of them (55.55%) hold a 

bachelor’s degree in English. 

 

Table 1: Age and educational background of participants 

 

Age 

Major at the 

undergraduate level 

Educational level 

22-28 

years old 

29-35 

years old 

35 years 

old up 

English 

major 

Non-

English 

major 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

Master’s 

degree 

12 

(44.45%) 

10 

(37.03%) 

5 

(18.52%) 

15 

(55.55%) 

12 

(44.45%) 

22 

(81.48%) 

5  

(18.52%) 

n= 27 n= 27 n=27 

 

              Table 1 shows that the largest group of participants or 44.45% of them were 

22-28 years old. The smallest group of participants or 18.52% of them were more than 

35 years old. Some participants (18.52%) already hold a master’s degree in another 

field before studying for a Master’s Degree in Career English for International 

Communication. 
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4.2 Receptive vocabulary size of Thai EFL graduate students 

               Receptive vocabulary size of Thai EFL graduate students was collected from 

the vocabulary size test developed by Nation and Beglar (2007). The data is presented 

in minimum, maximum, means and standard deviations (S.D.)  

 

Table 2: Receptive vocabulary size of participants 

Vocabulary level Mean Max Min S.D. 

First 1,000 level 937 1000 800 79.17 

Second 1,000 level 881             1000          500          130.20 

Third 1,000 level 774 1000 400 174.52 

Fourth 1,000 level 796 1000 300 145.39 

Fifth 1,000 level 704 900 300 212.10 

Sixth 1,000 level 470 900 100 195.75 

Seventh 1,000 level 481 900 100 186.12 

Eighth 1,000 level 656 1000 200 186.74 

Ninth 1,000 level 463 1000 200 204.09 

Tenth 1,000 level 396 800 0 212.10 

Eleventh 1,000 level 459 1000 200 243.78 

Twelfth 1,000 level 437 1000 200 205.96 

Thirteenth 1,000 level 359 1000 0 240.60 

Fourteenth 1,000 level 307 800 0 207.41 

Total vocabulary size 8152 12500 5000 1906.14 

 

                 According to Table 2, the mean receptive vocabulary size of the 27 

participants was 8,152 word families. The maximum receptive vocabulary size was 

12,500 word families, and the minimum receptive vocabulary size was 5,000 word 

families. Mean scores from test items in high frequency words level was usually 

higher than low frequency words level. 
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Table 3: Number of participants and their receptive vocabulary size at different levels 

Vocabulary size 

No. of students. 

N =27 

1,000 - 1,999 word families  0 

2,000 - 2,999 word families  0 

3,000 - 3,999 word families  0 

4,000 - 4,999 word families  0 

5,000 - 5,999 word families  4 (14.81%) 

6,000 - 6,999 word families 3 (11.11%) 

7,000 - 7,999 word families 6 (22.22%) 

8,000 - 8,999 word families 6 (22.22%) 

9,000 - 9,999 word families 3 (11.11%) 

10,000 - 10,999 word families 3 (11.11%) 

11,000 - 11,999 word families 1 (3.7%) 

12,000 - 12,999 word families 1 (3.7%) 

13,000 - 13,999 word families 0 

 

               According to Table 3, the highest receptive vocabulary size of the subjects 

was between 12,000-12,999 word families, and only 3.7 percent of subjects scored at 

this level. The lowest receptive vocabulary level was between 5,000-5,999 word 

families word families, and 14.81 percent of the subjects scored at this level. 

  

4.3 The effect of vocabulary size on the study of Thai EFL graduate students. 

                The effect of vocabulary size on the study of Thai EFL graduate students 

was obtained from the open-ended questionnaire which was answered by six 

participants in the present study. There were three students who scored more than 

10,000 word families, and there were three students who scored below 6,500 word 

families who agreed to provide information.  

                All students think that acquiring more vocabulary has positive effects on 

their performance. Although students answered that acquiring more vocabulary could 

improve their four language skills, reading and speaking skills were mentioned the 
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most. One of students replied that “If I have a large size of vocabulary, it is easier for 

me when I have to read academic or medical text”. They also think that limited 

vocabulary obstruct them to communicate and produce assignments, as one student 

answered that “limited vocabulary will block my opportunity to search for 

information (to do homework or research)”. One student also answered that having a 

larger vocabulary size could help him learn unknown words easier.                    

                 Students who scored more than 10,000 word families reported to spend 

their time on vocabulary learning almost every day or every day. Students who had a 

vocabulary size below 6,500 word families answered that they only focus on 

vocabulary learning once or twice a week, however one student in this group replied 

that she reads English newspapers every day. The most employed vocabulary learning 

strategy by graduate students is using a dictionary. More than half of students reported 

that they use this strategy (66.66%). It is worth mentioning that there was one student 

who has a vocabulary size of more than 10,000 word families who answered that he 

rarely uses a dictionary but prefers to learn vocabulary by using English, such as 

reading news or watching TV programs.  

                  Beside using a dictionary and watching English movies, students also 

reported to apply other vocabulary learning strategies such as guessing a word from 

context, using English websites, using flashcards and listen to English songs. It is also 

observed that students whose vocabulary size was more than 10,000 word families 

reported to use various kinds of vocabulary learning strategies more than students 

who have less vocabulary size. For example, student A described that “I always use 

monolingual dictionaries to look up for pronunciation, meaning, and sample sentences 

of difficult words. Besides, using flash cards or pictures that describe meaning of 

definition is the effective way for me to remember new vocabularies”, student B 

answered that “I usually open dictionary: both online and paper, and search how to 

use such word on google or look around context that the word is mostly used”.  

 

4.4 Discussions 

                  The following section discusses the important points of the research 

studies related to the results as follows  
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                 4.4.1 Receptive vocabulary size of Thai EFL graduate students 

                 Previous research studies suggested that to read written text and adequately 

understand the text, readers need to know 98% of words in the text (Hu and nation, 

2000, as cited in Schmitt, 2008; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010; Schmitt, Jiang, 

& Grabe, 2011). Many research studies have been conducted to determine how much 

vocabulary is needed to achieve this goal. Nation (2006) found that it required a 

vocabulary size of 8,000 - 9,000 words in order to read and understand novels and 

newspapers without any assistance. Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) 

conducted a research study on EFL undergraduate students in Israel who take classes 

in English for Academic Purposes and concluded that around 8,000 word families are 

needed to reach 98% text coverage which is believed to be the level that makes 

students understand the texts well enough. In addition to that, Schmitt (2000, cited in 

Folse, 2004) and Nation (2012) suggested that students should know more than 

10,000 word families to read challenging academic materials specialized for studying 

in a specific field. 

                 The currents study aims to determine the mean receptive vocabulary size of 

Thai EFL graduate learners by adopting a bilingual Thai-English version of the 

vocabulary size test developed by Nation and Beglar’s (2007). Some of the target 

words on the test are loan words, for example, standard, microphone, pro, olives, 

yoghurt, and yoga. However, the current study still included these words in the test 

because previous research study in Vietnam by Nguyen & Nation (2011) also 

included loan words. They believed that “they are an important part of a learner’s 

English vocabulary. Getting them correct on the test reflects their transparency or low 

learning burden when meeting them in reading” (Nguyen & Nation, 2011, p. 98)   

                 The results of the current study indicate that Thai EFL graduate students’ 

mean receptive vocabulary size is 8,152 word families. The finding indicates that 

generally Thai EFL graduate students are able to read novels, newspapers, and various 

kinds of English materials and gain adequate comprehension (Laufer & Ravenhorst-

Kalovski; 2010; Nation, 2006; Nation, 2012). However, it is not enough to read and 

adequately understand academic materials for a specific area of study which contain 

many low frequency words and technical words. These words sometimes are the 
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keywords of academic texts and may be vital for comprehension (Laufer & 

Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). Therefore, it is advised that Thai EFL graduate students 

still need to spend more of their time on vocabulary acquisition to gain vocabulary of 

approximately 10,000 word families or more, especially words relating to their field 

of study.  

                4.4.2 The effect of vocabulary size on the study of Thai EFL graduate 

students. 

       The effects of vocabulary size on the study of Thai EFL graduate learners 

from students’ perspective were collected from open-ended questions. The findings 

reveal that students think that gaining more vocabulary has a positive effect on their 

four language skills. However, that vocabulary could improve their reading and 

speaking skills was mentioned the most which suggests that graduate students are 

more likely to spend most of their time reading a large number of English textbooks 

and related materials and discussing or presenting them in classes more than listening 

or writing in English. Students also answered that limited vocabulary knowledge 

obstructs them to communicate with others or efficiently complete their assignments, 

such as their homework or research. They also believe that a larger vocabulary size 

helps learning new unknown words. In conclusion, students agreed with Gu and 

Johnson (1996), Milton (2009), and Schmitt, Grabe, and Jiang (2011) who concluded 

that a large vocabulary size is required to be good at using the language. 

       The study also found that using a dictionary was mentioned the most as a 

vocabulary learning strategy (66.66% of students). It is categorized as a determination 

strategy by Schmitt (1997). The result is consistent with previous research studies by 

Schmitt (1997) in Japan and Komol and Sripetpun (2011) in Thailand. They found 

that EFL students employ determination strategies (look at a dictionary) the most. 

Although most students replied that they use a dictionary, one student who has a 

vocabulary size of more than 10,000 word families reported that he rarely uses a 

dictionary but prefers listening, speaking and reading in English to gain new 

vocabulary knowledge. This finding is consistent with Nation and Waring’s (1997) 

opinions. They stated that “language use enables the increase of vocabulary 

knowledge” (Nation & Waring, 1997, p.6). It also supports Ozturk’s (2015) 

assumption. She believed that advanced learners can guess the meaning of unknown 
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words from context because they know a considerable amount of words to support 

them and may ignore using a dictionary. 

             In terms of frequency, the findings illustrate that students who have a 

larger vocabulary size apply vocabulary learning strategies more often than students 

who have a smaller vocabulary size. The result is consistent with previous research 

studies in Thailand by Komol and Sripetpun (2011) and Nirattisai and Chiramanee 

(2014). They found a significant correlation between the frequency of employing 

vocabulary learning strategies and vocabulary size. They concluded that higher 

frequent use of vocabulary learning strategies leads to the larger vocabulary size. 

However, there was one student in this study whose score, although she answered that 

she reads newspaper every day to acquire new vocabulary, was below 6,500 word 

families. This indicates that frequency of exposure is not the only factor leading to 

vocabulary acquisition. This finding is consistent with Schmitt’s (2008) theory which 

proposed that there are nine factors that lead to vocabulary learning, for example, the 

attention focused on the target words, the intention to learn the word, or a demand to 

learn words by teachers or tests (Schmitt, 2008). 

        In addition to that, the current study also found that students who have a 

larger vocabulary size reported using various types of vocabulary learning strategies, 

for example, using a dictionary, guessing words from context, using English websites, 

using flashcards, watching TV programs and learning words with pictures. This 

indicates that using many strategies may be more effective than using one or two 

strategies. Because there are many types of word knowledge (Nation, 2001; 

Thornbury, 2002), using only one strategy may provide only some types of word 

knowledge. For example, students who listen to English songs may not learn the 

written forms of words or students who memorize the meaning of words from a 

glossary may not know the collocations of such words. 

                  As seen in the results and discussion presented above, Thai EFL graduate 

students realize the importance of vocabulary learning and they also employ many 

vocabulary learning strategies, however, their receptive vocabulary size should be 

expanded further if they wish to gain better comprehension when reading academic 

text relating to their field of study. A summary of the study and findings, conclusions, 

and recommendations for further research will be presented in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

             This final chapter contains four main topics, including a summary of the 

study, a summary of the findings, conclusions and recommendations for further 

research.  

 

5.1 Summary of the study 

            5.1.1 Objectives of the study 

            The present study aimed to identify the mean receptive vocabulary size of 

Thai EFL graduate students. In addition to that, it also explored the effects of 

vocabulary size on their study at graduate level from students’ perspective.  

            5.1.2 Participants, research instruments and procedures 

Participants in the current study were males and females studying in Career 

English for International Communication program (CEIC), Language Institute, 

Thammasat University. Their ages were between 22-54 years old. Most of them hold 

a bachelor’s degree in English, accounting, business, economics and marketing. The 

total number of participants was 27. There were two research instruments in the 

current study. The first one was the bilingual English-Thai version of vocabulary size 

test developed by Nation and Beglar (2007) and translated by Supika Nirattisai and 

Assoc. Prof. Dr. Thanyapa Palanukulwong. The test covers 14,000 word levels 

including high-frequency, mid-frequency, and low frequency words. The second one 

was an open-ended questionnaire which was adapted from the study by Nirattisai and 

Chiramanee (2014) and Saengpakdeejit (2014). The vocabulary size test and open-

ended questionnaire were each administered on a separate day. Six participants 

volunteered to answer the open-ended questions. After data collection was completed, 

the test scores were coded manually. The descriptive statistics including minimum, 

maximum, means and standard deviations from subjects’ performance were employed 

to illustrate the findings. Content analysis was adopted and the frequency of particular 

responses was also counted to explore significant data related to the objectives of the 

study.  

 



Ref. code: 25595821040424BSR

35 

 

  

5.2 Summary of the findings 

               The findings of this study can be summarized as follows: 

                1. All 27 participants in the currents study were Thai EFL graduate students. 

Their ages were between 22-54 years old, including males and females. 55.55% of the 

subjects hold a bachelor’s degree in English, while 44.45% of the subjects hold a 

bachelor’s degree in accounting, business, economics, marketing and others.                 

                2. The mean receptive vocabulary size of participants was 8,152 word 

families. The maximum receptive vocabulary size was 12,500 word families, and the 

minimum was 5,000 word families. The majority of the participants scored between 

7,000-9,000 word families 

                3. All students think that acquiring more vocabulary have a positive effect 

on their performance. They believe that it would help them improve their four 

language skills, especially reading and speaking. A larger vocabulary size can also 

support them more when learning new unknown words. Limited vocabulary 

knowledge obstructs them to communicate and finish their assignments efficiently. 

                4. Some participants who earned higher scores reported to use vocabulary 

learning strategies more often than participants who scored lower. 

                5. The most used vocabulary learning strategy by graduate students 

(66.66%) is using a dictionary. 

               8. There is one student who scored more than 10,000 word families who 

rarely uses a dictionary but rather spends time on using English to gain new 

vocabulary knowledge. 

               9. Students whose vocabulary size was more than 10,000 word families 

reported to use various types of vocabulary learning strategy more than students 

whose vocabulary size was below 6,500 word families. 

 

5.3 Conclusions 

                It is suggested that knowing more than 10,000 word families is a goal for 

learners who wish to read and understand English academic texts for a specific field 

of study (Nation, 2012; Schmitt, 2000, cited in Folse, 2004). Therefore, it is beneficial 

to know how close Thai EFL graduate students are to this goal. The current study 
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found that the receptive vocabulary size of Thai EFL graduate students was around 

8,100 word families which is not enough for reading academic text. It is advised that 

they should focus more on vocabulary acquisition especially low frequency words or 

technical words related to their field of study. 

                Students also believe that vocabulary knowledge affects their performance 

at the graduate level. Students think that it can help them improve their language 

skills, especially reading and speaking. Limited vocabulary knowledge will obstruct 

them to efficiently produce their assignments. Larger vocabulary size is also a strong 

foundation to help them learn new words easier. It is also suggested that students who 

have a small vocabulary size should spend their time on vocabulary learning more 

frequently and give more attention when encountering unknown words. Because there 

are many types of word knowledge, only one or two learning strategies cannot 

provide all types of knowledge to students. Therefore, using various types of 

vocabulary learning strategies is also advised.  

 

5.4 Recommendations for further research 

              Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, the following 

recommendations are made for future research. 

               First, the vocabulary size test in the present study aims to measure written 

receptive vocabulary size only. Since there are many types of vocabulary knowledge, 

it is recommended that receptive vocabulary knowledge for listening and productive 

vocabulary knowledge should be further examined to gain more understanding about 

all aspects of vocabulary knowledge of students related to all four language skills. 

               Second, the number of participants in the current study was quite small and 

convenience sampling was employed in the current study. Further research studies 

should be done with a larger number of graduate students from other universities. 

Adopting stratified sampling is recommended to improve the accuracy and efficiency 

of the vocabulary size estimation. 

               Third, although the current study could show the receptive vocabulary 

knowledge of the graduate students, it only measures the breadth of vocabulary 

knowledge. The research instrument employed in the study was a multiple-choice test. 

It is possible that students who know the words in the test and were able to choose the 
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correct answer may not know all types of word knowledge of the target words. It is 

suggested that future research studies should employ vocabulary knowledge scale 

(VKS) to evaluate students’ depth of vocabulary knowledge. 

               Fourth, the present study used an open-ended questionnaire to explore the 

effect of vocabulary size on the study of Thai EFL graduate students, however, more 

data and significant details could be discovered if further in-depth interviews could be 

administered.  
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