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Abstract
	 Vocabulary is considered to be a very important sub-skill for 

English language learners. If they have greater vocabulary knowledge, 

they are more likely to be proficient in language communication. There 

are currently numerous research studies and related literature review 

conducted on vocabulary teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL).  

However, it was found that there are only a few research studies applied in 

real classroom. To assist language instructors, this article aims to present 

what teachers should consider when teaching vocabulary in the English 

as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom. To better understand this issue, 

this paper will be divided into two main parts. The first part provides a brief 

literature review related to vocabulary including the types of vocabulary, 

the principles of vocabulary learning, criteria for vocabulary selection, 

and a vocabulary learning approach. The second part will focus on how 

vocabulary instructors could apply the results of the literature review to 

teach vocabulary to Thai students in the classroom.

Keyword: vocabulary 

Introduction
Vocabulary is regarded as a significant component for all  

communication and is encountered by language learners on a daily basis. 

Success in communication depends on how well students acquire and 

retain vocabulary (Nation, 2001). Read (2000) said that vocabulary can 

be seen as a priority area in language teaching. Current second language 

(L2) vocabulary studies consistently show that the ability to use context in 

inferring the meaning of unknown words is highly correlated with reading  

proficiency (Carrell, 1988; Koda, 1989; Laufer, 1992). Researchers 
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have also considered the number of words a learner needs in order to  

successfully communicate by speaking or writing. The general consensus 

is that approximately 2,000 word families provide the lexical resources 

needed for learners to speak conversationally at the L2 level (Nation & 

Meara, 2000; Schmitt, 2000). 

In addition, several research studies have demonstrated the 

relationship between vocabulary knowledge and language proficiency 

(Barrow, Nakanishi, & Ishino, 1999). From these findings it can be  

concluded that language learners need to learn vocabulary, in other words 

vocabulary is very vital. Therefore, this should be the first emphasize for 

course designers and instructors. 

In general Thai EFL classroom, English instructors use their own 

methods in teaching vocabulary usually based on a commercial textbook, 

and their teaching experience.  Traditionally, they usually begin teaching 

vocabulary with words presentation on the board, give the meanings 

of words both in Thai and in English, and provide various vocabulary  

exercises at the end. As a researcher and instructor, I wonder how many 

instructors will know and consider the vocabulary teaching in terms of how 

many appropriate words students should know, how much time students 

remember the meaning of words, how many repetitions of words students 

can recall, which the goals of vocabulary learning are, what the vocabulary 

learning approaches should be considered and how instructor can select 

vocabulary to teach. These important questions can be explored from the 

previous research studies and literature review conducted on vocabulary 

teaching.  In order to achieve the ultimate goal of improving vocabulary 

for Thai learners, it is necessary for instructors to reconsider the significant 

points before teaching vocabulary.
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The main discussion of this paper will focus on some  

considerations for teaching vocabulary. This paper will attempt to answer 

the following questions:

•	 What are the types of vocabulary?

•	 What are the principles of vocabulary teaching in terms of 

the objectives of vocabulary teaching, the number of new words that 

EFL students should learn in a lesson, and the time taken by students to 

memorize new words?

•	 What are the criteria in vocabulary selection?

•	 How can vocabulary instructors apply the literature review 

and previous research studies to teach Thai students in the classroom?

The paper is organized into two main parts. In the first part, I will 

provide a brief literature review on the types of vocabulary, the principles  

of vocabulary learning, criteria for vocabulary selection, and the  

vocabulary learning  approach. The second part of the paper will focus 

on how vocabulary instructors could apply the results of the reviewed 

literature to teach Thai students in the classroom.

Types of Vocabulary
The English language has more than 600,000 words which can 

be put into diverse groups based on specific purposes. For example, 

some words may be found in newspapers although notion everyday 

conversation, while some words are more likely to be used frequently 

in service and tourist industry texts than in engineering text. Therefore, 

English words can be categorized into many groups and based on word 

frequency (Nation, 2001).
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High frequency words
High frequency words are the most important elements in  

language use. According to the British National Corpus (BNC), there are 

3,000 families of words which mostly deal with spoken and written words 

in everyday life such as content words (ask, answer, big, black, make, 

reduce) and function words (prepositions, conjunctions, auxiliaries).  

Nation (2001) described this type of words as including the words used in 

everyday life and the words mostly found in academic texts. 

Academic words
Academic words are frequently used in many field-related  

academic texts. Accordingly, this type of words is not viewed as  

comprising technical words in each subject area. These words include 

words like approach, analyze, cite, element, integrate, justify, and  

manipulate which are derived from the Academic Word List (AWL) and 

the University Word List (UWL).

Technical words
Technical words have a clear connection with particular subjects 

such as the terms “accelerometer” and “alternator” which are used in 

engineering practice. In addition, some of this type of words may have 

technical meanings that are distinct from the word when used in everyday 

life. For example, the terms “range” and “frequency” are specifically used 

in the linguistics field and the engineering field; however they convey  

completely different meanings. Therefore, technical words provide  

in-depth knowledge to learners who would normally apply these terms in 

their subject-related classes.
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Low frequency words
The majority of English words comprise low frequency words due 

to their lower exposure in everyday life, the classroom, and workplace, that 

is, proper nouns. These nouns are also rarely seen in the academic field.

I think that categorizing English words becomes highly significant 

when teaching vocabulary because instructors will be aware of the types 

and number of words that learners need to practice well in the classroom.  

More importantly, instructors should give first consideration to high  

frequency words. However, this would leave learners with some gaps 

when it comes to effectively performing everyday conversation, the class-

room, or the workplace. The high frequency words can be categorized by  

using the corpus analysis that can assist the instructors to identify the high 

frequency words found in the contexts they teach students.

Another one point is to be regarded as they need to acquire some 

knowledge of academic words. Coxhead and Nation (2001) indicated that 

learners have few problems with technical words due to their capacity to 

learn these terms from the classroom or other learning activities in each 

field. Low frequency words are used approximately 2-3% in everyday 

life, the classroom, and the workplace. Consequently, when teaching  

vocabulary we should consider the type of words.

Principles of Vocabulary Learning Goals
Before teaching vocabulary, it is important the instructor  

understands the vocabulary learning goals, which facilitate them to set 

the goals of their teaching. Ooi and Lee (1996) mentioned that “the main 

focuses in teaching vocabulary should be to make the learner more  

discriminating of word form, word meaning, and word use”. Aebersold 

and Field (1997) affirmed that the three main goals of vocabulary teaching 
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and learning are to help students to: (1) know the vocabulary in the text;  

(2) recognize vocabulary in order to make sense of the text; and (3) to consider  

what vocabulary students need to know to function in L2/FL (Foreign 

Language) in future. Baker and Westrup (2000) suggested that teachers 

need to teach students what the word means, its pronunciation, and how 

to use it. Krashen and Terrell (1983) asserted that one goal of vocabulary 

learning is to provide sufficient vocabulary to allow language use outside 

the classroom, and to place the students in a position to continue second  

language acquisition. Similarly, Catala (2003) proposed vocabulary  

learning goals as: (1) to find out the meaning of unknown words; (2) to 

retain them in long-term memory; (3) to recall them at will; and (4) to use 

them in an oral or written mode. To summarize, vocabulary learning goals 

can be taught or learnt effectively as proposed by different scholars who 

have focused on the help and guidance that students need in order to 

learn, retain, and use words. 

Number of new words that EFL students should learn in a lesson
When teaching vocabulary, many instructors are unsure of 

how many new words students should learn in a lesson. Wallace (1984)  

recommended that the quantity of new words that students should learn in 

a lesson was approximately 5-7 new words, but that this depended on a 

number of factors which varied from class to class and learner to learner. 

He also found from his research on vocabulary growth that the number of 

new words that students learned per year ranged from as few as 1,000 

to as many as 7,300. The minimum was equivalent to approximately 20 

words a week. McCarthy (1996) also advised that students should learn 

approximately 5-15 new words each week. Graves (1986) and Baumann  

and Kameenui (1991) pointed out that students learn about 3,000 
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new words a year. Approximately eight words were learnt per lesson  

(Nation 1982; Doff 1983).  

It can be said that there is no exact answer as to how many new 

words students should learn. Nevertheless, considering the measurements 

from several research studies, students should learn approximately 10-20 

new words per lesson. In teaching vocabulary,  I think  that it is  important 

for instructor to consider the number of new words that the students should 

learn at a time  in order to achieve the learning goal.

Time taken by students to memorize new words
In order to retain the new words, one of the goals for students 

studying vocabulary is to actually remember the words they have just 

learned. There are two main kinds of memory, short-term and long-term 

memory (Garirns and Redman ,1990). It is said that short-term retention 

is limited and usually lasts up to 30 seconds. Long-term memory is the 

capacity to recall information weeks and years after receiving the first 

input. Kachroo (1962) found that words repeated seven times or more 

were the ones known by students. Similarly, Crothers and Suppes (1967) 

also suggested that six or seven repetitions are the minimum requirement  

for vocabulary learning. Nation (1982) reported similarly, revealing 

that students only need to see words about 7-8 times before they can  

remember them, and that students will remember words better if they have 

more chance to practice them. Tinkham (1993) pointed out that students 

require 5-7 repetitions to remember words. Saragi  and Nation  (1978) 

was of the opinions that students need more repetitions (e.g., 16 times) 

to recall words. Wallace (1982), on the other hand, stated that words can 

be remembered after hearing them once. They affirmed that students can 

remember words if they see or use words more than once and practice 
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them repeatedly. Later, in 1990, Nation identified that 5-16 exposures are 

needed in order to learn a word in its context. 

Although results so far seem to vary considerably, it is evident 

that repetition is significant in order to remember words long term and the 

greater number of repetitions is likely to be a more effective strategy for 

remembering vocabulary. As mentioned by several researchers, I also 

agree that students normally have to encounter a word at least seven times 

(and possibly more) before they can remember it. Therefore, the instructor 

should select words for students to learn and ensure approximately 7-10 

repetitions in order for them to be learnt as vocabulary. 

An example is provided below for how to take into consideration 

the time taken by students to memorize new words. 

Table 1	 an example of how to take into consideration the time taken by  

	 students to memorize new words. 
The time taken by  

students to memorize 
new words

Vocabulary practice 

7-10 repetition to  
remember  the words 

1.	Presentation of words  (first repetition)

2.	Checking known or unknown words (second repetition)

3.	Matching  exercise (third repetition)

4.	Multiple choice exercise (fourth repetition)

5.	Gap filling exercise (fifth repetition)

6.	Word association exercise (sixth repletion)

7.	Vocabulary test (seventh repetition)

This table is presented in order to give an example of designing 
vocabulary practice to ensure 7 repetitions. This vocabulary practice is 
administered to help learners to learn and rehearse the words. Firstly, this 
practice includes a10-word study which presents the target words to be 
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learned. In each lesson, the students learn a set of approximately10 new 
target words to enhance their memorization of the meaning. (Nation, 1982; 
Wallace, 1984). The ten study words are presented in the first stage of the 
vocabulary practice. 

Next is what is called “doing vocabulary exercises” in which 
the learner becomes familiar with the meaning and usage of the words.  
Exercises include matching words, multiple choice, filling words into a gap, 
and word association. Matching the target word with a definition or synonym 
is chosen because this type of task requires learners to recognize the target 
words and at least one of their meanings. The multiple choice exercise, 
is chosen because it aims to help learners to understand the meanings 
of the target words in context. Gap-filling exercises, are chosen because 
they aim to help learners to understand the meanings of the target word 
in a particular context, and to recognize words that could be substituted 
in the gap. Word association, is also chosen as this activity is to involve 
more precise semantic and syntactic analysis, including the relationship  
between the target words and other words in context. Therefore, the students  
can see and rehearse the target words approximately seven times. That 
means  the course designers consider the time taken by students to 
memorize new words to be effective in memorizing the target words better. 

Vocabulary selection	
When teaching vocabulary to students, there are many questions 

raised by English language instructors on how to select appropriate words 
to be taught. The selection of the vocabulary that should go into a course 
has long been recognized and since we cannot teach all of the words that 
a student should know in a foreign language, it is necessary to find some 
basis for selecting words (Worthington & Nation 1996). Worthington and 
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Nation (1996) pointed out that one of the problems of vocabulary teaching 
is how to select which words to teach.  

The following criterion for vocabulary selection was suggested by 
Mackey (1976): (1) frequency, (2) range, (3) availability, (4) coverage, and 
(5) learning ability. Similarly, Garirns and Redman (1990) recommended 
that the selected lexical items should be useful. They offered the following  
criteria: (1) frequency the high frequency of an item is no guarantee of 
usefulness, but there is obviously a significant correlation between the two 
so it is worth examining some of the work on frequency word counts that 
has been carried out in recent decades, such as the General Service List 
of Words (West 1953); (2) cultural factors; and (3) need and level.

Carter and McCarthy (1988) also supported the same criteria for 
vocabulary selection as that proposed by West and others, for the early 
stages of acquisition which are that: (1) the frequency of each word in  
written English should be indicated; and (2) information should be provided 
about the relative prominence of the various meanings.

Garirns & Redman 1990; Nation & Coady 1988; Hunston, Francis, 
& Manning 1997 pointed out that all vocabulary selection is in one way 
or another based on the frequency of the meanings and uses of a word. 
Words have been listed and taught on the basis of frequency, that is, the 
number of times they appear in average reading materials. Vocabulary 
difficulty is estimated in various ways: the most usual is word frequency 
and/or familiarity and word length. That is, sentences are more readable 
if they contain words that occur at high frequency and which are shorter 
rather than longer. 

Vocabulary learning approaches
Several learning strategies seem especially beneficial for learning 

new words. Nation (1990), Rubin and Thompson (1994), and Richek et al. (1996)  
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indicated that students learn vocabulary in two general ways: the direct  
vocabulary learning approach and the indirect vocabulary learning approach. 

Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) mentioned ‘direct’ or ‘explicit’ vocabulary  
learning involves conscious learning processes in which language students 
learn vocabulary explicitly, both in context and  in isolation, through direct 
instruction in either the meanings of individual words or word-learning  
strategies. In direct learning, students are systematically taught specific 
words and language structures (Richek et al. 1996). This approach for 
vocabulary learning is necessary for learning core vocabulary - basic and  
important vocabulary that is used and serves in most situations. This is  
particularly true for learning basic lexical and semantic knowledge, particularly  
for beginner-level or less successful language students (Nation 1990). 

Read(2000) ; Laufer & Hulstijn (2001)  stated ‘Indirect’ or ‘implicit’ 
vocabulary learning, on the other hand, involves learning the meaning of 
new words implicitly whereby language students hear or see the words 
used in many different contexts, for example, through daily opportunities, 
through conversations with others, and through reading extensively on 
their own . Indirect vocabulary learning is concerned with the unconscious  
processes of learning through reading or listening without language  
students necessarily being aware of the goals of learning: new words are 
learned incidentally while reading or are learned from listening to stories, 
films, television, or the radio (Nation 1982, 2001; Sternberg 1987; Anderson 
& Nagy 1991). Moreover, students absorb the meaning of the vocabulary, 
grammatical structures and concepts simply from being exposed to rich 
language (Richek et al. 1996). Learning vocabulary indirectly via guessing 
the meaning of words from their context is widely accepted as the most 
important of all ways of learning vocabulary (Nation, 2001). 

Many researchers (e.g.,Sternberg, 1987; Nation, 1990; Hulstijn, 
2000; Sökmen, 1997; Schmitt, 2000; Gu, 2002) maintained that guessing 
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the meaning of words presented in context is an effective strategy for  
vocabulary learning, and that most vocabulary can be learned from a 
word’s context by means of strategies of inference. 

Although there is evidence that indirect vocabulary learning 
is found to be beneficial, recent studies of L2 students have provided  
evidence that a combination of both direct and indirect vocabulary  
learning approaches is superior to using either the direct or indirect  
vocabulary learning approach on its own. Both types of vocabulary  
learning approaches improve students’ language abilities, and thus should 
be emphasized in English learning so that language students know how 
to maximize the effectiveness of learning, using, coping with, and storing 
newly-learned vocabulary on their own.

Application of The Literature Review into The Vocabulary Class
The review of the literature related to vocabulary described in the 

previous section has shown that there are four main components: types 
of vocabulary, principles of vocabulary learning, criteria for vocabulary 
selection, and the vocabulary teaching approach that instructors should 
be considering when teaching vocabulary.

According to the literature review, it was found that learners should 
learn about 5-10 new words per study session. The number of repetitions 
should be approximately 7-10 times to help the learners remember the 
words. Wallace (1982) stated that students need 10 repetitions to remember  
words. Nation concluded that 5-16 exposures are needed in order to learn 
a word from its context. Tinkham (1993) stated that learners require 5-7 
repetitions to remember words. From my English teaching experience, 
in practice we cannot estimate the exact number of words repetitions to 
be taught, it depends on the learners from class to class.Therefore, the 
instructor should consider a set of 10 repetitions of new target words to 
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learn: this is an appropriate number of words to enhance their memorization 
of the meaning of words (Nation, 1982, 2000; Wallace, 1984).

In teaching vocabulary, high frequency words should be the first 
priority. High frequency words are a focus of learners’ attention (Nation & 
Newton, 1997). To select a word list to be learned, it is suggested that the 
corpus of most frequently appearing words should be promoted. Teachers 
and course designers can use the high frequency of words derived from 
the corpus and the BNC in designing their materials.

Vocabulary learning goals should focus on noticing words,  
recognizing words, understanding the meaning of words, and using the 
words correctly. Noticing is the first step of vocabulary learning. This  
process must be emphasized in order to draw the attention of learners to 
the target words by using their listening skill or scanning technique (Gass, 
1985b; Nation, 2001). Retrieval is the second major process that may  
lead to vocabulary retention (Baddeley, 1990). Learners may initially notice  
a word and understand its meaning through a text during this task, or through  
the teacher’s explanation, or through dictionary use. They may then memorize  
the word better if they retrieve that word during the task. Using the words 
is the third process that leads to achieving vocabulary learning goals. 

Understanding a word has been acquired from encountering it in 
context while reading is still useful. It can be helpful to develop learners’ 
awareness of strategies such as intelligent guessing from the context. 
When learning a new unit or a new lesson, students always come across 
masses of new words. It would be easier for them to learn these words 
in context and they would then know how these words fit in with the other 
words in an actual sentence. What is thus meant is that the words should 
be used in their proper forms, varying the parts of speech. Usually, a list of 
new words is provided in random order, together with an English definition 
of these words and some sentences each of which has a blank space. 
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Students have to work out what word is missing in the blank space, what 
part of speech is needed and make the sentences make sense. Therefore, 
words learnt in this way are not difficult to remember.

Example of using vocabulary learning pedagogy in class in the 
Thai context: research to practice

A number of Thai teachers and researchers have been constructing  
vocabulary teaching and learning materials with the main focus being to 
integrate the vocabulary component   into the English course thus enabling 
students to learn more words and improve their learning of vocabulary. 

An example of successful materials used for constructing the 
Theme-Based Vocabulary Learning program (TVLP) for Mathayomsuksa 1 
students is presented. With the intention of facilitating the Mathayomsuksa  
1 students to improve their vocabulary learning, Maneeganont & Liangpanit  
(2012) designed a Theme-Based Vocabulary Learning Program (TVLP) 
for these students. Maneeganont’s example of designing the TVLP  
lessons based on the vocabulary learning principles mentioned above is 
described below. 

The TVLP consisted of five units in accordance with the themes 
in the curriculum. Each unit was completed in class time (60 minutes for 
one lesson). Each unit consisted of eight words that were presented in 
three activities and four vocabulary exercises. It is included totally seven 
repetitions for exposures words. The students were taught through web-
based instruction for six weeks and spent about 60 minutes doing each 
exercise. Then, students were required to complete the questionnaire 
and the interview. The results of the questionnaire were used to study the 
effectiveness of the web-based instruction. The theories applied to each 

activity in the TVLP lessons are presented in Table 2 below.
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Table 2	 The vocabulary learning goals applied in the design of the TVLP
Name of activity Purposes of the activity Theory

1. Words study The words study was 
aimed at facilitating the 
students’ recognition of 
eight words in each unit.

The students study eight words 
per lesson which is an appropriate  
number of words in order to 
acquire new words and to retain 
the meaning of words (Gairns & 
Redman 2007). 

2. Vocabulary test The vocabulary test was 
designed to check the 
words which students 
knew and did not know.

The students have to evaluate their 
vocabulary first in order to know 
how their learning is progressing 
when they are learning vocabulary 
(Read 2000).

3. Noticing words Noticing words was 
aimed at noticing eight 
words. The students 
must learn the unfamiliar 
words.

The students need to notice the 
word and to be aware of it as a  
useful language item. While listening  
or reading, the students notice or think  
that a word is new (Nation 2001).

4. Retrieval words Retrieval words was 
aimed at letting the 
students guess the 
meaning of the words in 
the exercises through the 
TVLP.

The second major process that 
leads to a word being recognized 
is retrieval (Nation 2001). A word 
may be noticed and its meaning 
comprehended in the textual input 
to the task, through providing the 
explanation.

5. Exercises Exercises were aimed 
at students practicing 
the vocabulary that they 
had learned. The TVLP 
exercises  
included matching 
words, word association, 
word collocation and gap 
filling.

The exercises can be used to focus on 
some aspect of vocabulary learning.  
The vocabulary exercises are to  
develop the students’ command of 
target language vocabulary (Wallace  
1985). An exercise is an explicit 
learning. Explicit learning is particularly  
essential for beginning students 
whose lack of vocabulary limits their 
reading ability (Coady 1997).

6. Vocabulary test The vocabulary test was 
designed to measure the 
progress of the students’ 
vocabulary learning after 
finishing each unit.

After learning, students have to 
know their vocabulary learning 
progress in order to gain feedback 
(Nation 2001).
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Conclusion 
Teaching vocabulary to students who are not native English 

speakers is a very challenging task for instructors because developing 

vocabulary knowledge is the first basic step to becoming proficient in  

using English for communication. This paper has provided a brief literature  

review related to vocabulary which includes the types of vocabulary, 

principles of vocabulary learning, criteria for vocabulary selection, and the 

vocabulary learning approach. It is important for the instructor to apply this 

literature review to their classroom pedagogy. Teaching vocabulary will 

be successful if the instructor knows show to incorporate the knowledge 

from the literature review and the research studies which were reviewed 

and applies it to make language instruction more beneficial for students.  

I believe that this paper will be helpful for instructors and course designers  

in fulfilling the enhancement of knowledge in their language teaching. 
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