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ABSTRACT  

 

This research reviews the effect of deliberate intentional vocabulary learning strategies. This 

study also highlights motivation, test-taking techniques and attitudes as significant contributors 

to learner outcomes. Five classes were tested over a 19-week programme of deliberate 

vocabulary learning. Four experimental classes received intentional vocabulary strategy 

activities while a fifth class used incidental language learning methods from their course book 

without any vocabulary strategy from the researcher. The target vocabulary was taken from a 

word list based on the language used in Access 1 and Access 3 course books, written by Virginia 

Evans and Jenny Dooley, as well as word lists from the Cambridge Proficiency in English Test 

(PET), the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), the Student Aptitude Test (SAT), 

and the Academic Word List (AWL). 

 

This research demonstrates that intentional vocabulary teaching alone does not improve 

student writing skills, but is a significant factor in both teaching strategies used by teachers and 

improvements made by students.  The research used analytical tools for measuring grammar and 

vocabulary level of student written content, in particular the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 

Readability Formula which, while it does not take into account the logic and style used by the 

student, indicates the grade level use of grammar and vocabulary in the written work of students. 

 

After measuring the Flesch-Kincaid writing level of each student's essay section in their 

exams, a significant trend was observed. It was evident that all students maximize their English 

skills by the Mid-term of Semester 2. All English Fundamentals students (M1, M3, M6) do not 

write as consciously at the Final exams of the Final Semester. This suggests that the greatest 

writing skill improvement is to be expected from the start of the first semester until the middle of 

the second. 
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1. Literature Review 

 

The importance of vocabulary learning is often overlooked in the demand for immediate results 

through grammar improvement sought by teachers of English in Thai schools. While grammar is 
important, Laufer and Sim (1985) have argued that knowledge of the vocabulary was the most crucial 

prerequisite for comprehension, followed by subject matter knowledge and finally grammar (Wallace, 

2003). 
 

Identifying the best source of vocabulary acquisition for L2 learners is a very difficult task. 

Researchers have various assumptions ranging from the ‘noticing’ assumption, to the ‘guessing ability’ 
assumption, from the ‘guessing-retention link’ assumption, to the ‘cumulative gain’ assumption.  

 

Carter & McCarthy (1998) also support the notion that adequate time should be focused on 

vocabulary learning, and further suggested that vocabulary acquisition be devised independently of other 
course components for second language acquisition. Specific vocabulary learning activities are seldom 

incorporated into an English language syllabus in Thai government high schools. Most English classes in 

Thailand expect students to experience incidental learning of vocabulary through the text which is 
presented in the course book or on handouts. Often there is no systematic method to encourage the 

student to learn the vocabulary. However, Carter & McCarthy (1998) observed that word-focused tasks, 

such as completing given sentences, writing original sentences, and incorporating words in a 
composition, were extremely beneficial and resulted in more words being acquired than through reading 

alone. 

 

However, Brown (2011) warns that while vocabulary researchers have established that multiple 
aspects of word knowledge need to be mastered in order for a learner to truly know a word, teachers seem 

to follow the commonsense view that equates learning words with learning meanings, and to mostly 

ignore other aspects of word knowledge. Brown suggests teachers develop an approach in which items 
are revisited regularly as different aspects of vocabulary knowledge are introduced. Clearly, study is 

required to evaluate various methods in order to ensure effective vocabulary learning is achieved. In this 

research word searches, word scrabble, cloze exercises, definition matching, and sentence creation 

exercises were used. 
 

For second language learners vocabulary growth is of major importance, and for many learners 

commercially published course books will be the source of this vocabulary learning. In this preliminary 
study, input from the three M1-M3 course books alone would result in students receiving exposure to 

fewer than the first 1,500 most frequent words in English. O’Loughlin (2012) confirms that the use of 

course books for vocabulary acquisition necessitates supplementary sources of suitable reading input in 
order for effective vocabulary learning strategies to be implemented so that learners obtain regular 

opportunities to meet the most frequent 2,000 words of English. 

 

A long-term study by Hutton (2003) strongly supported the idea that deliberate vocabulary learning 
methods are extremely beneficial to second and first language speakers. Over a three-year period a 

school-wide programme incorporating vocabulary-learning tasks of the Academic Word List (AWL) 

showed significant improvement in student vocabulary levels at a low decile secondary school.  
 

The Academic Word List (AWL) was developed by Averil Coxhead at the School of Linguistics and 

Applied Language Studies at Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand This word list contains 570 
semantic fields which were selected because they appear with great frequency in a broad range of 

academic texts. The AWL does not include words that are in the most frequent 2,000 words of English, 

the General Service List (GSL by Michael West in 1953). Wallace (2003), concluded that students 

entering university would need to have competence in at least the most common 3,000 English words and 
the AWL (Academic Word List) 

 

Bruton et al. (2011) distinguish two sense of the incidental in incidental vocabulary learning. One is 
defined as “vocabulary learnt as a by-product of some other activity, usually reading comprehension,” 

and the second as” when there is no (conscious) intention to learn the vocabulary” (p.760).  
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Reynolds (2012) points out that Bruton et al. “may have unintentionally led readers to conclude that 

varying sense of incidental have been used by the researchers” (2012, p.812). 

 

As is evident in current discussions, incidental occurrences are difficult to empirically study and so 
improvements to vocabulary usage is probably best evaluated using intentional language learning 

methods. Indeed, Schmitt is forced to combine approaches, arguing that “vocabulary learning programs 

need to include both an explicit, intentional learning component and a component based around 
maximizing exposure and incidental learning.” (2008, p.329).  Schmitt argues that the overriding 

principle for maximizing vocabulary learning is to increase the amount of engagement learners have with 

lexical items.  
 

In this research, the target vocabulary of 120 words for M1 and 150 words for M3 was taken from 

the context in the course book and developed into various learning activities, including word searches, 

word scrabble, cloze exercises, definition matching, and sentence creation exercises. The target 
vocabulary is extremely close to the Cambridge PET word list. 

 

The English course books used for M1 and M3 English Fundamentals during this research in 2012 
were Access 1 and Access 3, written by Virginia Evans and Jenny Dooley, and published by Express 

Publishing in the UK. The vocabulary in the course books closely matched the Proficiency of English 

Test (PET) Vocabulary List. The PET Vocabulary List was originally developed by Cambridge English 

for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) in consultation with external consultants to guide item writers 
who produce materials for the PET examination. It includes vocabulary from the Council of Europe’s 

Threshold (1990) specification and other vocabulary which corpus evidence shows is high-frequency. 

The PET Vocabulary List equips students to socially communicate in English at an intermediate level.  
 

Even when the course books are replaced, Thai government schools continue to aim at PET level 

English for M1 to M3 students as is evident in the English course books chosen for M1 and M3 English 
Fundamentals in 2013. These books will be Team Up 1 and Team Up 3, written by Fergal Kavanagh, 

Claire Moore and Catrin Morris, and published by Eli S.R.L in Italy, and contain a large number of PET 

words. 
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1. Methods 

 

1.1. Vocabulary Strategy 

 
The tables below indicate the number of words taken from the course book and words added from 

PET to each of the M1 to M3 classes.  

 
Also, a suggestion that 2,160 words be introduced for M4 to M6 students from the Academic Word 

List in order to prepare these students for TOEFL, SAT, and university entrance examinations. 

 

 

 
 

 

Through the introduction of vocabulary as indicated above, students in the E-Programme would be 

expected to become fluent with over 2,000 words by M4, and competent for international university 

education by M6. 

 

1.2. Vocabulary Creation 

 
Choosing which words and when to introduce them to the students required considerable 

background study.  

 

For M1-M3 classes, the vocabulary introduced in the course books was examined on a page-by-page 
and lesson-by-lesson basis as the students would make their way systematically through the Access 1 – 

Access 3 course books. These words were then compared to various word lists until a word list with the 

greatest number of these words was identified.  
 

The Cambridge Access course books followed Cambridge PET word list predominantly, so extra 

words from that list were added to ensure a wider and more comprehensive collection of communicative 
words were available for students to express themselves more fully throughout their courses. 

 

M4-M6 classes required a slightly different approach as these students faced external examinations 

that demanded a high level of academic English. M4-M5 students would be introduced to the more 
abstract terms demanded by the SAT examinations, while M6 with their limited time allocation for 

studies in their final year would focus on TOEFL and GAT (Thailand’s General Aptitude Test) 

vocabulary. 
 

Once all words were collected, definitions and example sentences were written so that students could 

attempt to learn and use each word in each lesson. Duplications were identified and a systematic process 
was created to ensure the vocabulary was not duplicated as the student progressed from M1 to M6.  

 

 

 

 

Vocabulary List Academic Year 2012 



The effect of intentional vocabulary teaching on Thai high school student English writing skills 

 5(16) 

1.3. Process for taking away Duplicates from Vocabulary List 

a) Identify the location of the duplicated word b) Verify the meaning is identical 

  

 
 

1.4. Moving Vocabulary from List into Student Lesson Records 

a) Copy out of Vocabulary.xlsx 

 

b) Paste into Syllabus.xlsx 

 
c) Words are linked into Record Plan on the appropriate Record tab.xlsx 

 

c) Replace the word 

and 
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2. Teaching Methods 

 

Initially, words that were considered difficult for students were taken from the book and introduced 

as vocabulary during the course.  
The target vocabulary of 120 words for M1 and 150 words for M3 was taken from the context in the 

course book. Since the target vocabulary from Evans and Dooley closely correlated with Cambridge 

Proficiency of English Test (PET), extra words from PET were added to the vocabulary list.  
 

Five words introduced each lesson, and all 15 

words for each week were then recalled through various 
learning activities, including word searches, word 

scrabble, cloze exercises, definition matching, and 

sentence creation exercises.  

 Student record forms prepared for new vocabulary 

in that it provided a list of words to be covered each 

lesson. 
 

 
 

The words, along with the entire data for the lesson was merged from data in and Excel file, that 

contained dates, objectives, as well as target vocabulary. 
 

 
 

Name ______________________________________

M1: Week 6 Vocabulary

Created with the help of Wordsheets - www.Qualint.com

1. a building or place that is easily
recognized

4. something that is exciting, mysterious,
and effects emotions

7. a small restaurant where simple meals
and drinks are served

9. marked paths in a road to keep
vehicles at a safe distance apart

10. used to emphasize the importance of
one thing among others

11. to find something or someone by
chance

13. a strong feeling of fear, shock, or
disgust

15. to defeat or succeed in controlling or
dealing with something

16. a small store selling mainly food,
usually in an area where people live

17. known by very many or most people

2. an unusual, exciting, and possibly
dangerous activity

3. the first public showing of a play,
opera, or movie

5. a series of different drawings that
appear to move when shown quickly

6. news, facts, or knowledge

7. a movie, play, or book that is amusing
or funny

8. writing about imagined future
developments in science

12. building or repair work on a road

14. the amount allowed or possible

Across Down

corner store

overcome

famous

information

come across

science fiction

comedy

premiere

cafe

especially

horror

animated

adventure

landmark

roadworks

lane

romantic

limit

1 2

3

4 5 6

7

8

9

10

11 12

13

14

15

16

17
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The Syllabus file was linked to a Vocabulary Excel file, which matched frequently used Thai words 

with words found in PET. The vocabulary file was first filled with words from the course book. These 

were then correlated with PET words, and additional PET words, matching common Thai words, were 

added. By matching vocabulary closest to Thai daily usage identified vocabulary more immediately 
relevant to the student.  

 
 

All words, both Thai and English, were linked to the Syllabus Excel file. 

 
 

These words could then be used to create the Student Learning Record, Syllabus, Lesson Plans, and 
Course Outlines. 

 
 

Students completed their Learning 

Record form after each lesson. This 
provided feedback and an indication of 

what students considered they had 

learned most during the course. 
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3. Evaluation Methods 

 

Based on written responses to essay questions under examination conditions. Each question is 

allocated approximately 20 minutes to complete. 
 

 

3.1. The Flesch-Kincaid Grade 
 

The Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level Readability Formula is a new calculation to improve the original 

Flesch Reading Ease Formula which cites scores equivalent to the school grade necessary for the reader 
to understand the document. For instance, a score of 9.3 means that a ninth grader would be able to read 

the document. The US Government Department of Defense uses Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level formula as 

a standard test. 

 
The specific mathematical formula is: 

FKRA = (0.39 x ASL) + (11.8 x ASW) - 15.59 where; 

FKRA = Flesch-Kincaid Reading Age 
ASL = Average Sentence Length (i.e., the number of words divided by the number of sentences) 

ASW = Average number of Syllable per Word (i.e., the number of syllables divided by the number of 

words) 
 

3.2. The Flesch Reading Ease Formula 

 

The Flesch Reading Ease Formula is considered as one of the oldest and most accurate readability 
formulas. The best text should contain shorter sentences and words. The score between 60 and 70 is 

largely considered acceptable.  

 
The output, RE, is a number ranging from 0 to 100. The higher the number, the easier the text is to 

read. Scores between 90.0 and 100.0 are considered easily understandable by an average 5th grader, 

scores between 60.0 and 70.0 by 8th and 9th graders, scores between 0.0 and 30.0 are considered easily 

understood by college graduates.  
 

The specific mathematical formula is: 

RE = 206.835 – (1.015 x ASL) – (84.6 x ASW) 
RE = Readability Ease 

ASL = Average Sentence Length (i.e., the number of words divided by the number of sentences) 

ASW = Average number of syllables per word (i.e., the number of syllables divided by the number of 
words) 

 

The ease of readability in a document is indicated in the following ranges: 
 

90-100  Very Easy 

80-89  Easy 

70-79  Fairly Easy 
 

60-69  Standard 

50-59  Fairly Difficult 

30-49  Difficult 
 

0-29 Very Confusing 
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3.3. M1 Examination Questions 
 

M 1 Midterm Semester 1 

 

M 1 Final Semester 1

 

  

M 1 Midterm Semester 2

 

M 1 Final Semester 2

 

 

3.4. M3 Examination Questions 

 
M 3 Midterm Semester 1 

 

M 3 Final Semester 1

 
  

M 3 Midterm Semester 2

 
 

The examination questions listed on this page 
indicate the progressive level of expression expected 

for M1 and M3 students, and the prompts provided for 

initiating student responses. 

M 3 Final Semester 2
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3.5. M6 Examination Questions 

 

Below are the M6 student examination questions. 

 
M 6 Midterm  

Semester 1  

 
M 6 Final  
Semester 1 

 
M 6 Midterm  
Semester 2 

 
M 6 Final  

Semester 2 

 
 
 

4. Analysis 

 

It was evident that after five 

years of exposure to native English 
teachers, M6 students were capable of 

conversing reasonably fluently, albeit 

using limited vocabulary. The mid-term 
speaking assessments signified an M3 

native speaker conversation level. 

 
However, analysis of the writing 

skills indicated that writing 

achievement for M6 was considerably 

lower than speaking ability. This was 
similar for all classes. 

 

The analysis of writing tasks 
indicated that significant improvement 

was required for all students, 

particularly the new students in M1 who had just completed their Prathom schooling.  
 

Surprisingly, the majority of new students who entered the English Programme did so with only a 

Grade 1 or Grade 2 (Prathom 2) level in English. This would suggest that Junior schools in the 
Phitsanulok province of Thailand had not been able to provide adequate English language training for 

students to be prepared for Secondary (Matthayom) English education.  
 

Thus M1 students were subject to intense grammar and vocabulary training during their initial 

months in the programme. The results of this effort can be seen in the M1 report example (next page). 
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Due to the unusual intensive teaching employed for M1 students to adapt to Secondary Education 

(Matthayom) level English requirements, it may be unfair to suggest that vocabulary alone made 
significant improvements possible. Indeed, learning new vocabulary was only one of many elements in 

the student’s intensive improvement process. 
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5. Findings 

 

5.1. M1 Student Writing Level Before and After Intentional Vocabulary Training 

 
Prior to the introduction of intentional vocabulary training in Semester 2, the progress of student 

writing ability was analyzed. By the mid-term examination of the first semester, the Flesch-Kincaid 

average grade level of both M1/11 and M1/12 was P2. By the final exam at the end of the semester, the 
class average for M1/11 had improved to P5, a 3-grade improvement, while M1/12 improved to P5, a 4-

grade improvement. 

 
After the intentional vocabulary training was introduced, both M1/11 and M1/12 improved to P6, a 

1-grade improvement. Initially, this suggested that improvement progess was detrimentally affected by 

vocabulary training. However, after closer examination, students had simply developed basic grammar 

during the first semester, a necessity as students needed to reach the normal level of writing skill for 
students of their age group.  

 

As a result, it is probably impossible to fully ascertain what part vocabulary played in the 
improvement of students, as major effort was made during intensive lessons to ensure students were able 

to reach adequate levels in grammar, punctuation, as well as vocabulary. 

 
However, when looking at the M3 group, in which no such emergency adjustment was required, 

major changes were noticed. The most notable Change when Vocabulary is used compared with when it 

is not intentionally introduced. Comparisons between M3 and M6 did produce clear empirical evidence to 

the effect of an intentional vocabulary focus in lessons. 
 

5.2. M3 Student Writing Level Before and After Intentional Vocabulary Training 

 

 
 

This was particularly different to the M6 control group which received no intentional vocabulary 

focus. The results of improvements for the M6 class were surprisingly unimpressive. 

 

5.3. M6 Student Writing Level Before and After Incidental Vocabulary Training 
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While more M3 students showed improvement from Final Exam Semester 1 to Midterm Semester 2, 

the level at which 

improvement was made 

indicated that greater 
progress was achieved by 

M6 rather than M3. 

Indeed, all M3 students on 
average improved less 

significantly than any of 

the other classes, 
including the control 

group that had no 

intentional vocabulary 

activity, M6/11. Even 
though M6/11 students 

experienced incidental 

vocabulary learning only, 
the writing level of this 

class on average improved 

far better than M3/11 and 

M3/12.  This would 
suggest that intentional 

vocabulary activities do not in themselves make any significant improvement in student writing skill at 

the Pre-intermediate English level. Other factors are clearly evident, as is seen in the improvement 
experienced by the control group, M6. 

 

5.4. The summer vacation syndrome 
 

Results from student writing analysis also revealed a significant trend. It was noticeable that almost 

all students in M1, M3, and M6 maximize their English skills by the Mid-term of Semester 2, while the 

majority write at a significantly lower level of English in the Final Exam at the end of the Second 
semester, and thus the academic year, in February.  

 

This may be because they 
feel less pressure as they already 

expect or have received notice 

of entrance to other courses. It's 

an interesting observation. It 
may be due to the fact that they 

are looking forward to their 

summer break, or perhaps the 
fact that students may be feeling 

too tired to make any real effort 

by the end of a long year. 
 

Whatever the reason for the 

low final exam results, it is clear 

that significant improvements 
were recorded across all classes. In general, M1 students entered at P2 level and improved to P5, some at 

P6 and a few at M1. This is a remarkable achievement by the students in such a short time, especially L2 

students who are measured by the Flesch-Kincaid writing level, which is designed to measure native 
English student ability and rates text on a U.S. school grade level.  

 

For example, a Flesch-Kincaid writing score of 8.0 means that the text is aimed at an eighth grade 
student level. Challenging Thai students to achieve an M1 native English level requires considerable 

effort but it would seem that by M2 these students may catch up to their expected level. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

While no definitive correlation can yet be made between intentional vocabulary activities and 

improved writing skill, qualitative improvements to teaching English were experienced by teacher and 
student alike. These included improved teaching strategy, enhanced student monitoring, diverse 

vocabulary learning methods, the introduction of book reading assignments, and the creation of a 6-year 

vocabulary roadmap. 
 

6.1. Improved Teaching Strategy 

 
The implementation of new vocabulary 

teaching required a more thorough teaching 

plan in order to assess which words and in 

what order they should be introduced. This 
led to a detailed syllabus creation model that 

enables a teacher to plan a 60 lesson course 

over a 20-week period in three to four hours. 
This resulted in an improved overview of 

lesson objectives in line with the course 

curriculum and examination requirements. 
 

 

6.2. Improved Student Monitoring 

 
While considerable improvement in M1 student writing ability was observed, as can be seen when 

comparing M1/11 writing skill level at 

Midterm semester 1, compared with 
Midterm semester 2, not all classes 

experienced this level of improvement.  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

6.3. Improved Vocabulary Learning Methods 
 

Many involved in English Programmes 

in Thailand believe that the use of Thai 
should not be encouraged when teaching. 

However, Hulstijn, Merel and Greidanus. 

(1996)  studied improvements in vocabulary 
acquisition through three the use of 

marginal glosses (provision of L1 

translations of unknown words), dictionary 

(opportunity to use a bilingual dictionary), 
and controlled activities.  

 

The Dutch team concluded that 
“frequency of occurrence will foster 

incidental vocabulary learning more when 

advanced second language (L2) readers are 

Improvement 
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given the meanings of unknown words through marginal glosses or when they look up meanings in a 

dictionary than when no external information concerning unknown words' meanings is available.” 

(Hulstijn, Merel and Greidanus, 1996, p.327). This was confirmed by the feedback from Thai students 

when Thai translations for words were included in the vocabulary lists. As opposed to English words with 
English definitions only, students experienced a greater ease of understanding the concepts behind the 

words being learned and could infer their meanings correctly when Thai translations were added as a 

guide. 
 

 

6.4. Introduction of Book Reading Assignments 
 

While close exercises, word searches, word scrabble, definition matching, 

and sentence creation exercises are useful, students failed to include much of 

the new vocabulary from the course books into their final examination essays. 
Eckerth and Tavakoli (2012), who studied the effects of word exposure 

frequency and elaboration of word processing on incidental L2 vocabulary 

acquisition through reading suggested that additional time should be spend on 
comprehension questions and student self-analysis of reading material as 

“processing words again after reading (input–output cycles) is superior to 

reading-only tasks”. (Eckerth and Tavakoli, 2012, p. 227).  

 
This has led to the introduction of Book reading assignments to students, 

such as the M1 reading assignment of The Death of Karen Silkwood in the 

Oxford Bookworms ELT Library Stage 2 (700 Headwords) Collection 
Paperback version, published in 2007 (ISBN-10: 0194790576).  

 

The results of the effects of these reading assignments on writing levels will be analyzed in further 
research. 

  

 

6.5. Creation of a 6-Year High School Vocabulary Roadmap 
 

Perhaps most significant of all is the creation of a comprehensive 6-year vocabulary roadmap for the 

English Programme that teaches 4,560 words to M1-M6 students, namely: 1,594 PET communicative 
English words for M1-M3 students and 1,045 SAT academic English words for M4-M6 students.  
 

 
 

 

6.6. Further Research Required 
 

It is the opinion of this researcher that more research is required into finding effective methods for 

students to express themselves using diverse vocabulary.   
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