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Abstract This study aimed to investigate the lexical competence of
English-major EFL students. The learner corpus comprised 552
pieces of writing by sophomore English majors during five
academic years between 2017 and 2021, containing 190,506
words in total. The results from VocabProfile program showed
that these students used words contained in the academic word
list (AWL) at lower rates than what has been suggested by
experts. This is probably because they were in their second year
studying their first writing course. With less exposure to higher-
level English, they might not have developed an advanced
vocabulary repertoire. However, when considering the AWL
words used in each type of paragraph, it was found that the
students used AWL words to a higher degree in comparison-
contrast, cause-effect, and problem-solution paragraphs,
suggesting that the type of paragraphs can affect the lexical
level of the students. When considering the British National
Corpus/Corpus of Contemporary American English
(BNC/COCA) lexical level, the words used were mostly in Base
List 1, Base List 2, and Base List 3, respectively. The results
from VocabProfile program indicated that they used vocabulary
at a very typical level compared to non-English majors,
suggesting that they needed more input to stimulate them to
use higher vocabulary levels in other advanced writing courses

to attain an effective vocabulary level upon completion of the

program of studies.
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1. Introduction

Previous studies (Abduh & Rosmaladewi, 2017; Crosthwaite, 2016; Huang
et al., 2010; Tiliakou & Frantzi, 2021) have been conducted on learners’ corpus
because it is believed that vocabulary size of EFL learners can enable them to
achieve a higher level of English proficiency and thus improve their English
language performance. Abduh and Rosmaladewi (2017) provided several reasons
why it is essential for both teachers and learners to study lexical frequency (word

lists):

First, it helps educators in vocabulary teaching, and it is necessary
to establish what vocabulary means to focus on teaching it. Second,
it provides a useful academic word pool for non-native English
learners who need to read and publish articles in English. Third, it
assists learners in dramatically enhancing reading power for a

relatively modest learning investment (p. 283).

According to Abduh and Rosmaladewi (2017), the English vocabulary
repertoire of ESL and EFL students is essential to enhance their English
proficiency. Schmitt et al. (2001) have analyzed the Vocabulary Level tests and
suggested that the tests serve to measure general or academic vocabulary size of
second language (L2) learners of English. The estimation of vocabulary size of
learners at different frequency levels has also been studied. For instance, Hsueh-
chao and Nation (2000) have reported that knowledge of 98%-99% of the lexical
items in a written text is required to avoid comprehension problems caused by new
words. Using statistics derived from the British National Corpus (BNC), Nation
(2017); Hsueh-chao and Nation (2000); and Schmitt et al. (2001) suggest that EFL

students need to master 8,000 to 9,000 word families to reach 98% text coverage
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and comprehend English texts. Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) has
revisited the lexical threshold for “adequate reading comprehension” (p. 15) and
suggested an optimal threshold of 8,000 word families and a minimum threshold
of 4,000-5,000 word families, yielding 98% and 95% coverage, respectively. In
addition, Alfatle (2016); Sun et al. (2010); and Mungkonwong and Wudthayagorn
(2017) suggest that size of vocabulary and years of study are related, and the more

students are exposed to English, the larger the vocabulary size they will build.

In the Thai context, a number of studies have been conducted on vocabulary
size of university students (Mungkonwong & Wudthayagorn, 2017; Nirattisai &
Chiramanee, 2014; Pringprom & Obchuae, 2011; Wiriyakarun, 2018; Zhiying, 2007)
mainly to figure out how many words Thai university students knew, while other
studies examined vocabulary size in other dimensions. For example, Pringprom
and Obchuae (2011) explored the relationship between vocabulary size and
reading comprehension. Zhiying (2007), on the other hand, studied the relationship
between passive recognition vocabulary knowledge, active recall vocabulary
knowledge, and free active written vocabulary knowledge. Nirattisai and
Chiramanee (2014) looked into the relationship between vocabulary size and
vocabulary learning strategies. Moreover, two of the most recent studies on this
topic were conducted by Wiriyakarun (2018) who examined Thai EFL learners’
knowledge of academic English vocabulary using the academic vocabulary test and
by Mungkonwong and Wudthayagorn (2017) who investigated Thai university
freshmen’s vocabulary size related to years of English study using the Bilingual

English-Thai version of the Vocabulary Size Test (VST).

It is generally assumed that students majoring in English possess a larger
vocabulary size than non-English majors at a sufficient level to ensure lexical
competence, and their academic vocabulary size is necessary for them to develop
quality English writing products. However, it is noteworthy that several studies that
investigated the students’ size of vocabulary in Thai contexts (Mungkonwong &

Wudthayagorn, 2017, for instance) rarely focused on Thai students majoring in
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English or used the learner corpus of their writing assignments which are
considered authentic texts as an instrument. In fact, students’ writing assignments
can represent their actual English proficiency and their use of the English
language. Therefore, this study aimed to explore the vocabulary mastery of
students majoring in English (EFL) based on their writing assignments by applying
the VocabProfile program for data analysis to investigate the lexical level in their
writing based on Academic Word List (AWL) and the British National
Corpus/Corpus of Contemporary American English (BNC/COCA) frequency word
lists. The aim of the study led to the following research questions:

1. How many AWL words are used in the learner corpus compared to the
reference corpus, namely the corpus of three well-known Scopus-indexed
journals in Thailand?

2. What is the vocabulary level of English major students compared to the

reference corpus?

The results of the present study would yield empirical evidence of English
major students’ level of lexical competence so that writing courses in the Bachelor
of Arts Program in English could be properly designed to more effectively help
students develop lexical competence. Moreover, based on the study findings,
teachers should be able to construct instructional materials to more appropriately
enhance students’ writing abilities, particularly lexical competence—vocabulary—
in order to help them reach the advanced vocabulary level required for further
studies since writing proficiency is one of the key elements to ensure students’

academic success (Gallagher, 2006).

2. Literature Review
2.1 Lexical Levels
2.1.1 Academic Word List (AWL)
Coxhead (2000) developed the Academic Word List (AWL), comprising
570 word families commonly found in academic texts. Coxhead (2000)

created the AWL by exploring the corpus of about 3.5 million words in four
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academic fields, including Arts, Commerce, Law, and Science. Each field is
divided into seven subject areas and contains approximately 875,000 running
words.

To extract the AWL, Coxhead (2000) initially screened the General
Service List (GSL) created by West (1953). After that, the criteria of frequency
and dispersion were employed. Any words that appeared more than 100 times
in the whole corpus and ten times in each sub-corpus were included in the
list. After the final session, the AWL comprises 570 word families and has
widely been used as a useful list to help students’ accomplish academic
purposes. The AWL accounts for about 10% of words in academic texts. When
combined with words in the GSL, which covers approximately 80% of words

in written texts, it would encompass around 90% of words in texts.

These AWL words are not associated with any specific subject, making
them valuable for all students. The 570 word families in the AWL are
categorized into ten sublists based on their frequency. Sublist 1 includes the
most frequent word families, followed by sublist 2 with the next most
frequent, and so on. Each sublist consists of 60 word families, except for
sublist 10, which comprises only 30 word families. In this study, AWL was
used as one indicator to identify the English major students’ vocabulary level

which reflected their vocabulary repertoire.

2.1.2 BNC/COCA Vocabulary List

Nation (2016) created the BNC/COCA (British National Corpus/Corpus
of Contemporary American English) word family lists, which are sets of lists
categorized by frequency level in each of the 1000 word families. The word
families in the BNC/COCA lists span from the first 1000 to the 25" 1000 words
in English. These lists were specifically designed to assist English language
learners with a focus on supporting those learning English as a foreign

language. The higher frequency lists such as the first 1000 and second 1000
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include vocabulary relevant to foreign travel, studying in English, and Internet

usage.

The BNC/COCA lists were generated through two distinct methods. The
first two lists are derived from a ten million-word corpus. This corpus consists
of six million words from spoken British and American English, including
content from films and TV programs. The additional four million words are
from written British and American English. This approach is adopted to
prevent the first two lists from being overly influenced by the written corpus
used for subsequent lists. This ensures the inclusion of very common spoken
words like ‘pardon,’ ‘hello,” ‘dad,” and ‘bye.” Moreover, it encompasses word
sets such as numbers, days of the week, and months of the year. Additionally,
some essential vocabulary for foreign travel, terms like ‘survival’ are included.
The third 1000 lists onward are generated using rankings in the BNC
(University of Oxford, 2015) and COCA (Davies, 2020), after removing the 1k

and 2k words.

2.2 Learner Corpus

The learner corpus was developed from corpus linguistics. Therefore, it
shares some common features of corpus linguistics. For example, both are used
as tools to analyze languages. McEnery et al. (2006) define the term “corpus” as a
“collection of machine-readable authentic texts (including transcripts of spoken
data) which is sampled to be representative of a particular language or language
variety” (p. 5, as cited in Meunier, 2021, p. 23). The learner corpus has
subsequently been developed and defined based on the concept of corpus

linguistics.

Granger (2008) has defined learner corpora in comparison with corpora in
that “[l]Jearner corpora have all the characteristics commonly attributed to corpora,
the only difference being that the data come from language learners” (p. 259). She

also roughly defines it as “electronic collections of texts produced by language
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learners” (p. 259). Based on Granger's definition of the learner corpus, language
learners are foreign language learners, which subsequently applies to L2 and EFL
learners.

Meunier (2021) defines a learner corpus as “a specific type of corpus which,
to follow up on McEnery et al.’s definition, can broadly be defined as a collection
of machine-readable texts consisting in representative samples of the language
written and/or spoken by learners of an additional language (viz. not their mother

tongue, but a foreign/second/nth target language)” (p. 23).

In this study, the learner corpus refers to a collection of authentic texts,
particularly written texts, produced by EFL learners (Thai students). The learner
corpus used in the present study was a representative sample of the language
written by English major students in a Thai context. According to Meunier (2021),
learner corpora are a useful input for applied research projects because of their
main features. They are considered authentic aspects of the language produced
by learners and they are selected based on certain criteria which include learners,

types of written texts, and contextual conditions of task setting.

2.3 Previous Related Studies

Since learner corpus analysis emerged, several research studies have been
conducted based on learner corpus, particularly in the fields of second language
acquisition (SLA) and foreign language teaching. Based on the Corpus Learner
Bibliography (Granger, 2009), studies on the learner corpus can be grouped into
three main areas:

1. A corpus-based analysis of output linguistics in written and spoken learner
texts, e.g., Agerstrom (2000), Aijmer (2002), Abe (2003), Aktas (2005), Benso
(2000), Eriksson (2008), etc.

2. Learner corpus analysis and the development of foreign language
proficiency (data-driven learning approach) for L2 teaching and learning,
e.g., Axelsson (2000), Allan, (2002), Axelsson and Berglund (2002), Belz
(2004), etc.
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3. Creating English corpus data produced by EFL learners, which are useful for
the SLA research on the development of learners’ English language

proficiency, such as Baczkowska (2000).

The focus of this research was on a learner corpus analysis of output
linguistics in written texts produced by Thai students majoring in English.
Therefore, the following sections address previous related studies in the first area,

particularly in EFL and Thai contexts.

2.3.1 Studies on Learner Corpus Analysis of Output Linguistics in
Written Discourse of EFL Learners

Granger (2008) reviewed studies on a learner corpus analysis and
summarized the two methods mostly used for the learner corpus analysis as
“contrastive interlanguage analysis and computer-aided error analysis” (p.
265) to understand how learners acquire the second language and to apply
for EFL learning and teaching. In this section, studies on learner corpus
analysis in SLA and EFL teaching and learning undertaken in the past decade

will be addressed.

Many studies used a learner corpus to examine some linguistics features
of L2 or EFL learners using a native speaker (NS) corpus as a benchmark to
understand how they acquire and produce English in spoken and written
discourses and use the information for EFL teaching (Shirato & Stapleton,
2007; Gilquin et al., 2008; Granger et al., 2015). These studies focused on
using a learner corpus of written assignments to study vocabulary produced
by Thai university students majoring in English, compared with an NS corpus,
to explore the frequency of the English vocabulary they employed and how
they used such vocabulary as well as to investigate cause/effect verbs and

verb phrases in English.

E-ISSN: 2287-0024



PASAA Vol. 68 January — June 2024 | 211

2.3.2 Related Studies on Vocabulary Employed by EFL Students and
Thai Students

Many empirical studies have been conducted, such as Qilichevna (2020),
Ma and Mei (2021), Pu (2018), Chanchanglek and Sriussadaporn (2011), and
Liangpanit (2010) on corpus linguistics and learner corpus in terms of corpus-
based approach in vocabulary teaching to help EFL students improve their
vocabulary proficiency, while few studies have been conducted on learner
corpus to explore how EFL students employed English vocabulary in their

spoken and written discourses.

Among them is a study by Shirato and Stapleton (2007), who investigated
the nature of vocabulary in informal conversations used by Japanese adults,
compared with the English NS corpus. The data comprised the spoken learner
corpus. The participants were 117 Japanese-native speakers ranging in age
from 17 to 74 years old, from non-English major college students to Japanese
adults who engaged in five EFL classrooms. Data were collected through 1)
face-to-face conversations among small groups (up to nine participants at a
time), and 2) informal interviews of some participants. Their findings revealed
that the Japanese adults in this study tended to underuse the lexical items
representing interactive functions such as modal words, discourse markers,
and hedges. The findings also showed that they tended to overuse “some high
frequency of auxiliary verbs and some common adjectives” (p. 393). They
suggested that the study of vocabulary used by EFL learners by using learner
corpus helps teachers know their students’ acquired vocabulary so that they
can use this information to provide them with suitable lexical tools that will

help them produce English texts close to the native norm.

In the Thai context, Veerachaisantikul and Chootarut (2016) and
Wiriyakarun (2018) conducted a learner corpus study to investigate the
academic English vocabulary of Thai EFL learners. Wiriyakarun (2018) studied

the relationship between academic English vocabulary knowledge and English
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reading proficiency. She created “Academic Vocabulary Tests” based on
Coxhead’s AWL to evaluate Thai EFL students’ receptive and productive
academic English vocabulary. The participants of this study comprised 53
Thai undergraduate students studying Engineering, Science, and Industrial
Education at a public university. The findings revealed that there was a
moderately positive relationship between their receptive and productive
academic English vocabulary. Interestingly, the findings showed that the
students’ first ten receptive and productive academic words were from
different sublists of the AWL. She explained that the students may acquire
those words from other sources such as from classroom learning. Moreover,
the most recognized words that the students produced in their test were from
AWL’s sublist 2, not sublist 1 as they should. In her conclusion, although the
scores on receptive and productive academic words on the test were a little
different, the Thai EFL students in this study seemed to “perform better on
the productive test than the receptive test” (p. 129) and they tended to know
more high-frequency words on the AWL's word list. The results also revealed
the relationship between the students’ knowledge of academic vocabulary
and their success in learning English, and it was found that an increase in the
number of word lists seemed to relate to their learning experience. Therefore,
it was concluded that Thai university students should be provided with

academic vocabulary, and the AWL is one of the most useful resources.

Veerachaisantikul and Chootarut (2016) studied the general vocabulary
frequently used by Thai EFL tertiary students in their English writing,
compared with the New General Service List (NGSL). They created the
learner corpus (TEFL corpus) from 1,233 students’ writing tasks (661,596
words) using “WordSmith Tool Version 6”. The results revealed that the 50
most frequently produced words in the TEFL corpus were similar to general
words in the NGSL. To illustrate, high-frequency words employed by the
students in this study were “article, pronouns, and the verb to be” (p. 55), and

the top five words were “be,” “the,” “and,” “a,” and “I” (p. 55). They
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emphasized the significance of students’ vocabulary knowledge in writing and
suggested that the teachers of EFL learners should provide their students
with useful vocabulary resources such as concordance software to enhance

their vocabulary development.

Additionally, Mungkonwong and Wudthayagorn (2017) studied
vocabulary size of Thai university freshmen and the relationship between their
vocabulary size and years of study. They used VST as an instrument, and the
results revealed that the vocabulary size of Thai university freshmen was
about 4,200 words, which was considered sufficient for the basic use of the
English language. They also found that the vocabulary size was significantly

related to each student’s years of study.

To date, empirical studies using a learner corpus to investigate Thai EFL
university  students, particularly  English-major  students, are rare.
Veerachaisantikul and Chootarut (2016) have reported that knowledge of
vocabulary is necessarily a fundamental element for EFL learners to succeed in
language learning, and it is one of many elements used to determine each
student’s level of English proficiency. They have concluded, “[w]ithout adequate
vocabulary students cannot comprehend others or express their ideas” (p. 52).
Therefore, by using the learner corpus of Thai EFL writing assignments, this study
aimed to explore the academic vocabulary knowledge of Thai English-major
students at a university, particularly their vocabulary level, to gain more insight into
the vocabulary repertoire of Thai students majoring in English and to determine

their level of English proficiency.

3. Methodology
3.1 Setting
The data collected in this research were authentic writing assignments
written by English major students at a public university in Thailand. These students

were sophomores enrolled in their first English Writing course. The writing
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assignments comprised listing, sequence, comparison-contrast, cause-effect, and

problem-solution organizational patterns.

3.2 Data Collection

The learner corpus for this study consisted of four types of writing
assignments for the English Writing course each academic year. They were
collected from five academic years between 2017 and 2021. The data for each
academic year are shown below.

2017: 38 students; four assignments (listing, sequence, comparison and
contrast, and cause-effect); 152 total assignments (50,496 words)

2018: 18 students; four assignments (listing, sequence, comparison and
contrast, and cause-effect); 72 total assignments (21,470 words)

2019: 25 students; four assignments (listing, sequence, comparison and
contrast, and cause-effect); 100 total assignments (30,827 words)

2020: 22 students; four assignments (listing, sequence, comparison and
contrast, and cause-effect); 88 total assignments (27,938 words)

2021: 35 students; four assignments (listing, comparison and contrast, cause-
effect, and problem-solution); 140 total assignments (59,760 words) (The
sequence organizational pattern was excluded and replaced with the problem-
solution one because 1) the curriculum was revised, resulting in changes in the
course content and 2) problem-solution was considered more essential in
developing students’ analytical and argumentative skills. However, sequence was
included in Introduction to English Reading and Writing Skills to develop their

writing skills at a paragraph level.)

There were a total of 552 assignments with a total of 190,506 words of the

learner corpus.
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This research was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB),
Kasetsart University Research Ethics Committee, on November 21, 2022 (COE No.
COE65/147).

3.3 Reference Corpus

In order to ensure that the Bachelor of Arts Program in English heads in the
right direction, the reference corpus was created. This corpus consists of three
well-known Scopus-indexed journals in Thailand. The journals were selected and
compiled as a reference corpus because they are highly regarded by graduate
students and scholars in the field of language teaching and learning in Thailand.
Due to the limited space in the VocabProfile program, the data taken from each
journal were only from one issue in the year 2023. This comparison aimed to further
forecast how much more the students in the program needed to develop their
lexical competence. Therefore, the results in this research from the learner corpus
and the reference corpus were compared for the purpose of further forecasting
how far and in which direction the students in the program needed to develop to

achieve lexical competence.

3.4 Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using the VocabProfile program to identify the level
of Academic Word List (AWL) and BNC/COCA vocabulary list. The VocabProfile
program was created by Paul Nation. The program provides the screening of AWL
with 570 word families and 25 vocabulary base lists. Each base list comprises the
most 1000 words from BNC/COCA. The program is available for free at
https://www.lextutor.ca/vp/eng/.

4. Results and Discussion
This section presents and discusses the results of the study on the students’
use of AWL and their vocabulary level in the learner corpus, compared to the

reference corpus.
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4.1 Results of AWL Vocabulary from the Learner Corpus

Table 1 belows reveals that students majoring in English in this study used
the AWL at quite a low level in all organizational patterns in 2017, with the highest
of only 3.74% in a cause-effect organizational pattern. In the year 2018, the highest
percentage of the AWL used by students rose to 5.12% in a compare-contrast
organizational pattern, while the lowest was in a sequence organizational pattern.
In the years 2019 and 2020, the highest percentages of AWL used by students were
5.60% and 5.20%, respectively, in a cause-effect organizational pattern. However,

the highest percentage of AWL used by the students shifted to a problem-solution

organizational pattern in the year 2021 at 5.35%.

Table 1
Total AWL Vocabulary Found in Students’ Writing Assignments Each Academic
Year
2017 Families Types Tokens Percent of Tokens
Listing AWL Words: 125 158 329 3.03%
Sequence AWL Words: 116 142 261 2.30%
Compare-contrast AWL Words: 134 180 455 3.08%
Cause-effect AWL Words: 150 212 505 3.74%
Percent
2018 Families Types Tokens Of Tokens
Listing AWL Words: 55 67 123 3.39%
Sequence AWL Words: 62 68 92 2.48%
Compare-contrast AWL Words: 107 139 366 5.12%
Cause-effect AWL Words: 97 121 222 3.71%
2019 Families Types Tokens Percent of Tokens
Listing AWL Words: 96 124 199 3.38%
Sequence AWL Words: 90 108 173 2.82%
Compare-contrast AWL Words: 162 208 444 4.77%
Cause-effect AWL Words: 156 223 532 5.60%
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2020 Families Types Tokens Percent of Tokens
Listing AWL Words: 89 105 162 3.31%
Sequence AWL Words: 75 88 125 2.61%
Compare-contrast AWL Words: 157 218 412 4.46%
Cause-effect AWL Words: 181 241 468 5.20%

2021 Families Types Tokens Percent of Tokens
Listing AWL Words: 201 277 572 3.88%
Compare-contrast AWL Words: 196 291 649 4.29%
Cause-effect AWL Words: 212 325 733 4.93%
Problem-solution ~ AWL Words: 228 327 803 5.35%

On the overall, the students seemed to use AWL the least in a sequence
organizational pattern almost every year, which was about 2%, lower than what
has been suggested by experts (Coxhead, 2000), while using the highest AWL in a
cause-effect organizational pattern. This is probably because the cause-effect
organizational pattern requires a higher level of thinking and thus affects topic
choice. To illustrate, when the students write a cause-effect essay, they need to
find concrete evidence to support or explain their claims so as to make their writing
more convincing and logical. To do this, they have to carefully choose a topic that
contains sufficient and reliable information from other sources. This type of
reading may help them gain a higher level of vocabulary for their writing. The
results seem to be compatible with those of Veerachaisantikul and Chootarut
(2016) in that Thai university students tended to use general academic words, and

they acquired a higher level of vocabulary from other reading sources.

Interestingly, from the academic years between 2019 and 2021, the students
seemed to have a higher level of AWL. This is probably because they were
screened through TCAS (Thai University Central Admission System). The Bachelor
of Arts Program in English required a minimum ONET score of 50% or higher in

English, which was higher than the requirement in previous years. They also had
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to participate in the Freshmen Preparation Program, where they were required to

study Online English to obtain at least a B1 level.

The data from the reference corpus showed that the AWL used in these three
journals is at the percentage level of about 10% coverage, which was suggested
by experts. The highest percentage of AWL coverage was in Journal 1 (11.03%)
with Journal 2 also possessing almost equivalent coverage of 11.02%, while the
AWL coverage in Journal 3 was 9.30%, which was also considered high. See Table

2.

Table 2
Total AWL Vocabulary Found in the Reference Corpus

Journals Families Types Tokens Percent  All tokens
Journal 1 391 832 4329 11.03% 39254
Journal 2 424 970 5814 11.02% 52765
Journal 3 369 737 2763 9.30% 29702

The data shown in Table 1 and Table 2 seem to suggest that, in terms of
AWL, the students in this study used a very low AWL in the learner corpus. They
need to expose themselves more to AWL to develop their lexical competence, and

the teacher should provide them with more useful and higher-level vocabulary.

4.2 Results of BNC/COCA List from the Learner Corpus

It was found in this study that the coverage of vocabulary used in students’
writing varied. In every organizational pattern, students used only the first 3,000
frequent words from the BNC/COCA list to gain 95% coverage. At a coverage of
98%, the number increased to 4,000 or 5,000 frequent words from the BNC/COCA
list. In the year 2020, they used up to 6,000 frequent words in a cause-effect
organizational pattern. This aligned with the findings by Veerachaisantikul and
Chootarut (2016), who conducted research with engineering students; the 50 most
frequently produced words of their learner corpus were similar to general words in
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the NGSL. The high-frequency words employed by the students in their study were
“article, pronouns, and the verb to be” (p. 55). This suggested that both English-
major students and non-English major students used more general words in their

work.

Table 3
Total BNC/COCA Vocabulary Found in the Students’ Writing Assignments Each

Academic Year

o Compare- Cause- Problem-
Listing Sequence
Academic Year contrast effect solution

95% 98% 95% 98% 95% 98% 95% 98% 95% 98%

2017 3000 5000 3000 5000 3000 4000 3000 4000 N/A N/A
2018 3000 5000 3000 5000 3000 4000 3000 4000 N/A N/A
2019 3000 4000 3000 4000 3000 5000 3000 5000 N/A N/A
2020 3000 4000 2000 3000 3000 5000 3000 6000 N/A N/A
2021 3000 5000 N/A  N/A 3000 4000 3000 5000 3000 5000

The results from BNC/COCA also suggested that the students tended to
have general academic words at the first 3,000-word level (95%). This is probably
because this was their first English writing course and they were in their second
year, so they were infrequently exposed to higher levels of English. As explained
by Alfatle (2016), Sun et al. (2010), and Mungkonwong and Wudthayagorn (2017),
the size of vocabulary and years of study are related in that the students’

vocabulary size will increase when they spend more time learning English.

After taking a closer look, it was found that the types of organizational
patterns seemed to affect the word level the students used. When comparing the
data for each academic year, the students reached 98% coverage by using the first

4,000 words for compare-contrast and cause-effect organizational patterns in the
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academic years 2017 and 2018. For the academic years 2019 and 2021, the
students reached 98% coverage by using the first 5,000 words for the cause-effect
organizational pattern. Remarkably, the students in the academic year 2020 gained
98% by using the first 6,000 words for the cause-effect organizational pattern. This
may have been because those organizational patterns (compare-contrast, cause-
effect, and problem-solution) required students to not only apply logical thinking
to their writing, which is considered a high level of cognitive skills, but also provide
solid evidence to support their claims. To do this, they needed to read more from
other reliable sources, which led to gaining a higher level of vocabulary. These
patterns also affected their topic choice. The topics that they chose were not only

based on their own experience but also on academic or scientific grounds.

Still, the data from BNC/COCA seemed to fluctuate. One possible
explanation is that the criteria for university admissions change every year. The
Bachelor of Arts Program in English needs to adjust the criteria according to
university requirements. The recruitment criteria each year affect the quality of the
recruited students. Simply put, the program cannot recruit students with the same

level of English proficiency every year.

In terms of the vocabulary used from the BNC/COCA list, the results from the
reference corpus revealed that the coverage of 95% in Journal 1 and Journal 3 fell
into the first 4,000 words while only in Journal 2 could the first 3,000 words cover
at 95%. To reach 98%, Journal 2 required 5,000 words; Journal 3, 7,000 words; and
Journal 1, 9,000 words from the BNC/COCA list. Comparing the data in Tables 3
and 4, the students in this study had a similar coverage of 95% to that found in
Journal 2, but the coverage was lower than those found in Journal 1 and Journal 3.
This suggests that the students required more advanced vocabulary to get their

papers published in high-quality journals, as shown in Table 4.
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Table 4
Total BNC/COCA Vocabulary Found in Reference Corpus
Reference corpus 95% 98%
Journal 1 4000 9000
Journal 2 3000 5000
Journal 3 4000 7000

From the academic years 2019 and 2021, however, the results showed that
the students reached 98% coverage by using the first 5,000 words for the cause-
effect organizational pattern and reached 98% in the academic year 2020 by using
the first 6,000 words for the cause-effect organizational pattern. This suggests that
students used vocabulary at the level where they almost reached the standard of
some journals when they wrote a more academic essay using more logical thinking
in their writing, such as in cause-effect and problem-solution organizational

patterns.

5. Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

Data for this study were collected from writing done by second-year students
majoring in English at a university in Thailand. According to the study plan in the
B.A. English curriculum, the only writing course is scheduled to be studied in the
second year, though a few other courses are focused on integrated skills (reading

and writing).

Further studies on vocabulary size or lexical level need to be conducted using
more samples of Thai English-major students and writing assignments to gain
more insight into this topic. Also, as the results of this study have suggested that
the organizational patterns seem to affect the students’ lexical level, more studies

need to be done to identify how they are related.

6. Conclusion
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The results of the study revealed that, overall, sophomore students majoring
in English had a lower level of academic vocabulary than expected. The results
suggested that they would need more input on academic English to reach a higher
academic word level when they graduate. Higher-level English courses should
implement higher academic words to at least 7,000-10,000 words based on the
academic articles of reliable academic journals. It is also necessary to provide first-
year students with preparation courses to ensure the same level of English
proficiency required to start learning English courses, which will also provide a
solid base to improve their English proficiency to meet the requirements for

graduate studies.

In terms of data collection, the results from this study suggest that using the
writing assignments of the students can be a useful and reliable learner corpus for
the study since the assignments are authentic, revealing students’ existing
vocabulary repertoire and their vocabulary levels not being interfered with the topic
or vocabulary chosen for the test. Unlike VST, the learner corpus of writing
assignments also shows how the students use the vocabulary in context, not just
through memorization. Additionally, letting the students choose their own topic

should ensure that their vocabulary repertoire is genuine.
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