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Abstract  
 English proficiency in Thailand has consistently lagged behind international benchmarks, despite significant 
investments in education and language policy reforms. This exploratory study investigates the key barriers that impede 
English language learning among Thai students, focusing on factors related to pedagogy, learner motivation, teacher 
preparedness, and socio-cultural influences. Using a mixed-methods approach, the research combines surveys of 
secondary and tertiary students with interviews of English teachers and educational administrators to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of the challenges. 
 Findings reveal that traditional grammar-focused instruction, exam-driven curricula, and limited opportunities 
for authentic English communication significantly hinder students’ ability to develop communicative competence. In 
addition, disparities in teacher proficiency, lack of professional development, and inadequate learning resources 
exacerbate the problem, particularly in rural areas. Learners’ low motivation and fear of making mistakes further reduce 
engagement and practical application of the language. Socio-cultural factors, including perceptions of English as a foreign 
language with limited relevance in daily life, also contribute to persistent proficiency gaps. 
 The study highlights the need for pedagogical reforms that prioritize communicative and task-based learning, 
enhanced teacher training programs, and equitable access to learning resources. Furthermore, fostering learner motivation 
and creating environments that encourage authentic language use are essential for sustainable improvement. By 
identifying systemic, pedagogical, and socio-cultural barriers, this research provides insights for policymakers, educators, 
and curriculum developers seeking to enhance English proficiency in Thailand. 
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Introduction 
 English has become a global lingua franca, playing a pivotal role in education, international business, tourism, 
and cross-cultural communication. For Thailand, proficiency in English is critical not only for individual educational and 
career advancement but also for the country’s economic competitiveness and integration within the ASEAN region (Kaur, 
2014). Despite decades of policy initiatives and educational reforms aimed at improving English learning outcomes, Thai 
learners’ proficiency remains relatively low compared to neighboring countries (Education First, 2023). 

 Research suggests that multiple factors contribute to the persistent gaps in English proficiency. Pedagogical 
practices in Thailand are often dominated by grammar-translation methods, rote memorization, and teacher-centered 
instruction, which emphasize examination performance over communicative competence (Foley, 2005; Darasawang, 2007). 
Consequently, learners frequently struggle to apply English in real-life communication contexts. Additionally, disparities 
in teacher qualification, lack of professional development, and limited access to resources exacerbate the problem, 
particularly in rural areas (Noom-ura, 2013). 

 Socio-cultural factors further influence English learning outcomes. Many Thai learners perceive English as a 
foreign language with limited relevance to daily life, which affects motivation and willingness to engage actively with the 
language (Baker, 2 0 0 8 ) .  Fear of making mistakes and classroom hierarchies can also inhibit participation, reducing 
opportunities for meaningful language practice. 

 Given these complex and interrelated challenges, it is essential to explore the barriers to English proficiency 
in Thailand comprehensively. This exploratory study aims to investigate the systemic, pedagogical, and socio-cultural 
factors that hinder English learning. By identifying these barriers, the study seeks to provide insights that can inform policy 
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reforms, curriculum development, and teaching practices, ultimately supporting more effective English language education 
in Thailand.  
 
Objectives of the Study 

 The primary objective of this exploratory study is to investigate the key barriers that impede English language 
proficiency among Thai learners. The study focuses on identifying systemic, pedagogical, and socio-cultural factors that 
influence learners’ ability to acquire and use English effectively. Specifically, the study aims to: 

1. Examine pedagogical factors that affect English learning in Thailand, including teaching methods, 
curriculum design, and classroom practices. 

2. Identify teacher-related challenges, such as qualifications, professional development, and instructional 
competence, that influence student outcomes. 

3. Explore learner-related factors, including motivation, attitudes, learning strategies, and confidence in 
using English. 

4. Investigate socio-cultural influences that affect English language acquisition, including societal 
perceptions of English, language exposure, and educational inequalities between urban and rural areas. 

5. Provide recommendations for policy, curriculum, and instructional practices to address barriers and 
enhance English proficiency in Thailand. 

 By addressing these objectives, the study seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of the obstacles 
to English learning, which can inform educational policymakers, curriculum developers, and teachers in creating more 
effective and contextually appropriate strategies to improve English language proficiency across Thailand. 
 
Theoretical Framework 

 The study on barriers to English proficiency in Thailand is grounded in several interrelated theories from the 
fields of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), applied linguistics, and educational psychology. These theories provide 
a framework for understanding why Thai learners face persistent challenges in acquiring English and how various factors 
interact to affect learning outcomes. 

1. Communicative Competence Theory 
 Hymes’ (1972) theory of communicative competence underlines the importance of not only grammatical 

knowledge but also the ability to use language effectively in social contexts. In Thailand, classroom practices often 
emphasize rote learning and grammar-focused instruction, limiting learners’ opportunities to develop functional language 
skills. Communicative competence theory helps explain why traditional pedagogy may hinder students’ ability to apply 
English in real-life situations. 

2. Krashen’s Input Hypothesis 
 Krashen (1985) emphasizes the role of comprehensible input in language acquisition. Learners acquire 

language most effectively when exposed to input slightly above their current proficiency level (i+1). In the Thai context, 
students often lack sufficient exposure to authentic English outside the classroom, reducing opportunities for meaningful 
language acquisition. This theory helps highlight the importance of input-rich environments and interactive activities. 

3. Sociocultural Theory 
 Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory stresses the role of social interaction, scaffolding, and cultural context 

in learning. English learning in Thailand is affected by social factors such as classroom hierarchy, fear of making mistakes, 
and limited peer interaction. Sociocultural theory provides insight into how these social and cultural dynamics influence 
learner engagement and confidence in using English. 

4. Motivation Theory 
 Gardner’s (1985) socio-educational model of motivation emphasizes the role of attitudes, integrative 

motivation, and instrumental motivation in second language learning. Thai learners’ perceptions of English as a foreign 
language with limited practical relevance can negatively impact motivation. Understanding motivational factors is crucial 
for explaining why some learners excel while others struggle despite similar classroom conditions. 
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5. Systems Theory in Education 
 Educational outcomes are influenced by multiple interacting factors within a system, including policy, 
curriculum, teacher preparedness, and resources (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). Systems theory provides a holistic perspective 
for examining the structural and institutional barriers that constrain English proficiency across Thailand. 

 By integrating these theoretical perspectives, the study provides a comprehensive framework for analyzing 
barriers to English proficiency. It considers pedagogical, social, motivational, and systemic factors, offering a 
multidimensional understanding of why Thai learners face persistent challenges and how interventions can be designed 
to address them effectively. 
 
Characteristics of the Study 

 The study on Barriers to English Proficiency in Thailand possesses several defining characteristics that shape 
its scope, methodology, and contribution to the field of English language education. These characteristics are described 
as follows: 

1. Context-Specific 
 The study is focused specifically on the Thai educational context, examining English learning in secondary and 

tertiary institutions. It considers cultural, social, and institutional factors that uniquely affect English language acquisition 
in Thailand, where English functions primarily as a foreign language (Foley, 2005). 

2. Exploratory Nature 
 This study is exploratory, aiming to identify and understand the key barriers to English proficiency rather than 

testing a specific hypothesis. This approach allows the research to uncover nuanced challenges that may not be captured 
by purely quantitative or confirmatory studies. 

3. Multi-Factorial 
 The research examines multiple dimensions influencing English learning, including pedagogical practices, teacher 

competence, learner motivation, and socio-cultural factors. By considering these interrelated factors, the study offers a holistic 
understanding of why Thai learners face persistent difficulties in achieving English proficiency (Darasawang, 2007). 

4. Mixed-Methods Approach 
 The study utilizes a mixed-methods design, combining quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews. This 

characteristic allows for triangulation of data, enhancing the reliability and depth of findings by capturing both measurable 
trends and personal experiences of learners and teachers. 

5. Problem-Oriented 
 A central characteristic of the study is its focus on identifying obstacles that hinder effective English learning. 

By highlighting barriers at both classroom and systemic levels, the research aims to inform strategies for pedagogical 
improvement and policy reform (Noom-ura, 2013). 

6. Practical and Policy-Relevant 
 The study has direct implications for educational practice and policy. Its findings are intended to guide 

curriculum development, teacher training, and the design of interventions that improve English proficiency in Thai schools 
and universities. 
 
Problems of the Study 

 English language proficiency in Thailand continues to face persistent challenges, despite decades of curriculum 
reforms, teacher training initiatives, and national policy efforts. This study identifies several interrelated problems that 
hinder learners’ ability to achieve effective English communication: 

1. Pedagogical Challenges 
 Teaching practices in Thailand are often dominated by grammar-focused instruction, rote memorization, and 

teacher-centered approaches. This exam-oriented pedagogy emphasizes passing standardized tests rather than developing 
communicative competence, limiting learners’ ability to use English in real-life contexts (Foley, 2005; Darasawang, 2007). 

2. Teacher-Related Issues 
 Many English teachers in Thailand face challenges related to insufficient language proficiency, inadequate 

pedagogical training, and lack of ongoing professional development. These limitations affect the quality of instruction and 
reduce opportunities for interactive and student-centered learning (Noom-ura, 2013). 
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3. Learner Motivation and Attitudes 
 Learners’ motivation to study English is often influenced by their perception of English as a foreign language 

with limited practical relevance. Additionally, fear of making mistakes, low confidence, and classroom hierarchies can 
inhibit active participation and engagement in language learning activities (Baker, 2008). 

4. Socio-Cultural and Environmental Factors 
 Socio-cultural dynamics, such as limited exposure to authentic English outside the classroom and societal 

attitudes toward the language, further impede proficiency. Urban-rural disparities in access to qualified teachers, learning 
materials, and technological resources exacerbate these challenges, creating inequities in learning outcomes (Darasawang, 
2007). 

5. Policy and Systemic Issues 
 Despite national policies promoting English proficiency, inconsistent implementation, lack of monitoring, and 

inadequate support for teachers and learners contribute to systemic barriers. Structural issues within the education system 
prevent coherent and sustained improvement in English learning outcomes (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). 

 By addressing these problems, the study seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of the barriers 
affecting English language proficiency in Thailand and to inform strategies for effective educational reform. 
 
Significance of the Study 

 The study on Barriers to English Proficiency in Thailand holds significance for multiple stakeholders, including 
learners, educators, policymakers, and researchers. By identifying the key challenges that impede English learning, the 
research contributes both practical and theoretical insights into the field of language education. 

1. Significance for Learners 
 Understanding the barriers to English proficiency enables learners to become more aware of factors that affect 

their language development, such as study strategies, motivation, and classroom engagement. Insights from the study can 
guide learners in adopting more effective approaches to language learning and overcoming personal and contextual 
obstacles. 

2. Significance for Teachers and Educators 
 The findings provide teachers with critical information about pedagogical challenges, learner needs, and 

classroom dynamics. Teachers can use this knowledge to design learner-centered instruction, integrate communicative 
and task-based strategies, and foster a more engaging and effective learning environment. 

3. Significance for Policymakers 
 By highlighting systemic, structural, and socio-cultural barriers, the study informs policymakers about the gaps in 

national English education policies. It emphasizes the need for consistent implementation, professional development 
programs, equitable resource allocation, and long-term planning to improve English proficiency across all regions. 

4. Significance for Research 
 The study contributes to the academic understanding of English language learning in a Thai context, especially 

within the framework of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), sociocultural theory, and motivation theory. It provides a 
foundation for future research aimed at exploring interventions, evaluating policy impacts, and investigating effective 
pedagogical approaches. 

5. Socio-Economic Significance 
 Improving English proficiency has broader societal and economic implications. Proficient English skills enhance 

employability, global competitiveness, and cross-cultural communication, supporting Thailand’s integration into the 
ASEAN community and the global economy. 
 
Knowledge from Research 

 The exploratory study on Barriers to English Proficiency in Thailand provides valuable insights into the 
multifaceted factors that hinder effective English language learning. The knowledge gained from this study contributes to 
theoretical understanding, educational practice, and policy development in several ways: 

1. Understanding Pedagogical Barriers 
 The study identifies specific classroom practices, such as grammar-focused instruction, rote memorization, and 

teacher-centered approaches, which limit learners’ communicative competence. By highlighting these pedagogical 
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barriers, the research informs educators about the need for learner-centered, communicative, and task-based teaching 
strategies (Foley, 2005; Darasawang, 2007). 

2. Insights into Teacher-Related Challenges 
 The study provides knowledge on teacher proficiency, pedagogical skills, and professional development gaps 

that affect English instruction. Understanding these challenges allows for targeted interventions to improve teacher 
effectiveness and student outcomes (Noom-ura, 2013). 

3. Awareness of Learner Motivation and Socio-Cultural Influences 
 The research sheds light on how learners’ attitudes, motivation, confidence, and socio-cultural perceptions 

of English influence their learning outcomes. This knowledge helps educators design strategies to increase learner 
engagement and overcome psychological and cultural barriers (Baker, 2008). 

4. Policy and Systemic Understanding 
 The study offers insights into systemic and structural barriers within Thailand’s education system, including 

inconsistencies in policy implementation, resource allocation, and urban-rural disparities. Policymakers can use this 
knowledge to design more effective, equitable, and sustainable English language programs (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). 

5. Foundation for Future Research 
 By mapping the key barriers to English proficiency, the study provides a foundation for further empirical 

research on interventions, instructional methodologies, and long-term policy outcomes. It encourages both qualitative 
and quantitative studies to explore solutions for improving English language learning in Thailand. 
 
Conclusion  

 English language proficiency in Thailand continues to face significant challenges despite years of educational 
reforms, policy initiatives, and teacher training programs. This exploratory study has identified multiple interrelated barriers 
that impede learners’ ability to achieve effective English communication. Pedagogical practices such as grammar-focused 
instruction, rote memorization, and exam-oriented teaching limit opportunities for developing communicative 
competence. Teacher-related issues, including insufficient proficiency, limited pedagogical skills, and inadequate 
professional development, further reduce the effectiveness of English instruction (Foley, 2005; Noom-ura, 2013). 

 Learner-related factors, including low motivation, fear of making mistakes, and perceptions of English as a 
foreign language with limited practical relevance, also play a critical role in hindering language acquisition. Socio-cultural 
and environmental factors, such as limited exposure to authentic English, classroom hierarchies, and urban-rural disparities 
in resources, exacerbate these challenges (Baker, 2008; Darasawang, 2007). 

 The study underscores the need for comprehensive reforms that address systemic, pedagogical, and socio-
cultural barriers simultaneously. Recommendations include implementing learner-centered and communicative teaching 
approaches, providing ongoing professional development for teachers, ensuring equitable access to learning resources, 
and fostering motivation through culturally and contextually relevant English use. 

 Ultimately, improving English proficiency in Thailand is not only an educational priority but also a socio-
economic necessity, enhancing employability, global competitiveness, and cross-cultural communication. This study 
provides a foundation for future research, policy development, and instructional innovations aimed at overcoming barriers 
and promoting effective English language learning in Thailand. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



56 | Barriers to English Proficiency in Thailand: An Exploratory Study 

 

References (Example) 
Baker, W. (2008). A critical examination of ELT in Thailand: The role of cultural awareness. RELC Journal, 39(1), 131–146. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/0033688208091144 
Darasawang, P. (2007). English language teaching and education in Thailand: A decade of change. Language Teaching, 

 40(1), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444807000034 
Education First. (2023). EF English proficiency index 2023. EF Education First. https://www.ef.com/epi/ 
Foley, J. (2005). English in Thailand. RELC Journal, 36(2), 223–234. https://doi.org/10.1177/0033688205055578 
Gardner, R. C. (1985). Social psychology and second language learning: The role of attitudes and motivation.  
  Edward Arnold. 
Kaplan, R. B., & Baldauf, R. B. (1997). Language planning from practice to theory. Multilingual Matters. 
Kaur, S. (2014). English for specific purposes: Needs analysis of Thai hospitality and tourism students. Procedia - Social 

 and Behavioral Sciences, 118, 209–214. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.02.028 
Krashen, S. D. (1985). The input hypothesis: Issues and implications. Longman. 
Noom-ura, S. (2013). English-teaching problems in Thailand and Thai teachers’ professional development needs. English 

 Language Teaching, 6(11), 139–147. https://doi.org/10.5539/elt.v6n11p139 
Hymes, D. (1972). On communicative competence. In J. B. Pride & J. Holmes (Eds.), Sociolinguistics (pp. 269–293). Penguin. 
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. Harvard University Press. 
 
 
 


