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Abstract  
 English has long been recognized as a key instrument for global communication, economic development, and 
educational advancement. In Thailand, however, despite decades of policy reforms and increased investment in English 
education, proficiency levels remain relatively low compared to neighboring countries. This paper explores the current 
state of English language learning in Thailand by examining national policies, classroom practices, and learner outcomes. 
Key challenges include traditional teacher-centered methods, limited exposure to authentic English use, examination-
driven learning, and insufficient professional development opportunities for teachers. Furthermore, socio-cultural factors, 
such as students’ fear of making mistakes and limited motivation beyond academic requirements, hinder communicative 
competence. Rural-urban disparities also contribute to unequal access to quality instruction and resources. At the same 
time, Thailand is experiencing a growing demand for English proficiency in tourism, business, and international 
collaboration, creating pressure to improve outcomes. Emerging opportunities include the integration of digital 
technologies, the adoption of communicative and task-based approaches, and increased international collaboration in 
teacher training. This paper argues that sustainable improvement requires a shift from rote learning toward learner-
centered pedagogy, greater emphasis on communicative competence, and more comprehensive teacher development 
programs. By critically assessing both the obstacles and the possibilities, this study provides insights into the future of 
English language education in Thailand and suggests practical strategies to enhance learners’ proficiency in an increasingly 
globalized context. 
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Introduction 
 English has become the dominant global lingua franca in business, education, science, and international 
communication. For countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), English serves as a working language 
that facilitates regional cooperation and global participation (Kirkpatrick, 2012). In Thailand, the importance of English has 
been widely acknowledged by policymakers, educators, and the public. The Thai government has integrated English into 
national curricula for decades and has consistently emphasized the need for proficiency to strengthen the nation’s 
competitiveness in the global economy (Office of the Education Council, 2017). Despite these efforts, Thailand continues 
to rank low in international assessments of English proficiency compared to neighboring ASEAN countries such as 
Singapore, Malaysia, and the Philippines (Education First, 2023). This paradox between strong policy emphasis and weak 
learning outcomes has become a central concern for researchers and educators. 
 Several challenges contribute to Thailand’s persistent struggle with English language learning. First, the 
education system has traditionally relied on teacher-centered instruction and grammar-focused teaching methods, often 
prioritizing rote memorization and examinations over communicative competence (Foley, 2005). As a result, many Thai 
learners are able to recall grammatical structures but lack the confidence and fluency needed for real-world 
communication. Second, there is a shortage of qualified English teachers, especially in rural areas, and professional 
development opportunities remain limited (Darasawang, 2007). Third, cultural and psychological factors, such as language 
anxiety, fear of making mistakes, and limited motivation beyond academic requirements, further hinder effective language 
acquisition (Noom-ura, 2013). 
 At the same time, globalization and regional integration are placing increasing pressure on Thailand to improve 
English proficiency. The tourism and service industries, in particular, demand workers who can communicate effectively 
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in English to interact with international clients (Kaur, 2014). Moreover, the rise of digital learning technologies and 
international exchange programs presents new opportunities for innovation in English education. Mobile applications, 
online platforms, and blended learning models have begun to change the landscape of English instruction in Thailand, 
offering learners greater access to authentic materials and interactive communication (Punthumasen, 2007). 
 This paper argues that the future of English language education in Thailand depends on addressing systemic 
challenges while embracing pedagogical and technological innovations. To achieve sustainable progress, Thailand must 
shift from an examination-driven approach to a learner-centered model that prioritizes communicative competence and 
critical thinking. Teacher training and professional development should be strengthened, with a focus on equipping 
educators to use communicative and task-based teaching methods. Furthermore, reducing disparities between rural and 
urban schools is essential to ensuring equitable access to quality English education. 
 The purpose of this study is to analyze the current state of English language learning in Thailand, identify key 
challenges, and suggest future directions for improvement. By reviewing existing literature and policy developments, this 
paper seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of the structural and cultural factors that shape English education 
in Thailand. The discussion highlights both the barriers and the opportunities, ultimately providing recommendations for 
policymakers, educators, and researchers seeking to enhance English proficiency in the Thai context.  
 Problems of English Language Learning in Thailand 
 Despite the growing recognition of English as a vital tool for globalization, Thailand continues to face persistent 
challenges in achieving higher levels of English proficiency. Although the government has invested in curriculum reforms, 
teacher training, and language policy initiatives, the outcomes have remained unsatisfactory. Several interrelated problems 
contribute to this situation, including instructional methods, teacher competency, learner-related factors, assessment 
practices, and structural inequalities. 
 1. Teacher-Centered and Grammar-Based Instruction 
 One of the most frequently cited issues in English language education in Thailand is the reliance on teacher-
centered instruction and grammar-translation methods. Teaching practices are often dominated by rote memorization, 
vocabulary drills, and preparation for examinations rather than communicative use of English (Foley, 2005). This focus on 
form over function restricts students’ ability to develop listening and speaking skills, leaving them competent in written 
grammar but unable to engage in real-life communication. 
 2. Limited Teacher Proficiency and Professional Development 
 Another significant challenge is the shortage of qualified English teachers. Many Thai teachers of English 
themselves have limited proficiency in the language, particularly in speaking and pronunciation (Darasawang, 2007). In 
rural areas, where resources are more constrained, the problem is even more severe. Professional development 
opportunities are often insufficient, with training programs focusing on theoretical knowledge rather than practical 
pedagogical skills (Noom-ura, 2013). As a result, teachers may lack the confidence and strategies needed to implement 
modern communicative approaches. 
 3. Examination-Driven Learning 
 The Thai education system places heavy emphasis on standardized testing, which reinforces rote 
memorization and grammar translation. High-stakes examinations encourage teachers and learners to prioritize test 
preparation rather than the development of communicative competence (Baker, 2008). This assessment-driven culture 
contributes to a mismatch between what is tested and the communicative skills required in global and professional 
contexts. 
 4. Learner Motivation and Affective Barriers 
 Thai learners often exhibit low motivation to study English beyond passing exams, as English is not widely 
used in daily communication outside the classroom. Learners also struggle with anxiety and a fear of making mistakes, 
which discourage them from practicing spoken English (Noom-ura, 2013). These affective factors significantly limit 
opportunities for learners to build confidence and fluency in real-world communication. 
 5. Inequality Between Rural and Urban Schools 
 Another persistent problem is the gap in English language learning opportunities between urban and rural 
areas. Urban schools, particularly private and international institutions, often provide better resources, access to native 
English-speaking teachers, and exposure to global communication (Wongsothorn, Hiranburana, & Chinnawongs, 2002). In 
contrast, rural schools face shortages of trained teachers, lack of instructional materials, and limited access to 
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extracurricular programs. This inequality reinforces a cycle in which only students in privileged contexts gain high levels 
of proficiency. 
 6. Limited Use of English Outside the Classroom 
 Unlike in countries such as Singapore or Malaysia, English is not commonly used in Thailand’s social, cultural, 
or business contexts. Most communication in daily life, including media and public services, is conducted in Thai. This 
limited exposure to authentic English input restricts opportunities for learners to practice beyond the classroom (Baker, 
2012). As a result, students often view English as a purely academic subject rather than a practical skill. 
 7. Inconsistent Language Policy Implementation 
 Although national language policies emphasize the importance of English, implementation at the classroom 
level is often inconsistent. Frequent changes in educational policies, lack of alignment between curriculum design and 
classroom realities, and insufficient monitoring mechanisms undermine policy effectiveness (Wiriyachitra, 2002). This 
disconnect results in a gap between educational goals and actual outcomes. 
 Objectives of the Study 
 The main objective of this study is to examine the current state of English language learning in Thailand and 
to explore the underlying challenges that hinder the development of English proficiency among Thai learners. Specifically, 
the study aims to: 
 1. Analyze the existing English language education system in Thailand with a focus on policies, teaching 
methodologies, and assessment practices. 
 2. Identify the key challenges and barriers faced by learners, teachers, and institutions in promoting effective 
English language acquisition. 
 3. Examine the socio-cultural and contextual factors that influence learners’ motivation, attitudes, and 
opportunities for using English in real-life communication. 
 4. Evaluate the disparities in English language learning between urban and rural contexts, and between public 
and private institutions. 
 5. Explore potential strategies and future directions for improving English language teaching and learning in 
Thailand, including the integration of technology, learner-centered pedagogy, and teacher professional development. 
Through these objectives, the study seeks to provide insights that can inform policymakers, educators, and stakeholders 
in designing more effective strategies to enhance English language learning in Thailand. 
 
Characteristics of the Study 
 The study on The State of English Language Learning in Thailand: Challenges and Future Directions possesses 
several defining characteristics that shape its scope, approach, and contribution. 
 1. Context-Specific 
 The study is situated within the Thai educational context, emphasizing the unique cultural, social, and 
institutional factors that influence English language learning. It recognizes that English in Thailand functions as a foreign 
language, with limited use outside the classroom, unlike in neighboring ASEAN countries where English often serves as a 
second language (Foley, 2005). 
 2. Problem-Oriented 
A key characteristic of the study is its focus on identifying and analyzing the challenges that hinder English proficiency in 
Thailand. These include teacher-centered pedagogy, exam-driven practices, limited teacher proficiency, rural-urban 
disparities, and inconsistent policy implementation (Darasawang, 2007; Noom-ura, 2013). 
 3. Theoretically Grounded 
The study draws on established theories of second language acquisition, such as communicative competence (Hymes, 
1972), Krashen’s input hypothesis (1985), and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1978). This grounding ensures that the 
analysis is not only descriptive but also aligned with international scholarship in applied linguistics. 
 4. Forward-Looking 
 While identifying challenges, the study also emphasizes future directions for improvement. It explores 
strategies such as communicative and task-based learning, technology-enhanced instruction, professional development 
for teachers, and long-term language policy planning (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). This future-oriented perspective ensures 
the study contributes to practical solutions. 
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 5. Multi-Stakeholder Perspective 
 The study addresses the interests of various stakeholders—students, teachers, policymakers, and the broader 
Thai society. It highlights how improving English proficiency can enhance individual learners’ opportunities, strengthen 
teacher effectiveness, and contribute to Thailand’s competitiveness in the global economy (Kaur, 2014). 
 6. Interdisciplinary in Nature 
 Finally, the study integrates perspectives from applied linguistics, education policy, sociolinguistics, and 
cultural studies. This interdisciplinary approach allows for a holistic understanding of the state of English language learning 
in Thailand, acknowledging that language education is shaped by both classroom practice and wider sociopolitical 
contexts. 
 
Conceptual and Operational Definitions 
 Conceptual Definition 
 English Language Learning in Thailand refers to the process through which Thai learners acquire knowledge, 
skills, and competence in using the English language for communication, education, and professional purposes. 
Conceptually, it encompasses not only the mastery of grammar, vocabulary, reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills 
but also the development of communicative competence—the ability to use English effectively and appropriately in 
social, academic, and professional contexts (Hymes, 1972; Canale & Swain, 1980). The study also recognizes that English 
learning in Thailand occurs within a foreign language context, where exposure to authentic English input outside the 
classroom is limited and learners’ motivation is influenced by cultural, social, and institutional factors (Foley, 2005; Noom-
ura, 2013). 
 Operational Definition 
 For the purposes of this study, English Language Learning in Thailand is operationally defined as the 
measurable process of acquiring English proficiency among Thai learners, teachers, and educational institutions. Key 
indicators include: 
 1. Learner Competence: Students’ performance in English across listening, speaking, reading, and writing 
tasks, as measured by classroom assessments, national examinations, or international benchmarks such as the EF English 
Proficiency Index. 
 2. Teaching Practices: The methods and approaches used by teachers in the classroom, including grammar-
focused instruction, communicative activities, task-based learning, and integration of technology. 
 3. Policy Implementation: The degree to which national curriculum guidelines, language policies, and teacher 
professional development programs are applied effectively in schools and universities. 
 4. Motivation and Attitudes: Learners’ willingness, confidence, and engagement in learning English, as 
assessed through surveys, interviews, or observation. 
 5. Access and Equity: The availability of resources, qualified teachers, and learning opportunities across urban 
and rural schools, and among different types of educational institutions. 
 By combining these indicators, the study operationalizes English language learning in Thailand in a way that 
allows systematic analysis of both challenges and future directions. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
 The study of English language learning in Thailand can be situated within several key theoretical perspectives 
in second language acquisition (SLA), sociocultural learning, and educational policy. These theories provide a foundation 
for understanding the challenges faced by Thai learners and the directions needed for reform. 
 1. Communicative Competence Theory 
 A central framework is the theory of communicative competence, proposed by Hymes (1972) and later 
developed by Canale and Swain (1980). Unlike earlier approaches that emphasized grammatical accuracy alone, 
communicative competence stresses learners’ ability to use language appropriately in different social and cultural 
contexts. In the Thai context, the emphasis on grammar translation and rote learning has limited learners’ communicative 
abilities, leaving them underprepared for authentic interactions (Foley, 2005). This mismatch highlights the importance of 
shifting towards communicative language teaching (CLT), which aligns more closely with the demands of globalization. 
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 2. Krashen’s Input Hypothesis 
 Krashen’s (1985) Input Hypothesis also provides insights into the difficulties faced by Thai learners. According 
to this theory, comprehensible input that is slightly above the learner’s current level (i+1) is essential for language 
acquisition. In Thailand, however, limited exposure to English outside of the classroom reduces opportunities for learners 
to engage with authentic input. Moreover, classroom practices often restrict students to repetitive drills rather than 
meaningful interaction, which hinders the natural acquisition process (Darasawang, 2007). 
 3. Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory 
 Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, particularly the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), 
emphasizes the role of social interaction in learning. Language learning is facilitated when learners engage in collaborative 
activities with more knowledgeable peers or teachers. In Thailand, the hierarchical nature of classrooms and learners’ 
fear of making mistakes often reduce opportunities for interactive communication (Noom-ura, 2013). Integrating 
collaborative, task-based activities can thus create a more supportive environment that enhances learner confidence and 
communicative skills. 
 4. Motivation and Language Learning 
 Another key framework is Gardner’s socio-educational model of motivation (Gardner, 1985), which 
distinguishes between integrative and instrumental motivation. Thai learners often exhibit instrumental motivation, 
studying English primarily to pass exams or secure employment rather than to integrate with English-speaking communities 
(Baker, 2008). This limited motivation explains why many learners fail to sustain long-term engagement with the language. 
Understanding motivation is crucial for designing learner-centered activities that connect English learning to students’ 
personal goals and real-life contexts. 
 5. Language Policy and Planning Theory 
From a macro perspective, language policy and planning (LPP) theory is also relevant. Kaplan and Baldauf (1997) argue 
that educational policies, teacher training, and curriculum design play a decisive role in shaping language outcomes. In 
Thailand, frequent shifts in policy and inconsistent implementation have created uncertainty for teachers and students 
(Wiriyachitra, 2002). Applying LPP theory helps explain the gap between national goals and classroom realities, highlighting 
the need for coherent and sustainable policies. 
 Integrating the Frameworks 
 Taken together, these theories highlight the multi-dimensional nature of English language learning in Thailand. 
SLA theories explain the cognitive and input-related barriers, sociocultural theory emphasizes the role of classroom 
interaction and learner confidence, motivational frameworks reveal learner attitudes, and LPP theory explains structural 
and systemic challenges. This integrated perspective allows for a more comprehensive understanding of why English 
proficiency remains low in Thailand despite decades of reform, and why future directions must consider pedagogical, 
cultural, and policy dimensions simultaneously. 
 
Benefits of the Study 
 The study of The State of English Language Learning in Thailand: Challenges and Future Directions  offers 
several important benefits for multiple stakeholders, including policymakers, educators, learners, and researchers. By 
critically examining the challenges and identifying strategies for improvement, this study contributes to both theoretical 
knowledge and practical application in the field of English language education. 
 1. Contribution to Educational Policy and Planning 
 One of the primary benefits of this study is its potential to inform national educational policy. Thailand has 
invested significantly in English language education, yet results remain limited compared to neighboring ASEAN countries 
(Education First, 2023). By analyzing systemic challenges such as teacher shortages, policy inconsistency, and exam -
oriented learning, this study provides evidence-based insights that can guide policymakers in designing more coherent, 
long-term strategies. In particular, it highlights the importance of aligning national goals with classroom realities, thereby 
bridging the gap between policy and practice (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). 
 2. Benefits for English Language Teachers 
 This study also benefits English teachers by emphasizing the importance of professional development, 
communicative pedagogy, and learner-centered approaches. Teachers can gain a deeper understanding of the 
sociocultural and motivational factors that influence Thai learners, helping them adapt classroom strategies to 
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encourage communication and reduce language anxiety (Noom-ura, 2013). Moreover, the study points to innovative 
practices such as task-based learning and technology integration, which can empower teachers to create more 
interactive and effective learning environments. 
 3. Benefits for Learners 
 For learners, the findings of this study provide pathways to improved English proficiency and greater 
confidence in using the language. By addressing challenges such as low motivation, limited exposure to authentic input, 
and exam-driven practices, the study highlights strategies that can make learning more meaningful and enjoyable 
(Krashen, 1985). Improved English proficiency can enhance Thai learners’ future opportunities in education, employment, 
and international communication, directly contributing to their personal and professional development (Gardner, 1985). 
 4. Contribution to Research in Applied Linguistics and SLA 
 This study contributes to the broader field of applied linguistics and second language acquisition (SLA) by 
offering a context-specific analysis of English learning in Thailand. While much SLA research has focused on Western or 
bilingual contexts, this study emphasizes the unique challenges of a foreign language environment where English is 
rarely used outside the classroom (Baker, 2012). By situating the discussion within theoretical frameworks such as 
communicative competence (Hymes, 1972), input hypothesis (Krashen, 1985), and sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), 
the study strengthens the link between theory and practice in a Southeast Asian context. 

5. Socioeconomic and Cultural Benefits 
Finally, improving English proficiency has broader socioeconomic benefits for Thailand as a whole. Stronger 

English skills enhance the nation’s competitiveness in tourism, business, and international collaboration (Kaur, 2014).  
At the cultural level, English proficiency also facilitates cross-cultural understanding and global citizenship, equipping 
Thai learners to engage more actively in an interconnected world. 
 
Knowledge from Research 

 The study of The State of English Language Learning in Thailand: Challenges and Future Directions  
generates valuable knowledge for multiple domains, including applied linguistics, education policy, teacher 
development, and learner practices. The insights gained can be summarized as follows: 

 1. Understanding of Current English Learning Practices 
 The study provides a detailed account of the existing state of English language education in Thailand. It 

identifies how curriculum design, teaching methodologies, and assessment practices influence learners’ proficiency. By 
documenting classroom practices—such as teacher-centered instruction, grammar-focused teaching, and exam-oriented 
learning—this study clarifies the structural and pedagogical factors shaping English learning outcomes (Foley, 2005; 
Darasawang, 2007). 

 2. Identification of Key Challenges 
 A major contribution of this study is the systematic identification of barriers to effective English learning. 

These include limited teacher proficiency, lack of professional development, low learner motivation, rural -urban 
disparities, and restricted exposure to authentic English (Noom-ura, 2013; Baker, 2008). This knowledge allows educators 
and policymakers to focus on the most critical areas for intervention. 

 3. Application of Theoretical Insights 
 The study integrates SLA theories such as communicative competence (Hymes, 1972), Krashen’s input 

hypothesis (1985), Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1978), and motivational frameworks (Gardner, 1985) to interpret the 
challenges in English learning. By doing so, it contributes to the theoretical understanding of how language acquisition 
occurs in a foreign language context, particularly in Thailand. 

 4. Policy and Practice Implications 
The study generates actionable knowledge for policy and educational practice. It emphasizes the need for 

learner-centered pedagogy, task-based and communicative approaches, teacher professional development, and 
equitable access to resources. Insights from the study can guide curriculum reforms, teacher training programs, and long-
term policy planning to improve national English proficiency (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). 
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 5. Socio-Cultural Understanding 
 The research highlights the socio-cultural factors affecting English learning, such as students’ fear of making 

mistakes, societal attitudes towards English, and the role of English in daily life. This understanding is crucial for designing 
culturally sensitive and contextually appropriate teaching strategies that enhance motivation and engagement. 

 6. Future Research Directions 
 Finally, the study provides a foundation for future research. By mapping the challenges and potential 

solutions, it identifies gaps in current knowledge, such as the need for longitudinal studies on the effectiveness of 
communicative teaching methods, technology-enhanced learning, and teacher professional development programs in 
Thailand. 

 
Conclusion  

 English language learning in Thailand remains a complex and multifaceted issue, shaped by historical, 
cultural, educational, and policy-related factors. Despite decades of curriculum reforms, investment in teacher training, 
and national emphasis on English proficiency, Thai learners continue to face significant challenges. These include 
teacher-centered and grammar-focused instruction, exam-driven learning, limited exposure to authentic English, 
insufficient teacher professional development, and disparitie s between urban and rural schools (Foley, 2005; 
Darasawang, 2007; Noom-ura, 2013). 

 The study highlights that addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive and integrated approach. 
Pedagogical reforms should prioritize communicative competence, task-based learning, and learner-centered strategies 
that encourage interaction, confidence, and motivation. Teachers must receive ongoing professional development to 
enhance their proficiency and pedagogical skills, while policymakers must ensure coherent, long -term implementation 
of language education policies (Hymes, 1972; Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). Furthermore, equitable access to learning 
resources and opportunities is essential to reduce the rural -urban gap and ensure that all learners can achieve 
meaningful proficiency. 

 Beyond the classroom, fostering a socio-cultural environment that values English and encourages its use in 
practical contexts is crucial for sustaining motivation and enhancing communicative abilities. The integration of digital 
technologies, international collaboration, and extracurricular programs can further support learners’ exposure to 
authentic English input. 

 Ultimately, improving English language learning in Thailand is not only an educational priority but also a 
socio-economic necessity, as English proficiency contributes to global competitiveness, employment opportunities, and 
cross-cultural communication. This study underscores the need for continued research, policy refinement, and 
innovative teaching practices to ensure that Thailand’s English education system effectively prepares learners for the 
demands of a globalized world. 
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