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Abstract - When the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) chose English as the working language of the region 
in 2007, Thailand was among the first countries in ASEAN to welcome the initiative quickly by making English a 
compulsory subject at the basic education level.  Above all, the government made an effort to upgrade the level of English 
language proficiency through the reform policy known as the “2008 Basic Education Core Curriculum.” Today, nearly a 
decade after its implementation, the curriculum has not succeeded, and this has been clearly shown by a considerable 
number of academic researchers.  For these researchers, since there has been no improvement in the English performance of 
the students, the ultimate goal of the curriculum has not been attained. The continuing decline of Thai students’ performance 
in English proficiency exams over the past several years, despite the implementation of the new curriculum, puzzles 
everyone.  Based upon these realities, this paper focuses on the understanding, adaptation, and application of the 2008 
English language teaching policy of Thailand, as applied in the basic education level.Moreover, this study will seek to 
explain the inconsistencies between the policy and its implementation. In particular, it will investigate how English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) is implemented at the institutional level. It will also investigate the relationship between the policy 
and classroom practice during the implementation of the policy. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
It has been nearly a decade now since the 2008 Thai 
English Language Policy was implemented. This 
policy generated numerous questions and doubts 
among scholars and educators. Since its 
implementation in 2009, results from national 
assessments and international English ranking 
institutions have shown no improvements. Moreover, 
numerous studies on Thai English proficiency 
confirmed these results, saying that a serious gap 
exists between policy and implementation, and this 
gap has resulted in students’ poor performance in 
English communication. However, it can be argued 
also that the English language proficiency of Thai 
students has not really been declining but only 
appears to be so as a result of increased levels in the 
criteria of testing, or improvement in other nations, 
especially the neighboring countries in ASEAN. The 
other reason for the gap between the policy and the 
classroom implementation is that Thailand has a 
comprehensive system of standardized national 
assessments (O-Net), but lacks the capacity to ensure 
that its national tests measure performance which 
corresponds to the actual aims of the curriculum. 
Obviously there is no perfect policy to solve the 
problems of any institution, but the promulgation of 
the 2008 Basic Education Core Curriculum was based 
on the belief that the new policy would at least 
improve student performance. Because of the 
government’s acknowledgment of the loopholes in 
the 2001 Curriculum, changes were made and the 
curriculum was improved, but a number of issues 
were left unresolved. Unfortunately, the 
decentralization of responsibility inherent in a  
 

student-based approach has not been matched by 
adequate support of local educational institutions and  
teachers. The 2008 Curriculum handed all of the 
responsibility down to the local schools.  
Theoretically, this is very democratic since each one 
had the freedom to devise its own curriculum based 
on its own needs and wants. However, the 2008 
Curriculum provided schools and teachers with little 
guidance, and it lacked common student performance 
standards to serve as the basis for assessment of 
student progress (Choomthong, 2014; Sanonguthai, 
2014). Schools and teachers have not been given the 
support and additional training they need to 
implement this new approach (OECD/UNESCO, 
2016, p. 3). 
 
II. INVESTIGATION OF THE 2008 THAI 
ENGLISH LANGUAGE POLICY 
 
Linguist and educator Singhanat Nomnian (2013) 
believes that there has been a lack of proper guidance 
in the implementation of the policy. The significant 
task of the Ministry of Education was to narrow the 
gap between the policy and its implementations, but it 
has failed to do so. Therefore Nomnian suggested that 
the Ministry should provide sufficient funds and 
relevant resources to the schools and support 
professional development for EFL teachers to 
improve their teaching skills. Kitjaroonchai (2013) 
revealed similar results in her study to those found by 
Nomnian, especially that EFL teachers felt lost in 
trying to interpret the policy in their classrooms. They 
still focus on grammar and structures rather than 
communication as the policy advocates. This proves 
that English language teaching in Thailand, currently 
and over the past decade, still revolves around the 
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grammar translation method, although national policy 
has been encouraging the communicative approach. 
In Kitjaroonchai’s findings, some teachers 
acknowledged their own weaknesses in applying the 
policy, including a lack of knowledge about the 
teaching methodologies promoted in the curriculum 
reforms. Sanonguthai (2014) concluded that the 
failure of the basic education level in Thailand 
reveals the imperfections of the 2008 Curriculum. As 
a result, students perform below the expected 
standard.  Prasongporn (2015) said that the main 
problem of the policy lies in the dramatic rise in the 
standard of student performance required by the 
policy, which students and teachers cannot meet. As a 
result, these teachers have no confidence in delivering 
their English lessons. The latest assessment of the 
current policy was conducted by Kaur et al (2016). 
Their findings reveal a slow progress in the English 
language communication skills of Thai students. 
Based on their observations, several issues at the 
institutional level were contributors to this slow 
progress: EFL teachers still emphasized a teacher-
centered approach and were exam-oriented, despite 
the learner-centered approach of the current policy. 
Thus students are given limited exposure to real-life 
learning and fewer opportunities to involve 
themselves in hands-on experiences. Moreover, the 
majority of Thai teachers did not have sufficient 
knowledge to teach English and few had reasonable 
fluency in English (Kaur, et al, 2016, pp. 355-356). 
With extensive research focused on English language 
student performance in Thailand as a result of the 
2008 policy, we can infer that there is definitely 
something lacking which the policy has clearly failed 
to deal with. This kind of problem was courageously 
addressed by Fitzpatrick (2011) in his study. 
Fitzpatrick found a mismatch between the goals of 
the policy and what actually happens in the classroom. 
He discussed the communicative approach as it was 
being employed in Thailand and found that many 
Thai English teachers find it difficult to implement 
the approach due to the influence of national 
examinations. However, he suspected that there were 
more complex reasons behind the poor performance 
of Thai students in English.  Thus, Fitzpatrick 
suggested that “other areas need to be examined in 
order to better understand the habitus of English 
language learning in Thailand” (Fitzpatrick, 2011, pp. 
144-146). 
 
III. EXPLORATION OF COMMUNICATIVE 
LANGUAGE TEACHING METHODOLOGY IN 
EFL 
 
Teaching in Thailand is predominantly teacher-
centered and exam-oriented (Kaur et al, 2016, p. 254). 
In other words, the teaching reflects the hierarchical 
nature of Thai society, a top-down educational system 
designed to produce obedient students (Ahuja, 2011). 
Inside the English language classrooms, teachers rely 

on reading and writing exercises rather than listening 
and speaking. This teaching method fails to 
encourage students to develop critical and creative 
thinking. Therefore, the Thai government decided to 
shift the teaching methodology from teacher-centered 
to learner-centered (Cheewakaroon, 2011, p. 85).  A 
learner-centered approach caters to the individual 
learner’s multiple abilities and thus the teacher must 
strive to create a classroom ambiance which 
encourages the learners to practice the skills which 
make them well-rounded individuals.  The 
methodology of the learner-centered approach 
advocates a contemporary teaching theory called 
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) where 
reading, writing, speaking and listening are integrated. 
This methodology focuses on having learners use the 
language through involvement in communicative 
activities. The primary goal of CLT is to enable 
learners to use the language appropriately in real-life 
communication (Gebhard, 2006). CLT is the main 
teaching theory advocated in the Thai English 
Language Policy. The phrase “skills for 
communication” in the 2008 Curriculum refers to the 
CLT theory. In a CLT approach, learners are 
frequently involved in communicative activities.  
These activities must be meaningful for the learners 
and be embedded within communicative situations.  
Involvement in meaningful communicative activities 
gives learners opportunities to integrate the skills 
needed to communicate with others, thereby making 
learning effective. The aim of CLT is to foster the 
second language learners’ communicative ability, 
focused on meaning and linguistic forms in context 
(Berns, 1990).  In other words, CLT regards 
communication both as a process and as the primary 
goal of second language acquisition.  Harmer (2007) 
stated that if students are involved in communicative 
tasks, then “language learning will take care of itself”.  
However, genuine communication still needs at least 
occasional guidance and input from the teacher.  
  
IV. CHALLENGES OF COMMUNICATIVE 
LANGUAGE TEACHING IN THAILAND 
 
Inside the classrooms where CLT is happening, the 
teacher acts as a facilitator while learners are active 
participants (Cheewakaroon, 2011, p. 70).  Learners 
are provided with more opportunities to express 
themselves through various communicative tasks. 
CLT also helps to improve the learners’ motivation 
and leads to more collaborative work. Although CLT 
has been widely implemented in EFL contexts in 
Thailand, many doubted CLT’s promises of an 
effective method to develop the communicative 
ability of learners. For some, CLT is optimally 
effective only if the teachers who conduct the 
instructional activities are experienced and proficient 
in the target language. Some reviews regarding the 
effectiveness of CLT method found that there are 
difficulties that must be overcome to enhance its 
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effectiveness (see, for example Prasongsook, 2010, p. 
29). According to the study conducted by Hice (2016), 
the problem for a teacher of CLT in Thailand is not 
actually in the selection of appropriate teaching 
technique but rather in the actual implementation in 
the classroom. In her study, she revealed several 
examples of the disconnection of theory and practice 
inside the classroom. The most significant issues 
were the students being uncomfortable with CLT 
classroom activities, large class sizes, lack of training 
for teachers, and an exam system that does not 
incorporate CLT objectives. In addition, Hice found 
that Thai teachers were most relaxed when teaching 
grammar and repetition exercises in their English 
language class. Thai EFL teachers were unaware that 
their learners were struggling to cope with too much 
grammar-translation.  In fact, many learners felt 
discouraged when using this methodology. This kind 
of student perception puzzles many researchers, who 
have thus attempted to investigate the impact of 
grammar-translation teaching in communicative 
English classroom learning. They found that lack of 
learner confidence in speaking English is the result of 
grammar and reading skill teaching strategies of their 
EFL teachers. If this kind of strategy continues, Sawir 
(2005) asserts that since students cannot 
communicate effectively, their learning of 
conversational skills will be retarded.In light of this, 
what should the teacher do? Thai EFL teachers 
should help their students to have better attitudes 
towards learning and speaking English, encourage 
them and facilitate learning when they have language 
difficulties. Also, they should raise students’ 
awareness of the importance of English language and 
encourage students to speak English inside and 
outside the classroom which will lead them to utilize 
their language skills in real-life contexts. The 
observations of Hice and Sawir were actually not new, 
but they point to at least a decade-long problem in the 
Thai educational system. Wongsothorn et al. (2003), 
found that many schools in Thailand continue to 
follow the old-time tradition of teaching English 
through grammar and translation despite the 
curriculum requirement of a communicative approach, 
an approach that is seen by many as failing to 
represent “real” English as used in the outside world. 
Brown (2007) reiterated that language teaching 
should not be restricted to grammatical competence 
but rather must include the communicative 
competence of the learners. Communicative 
techniques, Brown added, are designed to engage 
learners in the pragmatic, authentic, and functional 
use of language for meaningful purposes. Fluency 
and accuracy are seen as complementary principles 
underlying communicative techniques. At times 
fluency may have to take on more importance than 
accuracy in order to keep learners meaningfully 
engaged in language use. Nunan (1991) however, 
argues that grammar must be integrated in CLT, and 
should not be neglected. For her, how to deliver 

grammar in the classroom is the main concern of the 
teacher, especially to show the learners how grammar 
is relevant to successful communication. Nunan’s 
theme of incorporating grammar lessons in CLT 
classrooms was also encouraged by Forman (2005). 
He maintains that including grammar lessons in CLT 
classrooms can be more effective in giving or 
explaining meanings, especially to learners with low 
capacities in using English. However, if the grammar 
is overdone, the opportunities of the learners to 
practice communicative activities will be lessened. 
Therefore, he recommended that grammar and 
communicative practices be used side by side in Thai 
EFL classrooms. For Deerajviset (2014), grammar 
and repetition are not entirely bad.  Communicative 
practices along with grammar learning can provide 
opportunities for learners to negotiate meaning, 
expand language resources, notice how language is 
used, and take part in meaningful interpersonal 
exchange. Rajeevnath (2015) in contrast, does not 
blame the grammar and translation method of Thai 
EFL teachers inside the classroom. The poor 
performance of learners in CLT classrooms is the 
result of teachers’ lack of English proficiency in 
listening and speaking skills. As a result, Thai EFL 
teachers were not confident in using CLT methods in 
their classes. Rajeevnath also found that students 
lacked opportunities to use English outside the 
classroom in real life situations, and in fact had very 
little exposure to English in context. Another 
challenge in the implementation of communicative 
language teaching in Thailand is the large class sizes.  
In CLT environments, interaction of teachers with 
learners is crucially important. However, in Thai 
schools a normal class size ranges from 45 to 60 
students in one class. As a result, teachers constantly 
face difficulties in preparing activities and materials 
to suit different student needs. Additionally, 
classroom management issues in such large classes 
often lead to time spent off-task, further shortening 
the already limited contact time (Teng & 
Sinwongsuwat, 2015, p. 14).  Besides the problem of 
large classes, Biyaem (1997) also found that heavy 
teaching loads add great burdens to the teachers. 
Another problem seen by Thai EFL teachers in the 
implementation of CLT is the use of materials and 
textbooks.Reading materials written by native 
speakers adds to the low motivation of learners in 
CLT classes because many students see these books 
as irrelevant and difficult to understand 
(Sermsongswad & Tantipongsanuruk, 2015, p. 49). 
This in turn leads to misconceptions about CLT The 
attitudes of Thai learners toward reading materials 
written by native speakers were highlighted by 
Methitham and Chamcharatsri (2011), who found that 
a heavy burden was imposed upon the learners 
because native-speaker norms were prioritized as the 
only way to become competent English speakers, 
while the learners’ cultural background and local 
literacies are often neglected in the learning process. 
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Their findings agree with Rajeevnath’s notion that 
language teaching materials often deal with issues 
that are far removed from learners’ lives, affecting 
their motivation, resulting in a mismatch between 
topics/cultural contents and learners’ socio-cultural 
background. To settle the problem of Thai learners’ 
negative attitudes towards foreign textbooks, Breen 
(2001) suggested that Thai EFL learners must 
understand and value their own personal identity first 
so that they can appreciate the diversity of the world 
around them. Graddol (2006) on the other hand, 
suggested that Thai EFL learners must critically 
explore their own culture first so that their beliefs and 
attitudes will not be dominated or subjugated by the 
Anglophone culture represented in commercial 
English language teaching materials. Nomnian (2013) 
has a suggestion to foreign writers of these kinds of 
books. For him, the best thing they can do is to avoid 
misrepresentation, stereotyping, and 
oversimplification of local cultures that could 
potentially cause students cross-cultural 
miscommunication, frustration, offence, conflict, and 
resistance.Another problem with CLT practice in the 
Thai context is the cultural norms of students. Thai 
learners have expressed uncomfortable feelings 
towards CLT and some have even cited a conflict 
between Thai culture and the teaching approach. 
Wangkijchinda (as cited in Kongkerd, 2013) argued 
that the CLT approach might not fit the Thai EFL 
context because of cultural values. Thai learners 
believe that teachers are providers of knowledge, 
hence, students are reticent to question their teachers. 
This was confirmed by Saengboon (2002) who said 
that Thai students believe they are not supposed to 
challenge or confront their teachers, thus they assume 
a more passive role in the classroom. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
This paper is a humble contribution to the growing 
challenges faced by the Thai educational institutions. 
The data that emerged from this study confirmed the 
gap between the 2008 Thai English Language Policy 
and what is actually happening in the Thai EFL 
classrooms. In previous studies, the failure of the EFL 
studies was blamed upon the teachers’ poor 
qualifications. However, findings from this study say 
otherwise. Many of the problems found in the past 
studies were absent or even the opposite result was 
found. This paper suggests that the gap has also been 
created by other issues such as the attitude of the 
students in learning EFL, too heavy a workload for 
the teachers, the impact of annual assessment (O-Net 
exams) on teaching, and the introduction of a 
conflicting Western-type pedagogy in the Thai 
learning context. It was found that different 
interpretations and implementations are constantly 
developed at the institutional level. These 
“recontextualisations” are triggered by several factors 
such as teaching styles of the teachers, learning 

attitudes of the students, socio-cultural differences of 
foreign EFL implementers, and the influence of the 
national examinations upon the learning and teaching 
context. In the classroom settings, this study 
discovered a varied habitus in the implementation of 
the Policy among EFL implementers. These 
differences were triggered by their personal beliefs, 
educational backgrounds, academic training, and 
understandings of the students’ needs and interests.  
This paper does not suggest an immediate 
discontinuing of the existing Language Policy of 
Thailand, but the government must conduct a 
comprehensive investigation on the effects of the 
current Policy upon teachers. In this way, local EFL 
implementers can provide some valuable inputs on 
the best way to implement the Policy.Also, a 
constructive debate and discussion must be 
established between the policy makers and EFL 
implementers so that both parties can be well-
informed before decisions being made by both parties 
on the actual benefits of the Policy, and its 
subsequent implementation. Moreover, more critical 
research regarding the actual effects of the Policy 
upon the teacher and students needs to be conducted. 
Connected with these are the issues of kinds, levels, 
and benefits of bilingualism, hiring native and non-
native English-speaking implementers and 
developing unified classroom materials. With the 
findings of this study, the government must decide on 
a remedy for the low level of English fluency of its 
EFL implementers and the use of the translation 
method inside classrooms. This paper strongly 
recommends that the government carry out a 
comprehensive and all-inclusive special training 
program for its new EFL teachers before they are 
allowed to work in the field.In-service training is 
highly suggested for the current teachers. In addition, 
research on the effects of the annual assessment upon 
teaching styles in EFL classrooms should also be 
conducted to avoid the negative effects of the exams 
upon the teaching pedagogies and materials of the 
teachers. The importance of English in Thailand is 
massive as seen in the efforts of the government to 
make their people fluent in the language. If Thailand 
is able to succeed and finally overcome the 
challenges in its quest for increased English fluency, 
there is no doubt that Thailand will strengthen its 
leadership role among the members of ASEAN. 
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