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ABSTRACT 
Vocabulary is a crucial component in second language acquisition, and in Malaysia its instructional 
approaches have shifted significantly since the adoption of the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (CEFR). Before CEFR, vocabulary teaching was often underemphasised and 
lacked standardisation, raising concerns about consistency and effectiveness across education levels. 
Yet, limited synthesis exists on how instructional approaches have evolved following CEFR 
implementation. This systematic literature review (SLR) examines vocabulary teaching practices in 
Malaysian secondary and tertiary contexts between 2011 and 2024, comparing trends before and after 
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CEFR adoption. Guided by PRISMA 2020 protocols, 24 peer-reviewed articles were identified from 
Scopus and Web of Science. Inclusion criteria focused on open-access, English-language studies 
conducted in Malaysia, particularly those addressing CEFR B1/B2 learners. Findings indicate a 
marked methodological and pedagogical shift. Pre-CEFR studies (n=6) emphasised strategy-based 
approaches, including morphemic analysis and contextual guessing, with minimal integration of 
technology. In contrast, post-CEFR studies (n=18) show increased use of technology-mediated 
instruction, gamification, and explicit vocabulary teaching. Nonetheless, research remains 
disproportionately focused on tertiary learners, with secondary contexts underexplored. Through this 
systematic literature review, this study highlights the need for a framework to guide ELT teachers in 
Malaysia in designing meaningful vocabulary lessons with their students.  
 
KEYWORDS: Vocabulary Teaching, Vocabulary Learning, CEFR Malaysia, Systematic 
Literature Review, ESL Learner 
  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Vocabulary is a central component of English language learning as it underpins the four key skills of 
listening, speaking, reading, and writing (Milton, 2009; Schmitt, 2010). Given the strong relationship 
between vocabulary knowledge and overall language proficiency, learners must develop vocabulary 
in order to communicate effectively (Chai et al., 2020). Vocabulary forms the foundation for both 
receptive and productive skills (Choo & Ng, 2024), and learners require an adequate range of words 
as well as the ability to apply them appropriately in order to achieve communicative competence (Ni 
et al., 2020; John et al., 2021). Without sufficient vocabulary knowledge, learners encounter 
considerable challenges in understanding meaning, conveying information, and engaging in 
meaningful interaction (Chai et al., 2020). As many scholars have noted, vocabulary knowledge is 
therefore the basic skill on which comprehension and communication are built; without it, language 
learning cannot be fully achieved (Milton, 2009; Schmitt, 2010; Har et al., 2019). 

 
Despite recognising its importance, many learners struggle to acquire and retain new vocabulary, 
particularly when words are complex, infrequent, or unfamiliar in form (Ni et al., 2020; Har et al., 
2019). This difficulty aligns with Nation’s (2001) observation that ESL learners often experience 
challenges when acquiring words that differ morphologically or phonologically from their first 
language. Consequently, the effectiveness of vocabulary learning depends not only on the materials 
used but also on learners’ strategies and teachers’ pedagogical approaches (Har et al., 2019). While 
vocabulary learning may appear to be a straightforward process, in reality it is a complex aspect of 
language acquisition (Choo & Ng, 2024; Har et al., 2019). Within the Malaysian education system, 
vocabulary instruction begins at Primary 1, with textbooks serving as the principal resource (Ministry 
of Education, 2017). B1/B2 levels represent official proficiency benchmarks for upper secondary and 
tertiary learners as outlined in the English Language Roadmap (Ministry of Education, 2015). Teachers’ 
ability to guide learners effectively is therefore closely linked to their pedagogical understanding of 
vocabulary acquisition (Chai et al., 2020).  

Although the CEFR-aligned Standard-Based English Language Curriculum (SBELC) acknowledges 
the importance of vocabulary, it provides limited instructional guidance beyond word lists which 
consequently led vocabulary instruction to be often embedded indirectly in teaching other language 
skills (Hassan & Gao, 2021; Wong et al., 2023). Vocabulary instruction is sometimes also treated as a 
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supplementary activity rather than an integral part of language learning. Consequently, teachers may 
resort to surface-level instruction, such as rote memorisation or isolated word lists, rather than 
approaches that promote more profound vocabulary knowledge and retention making it difficult to 
assess how systematically vocabulary is taught (Manap et al., 2025). Much of the existing scholarship 
emphasises the general importance of vocabulary, yet few studies offer a systematic account of 
whether vocabulary instruction has evolved or remained traditional within the Malaysian CEFR 
context. A systematic literature review (SLR) is therefore needed to synthesise existing findings, map 
key trends, and identify research gaps. Such an approach not only provides clarity on how vocabulary 
research in Malaysia has developed over time but also offers evidence-based insights to guide future 
pedagogical practice and policy. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Vocabulary teaching in the context of Malaysian English language education has undergone a policy-
driven curriculum reform within Malaysia’s English Language Teaching (ELT) system, especially 
following the implementation of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) under the English Language Education Reform Roadmap (2015–2025). This reform aimed to 
align Malaysian English Language Teaching (ELT) practices with international standards, particularly 
in curriculum, materials, pedagogy, and assessment (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2015). CEFR 
descriptors serve as benchmarks for vocabulary load, difficulty, and context, guiding teachers in 
selecting appropriate lexical items for each proficiency band (Mohd Alias et al., 2021; Ibrahim et al., 
2017). This introduction provides a broad overview of the reform; the following subsections (2.1–2.3) 
further review the key changes in ELT materials, vocabulary activities, and teaching approaches 
relevant to this study. 
 
Changes in ELT Materials 
In the pre-CEFR era (before 2017), Malaysian English language textbooks were primarily localized to 
reflect the sociocultural diversity of the nation. They were developed to support national identity 
formation and promote social cohesion, often embedding cultural representation and moral values 
(Mukundan, 2023). With the introduction of CEFR, the CEFR-aligned curriculum introduced new 
teaching materials, including textbooks such as Pulse 2 for Form 1 and 2, Close Up for Form 3, Full 
Blast for Form 4 and English Download for Form 5 students. While these resources provide CEFR-
referenced content, their cultural relevance has been questioned. Teachers expressed concern over the 
imported nature of the materials, citing a lack of contextual fit and the need for adaptation to local 
cultural norms and student needs (Ahamat et al., 2024; Singh et al., 2024; Abdul Aziz & Makhtar, 
2021). Additionally, in the CEFR-aligned syllabus, Malaysian upper primary ESL learners encounter 
vocabulary list that reflects real-life contexts where the list is embedded across all four language skills, 
with new lexical items introduced in each unit through listening or reading tasks (Fadzli & Ismail, 
2023). In summary, the introduction of CEFR-aligned textbooks has had mixed effects. While these 
resources provide structured vocabulary input mapped to CEFR levels, they often include content that 
lacks local cultural relevance. Teachers report the need to adapt these materials to ensure they are 
relatable and accessible to Malaysian learners (Ahamat et al., 2024; Singh et al., 2024). 
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Evolution of Vocabulary Activities 

Vocabulary was not treated as a skill in its own right but rather as a supporting component for reading 
or writing instruction (Lim et al., 2023). According to Mohd Tahir et al., (2020), when teaching 
vocabulary, teachers often resort to using cognitive strategies to reinforce the meaning of the words 
that students have already encountered. These strategies are mainly memory-based and involve rote 
memorization techniques such as reading out loud, repeating words verbally, and focusing on 
pronunciation. Teachers began referring to CEFR descriptors for guidance in designing vocabulary 
tasks appropriate to targeted proficiency bands (Mukhtar et al., 2019). This was accompanied by 
increased use of technology-enhanced tools such as Quizizz and Quizlet, which gamified vocabulary 
learning and fostered greater engagement among learners (Mukhtar et al., 2019). Despite these 
advancements, several challenges persist. Teachers, particularly in rural areas, continue to face barriers 
such as poor internet access, lack of devices, and insufficient professional development on how to 
effectively implement audio-visual vocabulary techniques (Lim et al., 2023).  

In addition, vocabulary teaching has become more aligned with formative assessment techniques and 
differentiation. Teachers are also encouraged to incorporate vocabulary-focused activities that support 
both receptive and productive language use. However, studies have shown that the transition to CEFR-
aligned methods has not been without difficulty. Many teachers still struggle to fully implement 
formative assessment as these teachers cited time constraints, classroom enrolment, heavy workload, 
and lack of training as their main challenges against the effective implementation of the CEFR-aligned 
school-based assessment (SBA) (Sidhu et al., 2018). Furthermore, according to three teachers that 
participated in the study done by Lim et al. (2023), the CEFR- aligned resources that present foreign 
cultures can be confusing to both teachers and students, which makes adaption in the local classroom 
challenging. Accordingly, the teachers in the study had to deal with the difficulties of cultural 
unfamiliarity and unfamiliarity with accentedness due to a lack of localised context (Lim et al, 2023). 

Shift in Assessment Practices 
Prior to the adoption of CEFR, language assessment in Malaysia was primarily based on local 
standards and criteria, which may have varied significantly across different institutions and education 
levels. There was no unified framework to describe language proficiency consistently. In addition, 
vocabulary was assessed primarily through summative methods, including standardized tests focusing 
on definitions, synonyms, and multiple-choice items (Sidhu et al., 2018). These assessments 
emphasized rote memorization rather than communicative competence. With the adoption of CEFR, 
there has been a move towards a more standardized approach to language assessment. This includes 
aligning local tests with CEFR scales, which provides a common basis for describing language 
competencies (Ibrahim et al., 2017; Baharum et al, 2021). However, studies indicate that many 
educators are still grappling with the application of these methods effectively in their classrooms 
(Mohd Alias et al., 2021; Sidhu et al., 2018).  

While the CEFR descriptors have been widely adopted as reference points for curriculum and 
assessment alignment, scholars caution against their over-standardisation. Originally conceived as 
illustrative, context-adaptable guidelines to stimulate pedagogical reflection (North, 2014), the 
descriptors were never intended to function as prescriptive benchmarks. However, in practice, many 
education systems—including Malaysia’s CEFR-aligned English Language Reform—have tended to 
operationalise them as rigid standards for teaching and assessment (Aziz & Uri, 2017). Although the 
CEFR was introduced to promote consistency and communicative competence across language 
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education systems, its descriptors—originally designed as flexible, illustrative tools—have often been 
interpreted as rigid benchmarks in practice. This tension between intended purpose and actual 
application has generated extensive scholarly debate (North, 2014; McNamara et al., 2018; Savski, 
2019). Hence, it is crucial to engage critically with how CEFR descriptors are adapted, contextualised, 
or misapplied, particularly when examining vocabulary teaching and assessment under the CEFR 
framework in Malaysia. 

 
Thus, despite these progressive changes in materials, activities, and assessment methods, the extent to 
which CEFR has been effectively integrated into vocabulary teaching remains underexplored. A 
preliminary scan of Malaysian literature reveals fragmented findings, with few studies offering a 
comprehensive picture of how vocabulary instruction has evolved over time in response to CEFR. This 
gap highlights the need for a systematic literature review that can trace the trends, focus areas, and 
methodological patterns in vocabulary-related research both prior to and after the CEFR 
implementation in Malaysia. Therefore, by conducting a comparative review of studies spanning from 
2011 to 2024, this paper aims to provide a clearer understanding of how vocabulary teaching and 
learning has been conceptualized, implemented, and evaluated in secondary and tertiary educational 
settings. Such a synthesis is intended to not only offers insights for future research but also informs 
policy makers, curriculum developers, and educators seeking to enhance vocabulary instruction in line 
with CEFR principles. Specifically, this review aims to: 1) identify the publication trends, target 
learner groups and types of research designs in vocabulary studies conducted in Malaysia from 2011 
to 2024, 2) examine the vocabulary teaching approaches commonly used before the implementation 
of CEFR in the Malaysian context, 3) analyse the changes in vocabulary teaching strategies after the 
CEFR implementation.  
 
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
In order to achieve these objectives, these research questions are generated: 

1. What are the publication trends, target learner groups and research designs used in 
vocabulary research in Malaysia from 2011 to 2024? 

2.  What were the dominant vocabulary teaching approaches used before CEFR 
implementation in Malaysia? 

3. How have vocabulary teaching strategies changed after CEFR was introduced? 
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The purpose of this review was to analyze vocabulary research trends in Malaysian educational 
contexts before and after the implementation of the Common European Framework of Reference 
(CEFR). 
 
Databases and Search Strategy 
The search for relevant articles was conducted using two major databases: Scopus and Web of Science 
(WoS). These platforms were selected for their reputability and broad coverage of high-quality peer-
reviewed research. The keywords used in the search included combinations of the following terms: 
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“vocabulary”, “vocabulary learning”, “vocabulary teaching”, “Malaysia”, “ESL”, and “CEFR”. 
Boolean operators (AND, OR) and quotation marks were employed to refine the search strings. 
 
Eligibility Criteria 
A set of inclusion and exclusion criteria was developed based on the research objectives: 

 
Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
 

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion 
Publication Year Published between 2011–2024 Articles published outside this 

period 
Geographical 
Scope 

Studies conducted in Malaysia Studies conducted outside 
Malaysia 

Language Skill Focus on vocabulary learning and 
teaching 

Focus on other skills (e.g., 
speaking, writing, listening) 

Learner Group Secondary and tertiary students (to 
reflect CEFR B1/B2 relevance) 

Pre-school, primary or adult 
learners not in formal 
education 

Article Type Open-access, peer-reviewed journal 
articles 

Conference papers, book 
chapters, unpublished theses 

Language of 
Publication 

Articles written in English Articles written in other 
languages 

 
 
Selection Process 
The initial search yielded a total of 15,142 records (Scopus = 7749; WoS = 7393). Mendeley Reference 
Manager was used for organising, screening, and duplicate removal, supported by manual verification. 
After removing 6 duplicate entries, 14,554 records were filtered out using automation tools based on 
ineligibility (e.g., non-journal types, irrelevant topics). This resulted in 582 records for screening. 
Screening was conducted by title and abstract initially, followed by full-text review to confirm 
eligibility for inclusion. Titles and abstracts were screened manually, excluding 458 studies that did 
not meet inclusion criteria. Automation filtering excluded clearly irrelevant categories such as non-
education fields and unrelated linguistics studies (e.g., computational linguistics, corpus modelling). 
124 full-text articles were sought, of which 52 were not retrievable or did not meet access 
requirements. The reasons for this exclusion specified in the methodology section, lack of CEFR 
alignment, or inadequate vocabulary focus. Excluded studies included those addressing general 
language skills without vocabulary outcomes or non-peer-reviewed works. 72 reports were assessed 
for eligibility through full reading. 
 
A total of 48 reports were excluded based on the following reasons: 

● Not conducted in Malaysia (n = 15), 
● Not focused on CEFR B1/B2 levels or vocabulary (n = 30), 
● Poor quality of academic writing (n = 3). Quality assurance based on journal indexing in 

Scopus or Web of Science; predatory and non-indexed sources were excluded. 
 
Ultimately, 24 studies were included in the review. These studies represented vocabulary-related 
research aligned with CEFR B1/B2 levels within Malaysian secondary and tertiary education contexts. 
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PRISMA Flow Diagram 
The search and selection process is illustrated in the PRISMA 2020 flow diagram (Figure 1), which 
highlights the number of records at each stage of the review, from identification to final inclusion. 

 
Figure 1  
PRISMA Flow Diagram 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Vocabulary Research Articles 
A review of studies published between 2011 and 2024 reveals a diverse range of methodologies and 
participant groups exploring vocabulary teaching and learning in Malaysia. Data were coded 
thematically using Excel spreadsheets under categories of year, learner group, research design, and 
teaching approach, ensuring consistency across reviewers. Early studies tended to emphasise 
traditional strategies such as storytelling, translation, and morphemic analysis, while later research 
increasingly incorporated technology-enhanced approaches, including mobile-assisted learning, 
gamification, MOOCs, and automated writing evaluation tools. Findings consistently highlight the 
effectiveness of explicit instruction, creative pedagogies, and digital interventions in enhancing 
vocabulary acquisition, retention, and learner motivation. However, most studies remain concentrated 
at tertiary level, with fewer addressing secondary learners, and gaps persist in areas such as incidental 
learning and sustained vocabulary development. Collectively, these studies illustrate both continuity 
and innovation in Malaysian vocabulary research, reflecting the gradual shift towards more learner-
centred and CEFR-aligned practices. The summary of all finalized vocabulary research articles is 
presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2  
Summary of Included Vocabulary Research Articles 
 

Author (Year) Article Title Methodology Participants Main Findings 
Mokhtar et al. 

(2011) 
The Effectiveness 
of Storytelling in 

Enhancing 
Communicative 

Skills 

Mixed 
Methods 

Foundation 
English 
students 

(MUET Bands 
1 and 2) at 

UKM 

Storytelling improved 
students' vocabulary and 
communication skills by 
providing a meaningful 
language environment. 

Ali et al. (2012) Second Language 
Learners’ Attitudes 

towards the 
Methods of 
Learning 

Vocabulary 

Quantitative 
(Survey & 
ANOVA) 

123 first-year 
UMP students 

Students showed the most 
positive attitudes toward 

CALL, which aligned better 
with their learning 

preferences. 

Yusuf et al. 
(2014) 

Student’s 
Proficiency and 

Textual Computer 
Gloss Use in 
Facilitating 
Vocabulary 
Knowledge 

Quantitative 99 ESL 
diploma 
students 

Computer-based glosses 
helped in short-term 

vocabulary gains, especially 
among high-proficiency 
students, though gains 
weren’t sustained over 

time. 
Wong & Attan 

(2014) 

 

Comparing 
Intentional 
Vocabulary 

Learning Strategies 
of Rote-Copying 
Versus Read-Plus 

Quantitative 
experimental 
(pre-test/post-

test) 

35 Form 1 
Malaysian 
secondary 

school learners 

Both strategies improved 
vocabulary; Read-Plus 
showed larger gains; 

students preferred Read-
Plus 

Paiman et al. 
(2015) 

Effectiveness of 
Morphemic 

Analysis of Graeco-
Latin Word Parts as 

a Vocabulary 
Learning Strategy 

among ESL 
Learners 

Quantitative Three intact 
classes of 

undergraduates 
majoring in 

health sciences 

Graeco-Latin morphemic 
analysis was the most 

effective strategy, 
improving overall 
vocabulary size 

significantly compared to 
general morphemic and 

contextual strategies. 
Shamsudin & Ab 
Rahman (2015) 

The Effects of 
Learning from 
Word Pairs on 

Word Knowledge 

Quantitative 120 secondary 
school students 

(4 groups of 
30) 

All four types of word pairs 
enhanced aspects of word 

knowledge. Malay 
Definition group had the 

highest gains, followed by 
Malay Translation, English 

Translation, and English 
Definition. 

Mohd Asraf & 
Supian (2017) 

Metacognition and 
Mobile-Assisted 

Vocabulary 
Learning 

Qualitative 
(Phenomenolo

gical single 
case study) 

21 
undergraduates 

(freshmen, 
Malaysia) 

Learners commonly used 
mobile tools to support self-
directed vocabulary 
learning and metacognitive 
development. 
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Dorairaju & 
Jambulingam 

 (2017) 

The Role of Music 
and M-Learning in 

English: 
Vocabulary Gain 
Among Tertiary 

Students 

Quantitative 
(Pre-test, Post-
test, Survey) 

Tertiary 
students 
(private 

university, 
Malaysia) 

There was an increase in 
the students’ vocabulary 
knowledge and students 

were enthusiastic to learn 
vocabulary. Music and 
mobile devices enhance 

vocabulary learning. 
Govindasamy et 

al. (2019) 
Mobile Assisted 

Vocabulary 
Learning: 

Examining the 
Effects on Students' 

Vocabulary 
Enhancement 

Quantitative 50 Form 5 
students (arts 

stream) 

Mobile-assisted learning is 
more effective than printed 
dictionary for vocabulary 

learning; aided 
pronunciation and retention. 

Yaacob et al. 
(2019) 

Vocabulary 
Learning Strategies 
Through Secondary 
Students at Saudi 

School in Malaysia 

Quantitative 105 Saudi 
secondary 
students at 

Saudi School 
Malaysia 
(SSM) 

Students used all five 
categories of VLS at 

medium and close range 
levels.  

Asaad et al. 
(2020) 

The Relationship 
between 

Morphological 
Awareness and 

Vocabulary Errors 
among L2 

Postgraduate 
Students 

Quantitative 26 ESL 
postgraduate 
students in 
Malaysia 

Higher morphological 
awareness linked to fewer 

vocabulary errors; 
misformation most 
problematic area. 

Mohd Tahir et al. 
(2020) 

The Effects of 
Explicit 

Vocabulary 
Instructions on 
Secondary ESL 

Students’ 
Vocabulary 

Learning 

Mixed 
Methods 

60 Form Four 
secondary 

school students 
in Perak 

Explicit instruction 
effective in improving 

vocabulary; experimental 
group showed significant 

gains. Recommends 
longitudinal study. 

Subon & Unin 
(2021) 

The Efficacies of 
an Explicit 
Vocabulary 

Instruction Model 
on ESL Learners’ 
Vocabulary Size 

and Writing Skills 

Quantitative 143 Grade 8 
students (3 
proficiency 
levels: low, 

intermediate, 
high) 

Contextualised Word 
Family (CWF) Model 
significantly increased 

vocabulary size across all 
proficiency levels. High 

proficiency group showed 
significant writing 
improvement; low 

proficiency group declined 
in writing scores despite 

vocabulary gains. 
John et al. (2021) The Perceptions of 

Tertiary Level 
Learners on the Use 

of Mobile App 

Mixed 
Methods 

125 Iban 
tertiary learners 

A useful online game tool as 
it enhanced learner’s 
learning ability to solve 
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“Balloon 
Vocabulary” in 

Improving 
Vocabulary for 

Reading 
Comprehension 

problems in vocabulary 
learning. 

Lee-Luan & 
Raghbir (2021) 

Learning English 
Vocabulary via 

Computer Gaming 

Qualitative 4 Malaysian 
ESL players 
(aged 24 and 
25) playing 

Guild Wars 2 

Players employed various 
vocabulary learning 

strategies (e.g., meaning-
making, dictionary use, 

contextualization). Gu & 
Johnson's VLS 

categorisation was adapted 
for game context. 

Reddy et al. 
(2021) 

The Role of 
Motivation in 

Incidental 
Vocabulary 

Learning through 
Academic Videos 

Quantitative 56 ESL pre-
university 

students in an 
English-
medium 

Malaysian 
university 

Students showed incidental 
vocabulary gains from 

academic videos. However, 
no significant correlation 
between motivation level 
and vocabulary gain was 

found. 
Ali et al. (2022) Students' Attitudes 

to the 
Implementation of 

Vocabulary 
Learning Strategies 

in Writing Task 

Quantitative 71 diploma 
engineering 

students from a 
technical 

university in 
Malaysia 

Students had moderately 
high attitude in writing but 

moderately low VLS 
scores. No significant 

differences based on gender 
or English grades. 

Husin et al. 
(2022) 

Preferred 
Vocabulary 

Learning Strategies 
among Malaysian 

Students 

Quantitative 320 Malaysian 
ESL students 

(secondary and 
tertiary levels) 

Both groups preferred 
metacognitive strategies. 

Gender differences 
observed in metacognitive 

and cognitive VLS use. 
Secondary students 

preferred dictionary use; 
tertiary students preferred 
meta-cognitive regulation. 

Mohd Said et al. 
(2022) 

Exploring English 
Descriptive Writing 

Vocabulary 
Acquisition through 

Creative 
Pedagogical 
Strategies 

Qualitative Upper 
secondary 

school ESL 
learners (single 

case study) 

Creative pedagogical 
strategies improved 
vocabulary use in 

descriptive writing. Five 
themes emerged: improved 

picture description, new 
vocabulary, richer 

adjectives and verbs, 
emotional expression, and 

precision in meaning. 
Sulaiman & 
Salehuddin 

(2022) 

The Effects of 
Input Enhancement 

on Incidental 
Academic Word 

Learning 

Quantitative 79 Malaysian 
ESL 

undergraduates 
(proficient and 
less proficient) 

Input enhancement 
techniques increased 
recognition of target 
academic words, with 
proficient learners 
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demonstrating greater gains 
than less proficient learners. 
 

Ariffin et al. 
(2023) 

Acquiring 
Vocabulary in 

English in Content 
and Language 

Integrated Learning 
Programme: The 

Questions of 
Strategies and 

Academic 
Performance 

Quantitative Engineering 
students in a 
Malaysian 

CLIL 
programme 

Metacognitive strategies 
were most used, cognitive 
least used; internet access 

influenced strategy 
preferences. Vocabulary 
strategy choice linked to 
academic performance. 

Choo & Ng 
(2024) 

Effects of MOOC 
and Video 

Conferencing 
Deliveries on 

Vocabulary Usage 
and Learning 

Strategies  

Quantitative 94 pre-
intermediate 
ESL learners 

(50 MOOC, 44 
Microsoft 
Teams) 

There was a significant 
increase of usage in all 

categories of the 
Vocabulary Learning 

Strategies (VLS) after the 
course for both groups. 

Mat et al. (2024) Automated Writing 
Evaluation: User’s 

Perception and 
Expectations 

Quantitative 72 university 
students 

exposed to 
AWE over 10 

weeks 

AWE tools helped with 
vocabulary use, spelling, 

grammar, and punctuation, 
but less effective for 
content organization. 

Yaacob et al. 
(2024) 

Effectiveness of 
Taboo Word Game 

on Augmenting 
Business 

Vocabulary 
Competency 

Through Reflective 
Action Research 

Mixed 
Methods 

23 diploma-
level ESL 
students in 
business 

English course 

Taboo game improved 
vocabulary and 

engagement; students 
reported better recall and 

motivation. 

 
 
FINDINGS 
 
RQ1: What are the publication trends, target learner groups and research designs used in 
vocabulary research in Malaysia from 2011 to 2024? 
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Figure 2  
Number of Published Articles by Year 
 

 
 
Figure 2 shows the reviewed vocabulary research articles published by year from 2011-2024. The 
analysis of publication years reveals a steady growth in vocabulary research over the 14-year span, 
especially in the post-2017 period. This trend aligns with the timeline of CEFR’s phased 
implementation in Malaysia, which began around 2013–2015 and gained full traction in curriculum 
and assessment practices from 2017 onwards, the same year CEFR implementation was officially 
introduced in Malaysian schools through curriculum alignment and teacher training initiatives. 
However, this growth does not attribute solely to CEFR as it is also noted that global research trends 
and increased national funding post-2019 also contributed to publication rise. 
 
The articles published between 2011 and 2016 are classified as pre-CEFR, as CEFR-aligned 
curriculum documents and assessments were only enforced beginning 2017. Based on this timeline, a 
total of 6 articles were identified as pre-CEFR (eg: Mokhtar et al., 2011; Ali et al., 2012), while 18 
articles were classified as post-CEFR (2017–2024) (eg., Yaacob et al., 2019; Mohd Tahir et al., 2020; 
Asaad et al., 2020). Before CEFR, publication activity remained relatively low and consistent, 
averaging 1 to 2 articles per year. However, after CEFR implementation, the number of publications 
grew steadily, producing 4 articles in both 2021 and 2022.  

 
This steady trend suggests that CEFR could be one of the elements that may have catalysed increased 
scholarly engagement with vocabulary instruction, reflecting Malaysia’s broader education reform and 
renewed emphasis on communicative competence, B1/B2 proficiency descriptors, and learner-centred 
pedagogies. This can be seen as only a few studies were conducted before 2016, reflecting limited 
emphasis on vocabulary as a standalone research focus. However, since CEFR was introduced at 
policy level in 2013 and operationalised in schools from 2017, post-2017, there is increased attention 
on vocabulary development strategies, technology integration, and CEFR-aligned instruction, 
indicating a shift in both educational priorities and research funding direction. This trend does not only 
reflect the influence of CEFR but also the expanding role of vocabulary as a critical component in 
language proficiency, curriculum design, and learner assessment within the Malaysian ESL context. 
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Figure 3  
Target Learner Groups 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 above displays the distribution of learner groups in the selected 24 reviewed articles of 
vocabulary research conducted in Malaysia between 2011 and 2024. The majority of studies (n=16) 
focused on tertiary learners, encompassing undergraduates, diploma, and postgraduate students while 
only 7 studies investigated secondary school students, and 1 study involved a mixed group comprising 
both levels (Husin et al., 2022). 

  
This shows a significant imbalance between tertiary and secondary education levels. This finding 
suggests a strong research inclination towards university and college-level learners, which probably 
due to easier access to participants and institutional research culture. In contrast, the secondary school 
population remains under-researched, despite being a critical stage for vocabulary development and 
the primary target of CEFR B1 and B2 descriptors within the Malaysian education system. The lack 
of vocabulary research at the secondary level raises important concerns about whether current 
classroom practices, learning strategies, and CEFR-aligned interventions are being sufficiently 
explored for this learner group.  

 
While CEFR implementation in Malaysia is designed to cover all schooling levels, the lack of 
vocabulary-focused studies at the secondary level raises concerns about whether instructional 
approaches and vocabulary needs of adolescent learners are being adequately addressed in current 
research.These findings emphasize the need to redirect research efforts towards secondary education, 
where CEFR’s B1/B2 descriptors are most actively applied, but less investigated in empirical 
vocabulary research. 
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Figure 4  
Research Design 
 

 
 
As visualized in Figure 4, the review of 24 selected studies from 2011 to 2024 reveals that the majority 
of vocabulary research in Malaysia employed a quantitative design (n=17), followed by mixed 
methods (n=4) and qualitative (n=3) approaches. Quantitative designs typically involved pre- and post-
tests, surveys, or controlled experiments. For instance, Mohd Tahir et al. (2020) implemented a pre-
post intervention to assess the effectiveness of explicit vocabulary instruction, while Yusuf et al. (2014) 
tested the impact of glosses on vocabulary retention. Qualitative studies, though fewer, provided deep 
insights into learner attitudes and classroom practices. An example is Mohd Said et al. (2022), who 
used focus group interviews, written tests, and evaluation of students’ written work. Mixed methods 
approach, such as John et al. (2021), combined both survey data and interview reflections to evaluate 
gamified vocabulary learning. 

 
The emphasis on quantitative methods may stem from their alignment with education policy evaluation 
tools, standardized assessments, and the need to demonstrate tangible improvements in language 
performance especially in the context of CEFR-aligned vocabulary proficiency benchmarks. 
Moreover, quantitative studies are often perceived as more objective and generalizable, making them 
suitable for institutional decision-making and curriculum reform efforts. However, the lower 
frequency of qualitative and mixed-methods studies also indicates a potential research gap in 
understanding the deeper pedagogical processes, learner perceptions, and contextual factors 
influencing vocabulary learning in Malaysian classrooms. It should also be noted that while Malaysia 
mirrors global quantitative trends, mixed-method expansion could deepen contextual understanding 
without devaluing quantitative contributions. 
 

 
RQ2:  What were the dominant vocabulary teaching approaches used before CEFR implementation 
in Malaysia? 
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Figure 5 
Vocabulary Instruction Before the Implementation of CEFR 
 

 
 
Figure 5 shows the analysis of six pre-CEFR articles which reveals that strategy-based approaches 
were the most dominant method employed in vocabulary instruction. These strategies included 
morphemic analysis, contextual clues, and explicit vocabulary learning strategies. For example, 
Paiman et al. (2015) examined the effectiveness of Graeco-Latin root analysis in enhancing vocabulary 
knowledge among undergraduates. Similarly, Wong & Attan (2014) adopted a strategy-based 
approach, focusing on intentional vocabulary learning strategies. Mokhtar et al. (2011) employed 
storytelling as a creative contextual strategy to improve communicative and vocabulary skills among 
Foundation students. In contrast, technology-based approaches were almost absent, with only one 
study namely Ali et al. (2012), briefly referencing CALL as one of the vocabulary learning strategies 
investigated. Other modern approaches, such as gamification, explicit instruction, or corpus-based 
learning, were completely absent in pre-CEFR research. Even though so, it should be clarified that 
absence in published research does not equate to absence in practice. 

 
This finding highlights that prior to the CEFR implementation, vocabulary instruction in Malaysia 
leaned heavily on traditional pedagogical strategies, such as memory techniques, contextual guessing, 
or semantic mapping. This may reflect the limited integration of digital tools in classrooms at that 
time, possibly due to infrastructure constraints or lack of training among educators. The minimal use 
of technology also suggests that vocabulary learning was not yet aligned with 21st-century learning 
goals, which emphasize digital literacy and learner autonomy. This gap indicates an opportunity for 
post-CEFR research to explore more innovative, tech-integrated vocabulary teaching methods that 
align with the CEFR’s communicative and learner-centered orientation. However, it is safe to say that 
this finding may not represent all classroom contexts nationwide. 
 
 
RQ3: How have vocabulary teaching strategies changed after CEFR was introduced? 
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Figure 6  
Vocabulary Teaching Approaches Post-CEFR 
 

 
 
Based on Figure 6, post- CEFR studies (n=18) demonstrate a noticeable diversification of instructional 
strategies. Technology-based approaches emerged as a dominant theme (5 studies), including mobile 
learning, digital platforms, and CALL-based instruction. For instance, John et al. (2021) implemented 
a gamified mobile app for Iban tertiary learners, reporting improvements in both vocabulary retention 
and reading motivation. Likewise, Lee-Luan & Raghbir (2021)) employed online tools to facilitate 
interaction. 

 
Explicit vocabulary instruction also became more visible. Mohd Tahir et al. (2020) found that explicit 
teaching of targeted vocabulary resulted in significant improvement in students’ retention. 
Gamification appeared in four studies, underscoring its value in increasing learner engagement. In 
contrast, strategy-based approaches were mentioned in only two post-CEFR articles, reflecting a shift 
towards guided or interactive vocabulary teaching models. 
 
 
Figure 7  
The Comparison of Vocabulary Teaching Approaches (Pre and Post CEFR) 
 

 
To further illustrate the shift in vocabulary teaching strategies brought about by CEFR implementation, 
Figure 7 presents a comparative analysis between pre- and post-CEFR studies. The chart clearly shows 
a notable increase in the use of technology-based and game-based approaches after CEFR was 
introduced. While strategy-based instruction dominated the pre-CEFR era (5 out of 6 studies), its 
application declined in more recent research, with more emphasis placed on interactive, digital, and 
learner-driven methods. 
 
This shift reflects a broader pedagogical realignment with CEFR’s principles, particularly the 
emphasis on authentic communication, learner autonomy, and multimodal engagement. The rise of 
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gamified learning and mobile applications in post-CEFR studies suggests a growing responsiveness to 
21st-century learning needs, aligning well with CEFR’s communicative and task-based descriptors, 
especially at the B1/B2 proficiency levels. 
 

DISCUSSION 

The findings from this review reveal significant shifts in vocabulary teaching approaches in Malaysia 
from 2011 to 2024, particularly in relation to the implementation of the CEFR framework. Prior to 
CEFR, instruction largely revolved around traditional strategies such as morphemic analysis, bilingual 
explication, and dictionary-based learning. These methods, while useful for specific purposes, often 
treated vocabulary as a supplementary skill rather than as a core component of communicative 
competence. In contrast, post-CEFR studies demonstrate an increased emphasis on explicit vocabulary 
instruction, technology-enhanced learning, and gamification. These approaches align more closely 
with CEFR’s learner-centred orientation and its focus on measurable language outcomes. 

 
Despite these advancements, several gaps remain evident. First, the reviewed studies show a clear 
imbalance in target populations: most research focuses on tertiary learners, while secondary school 
students who are the main recipients of CEFR B1 and B2 descriptors remain underrepresented. This 
under-research at the school level raises concerns about whether CEFR principles are being translated 
effectively into secondary classrooms. Second, although technology and explicit instruction are 
increasingly present, they are often employed in isolation, without a unifying framework to guide their 
integration with communicative use and fluency development. Consequently, vocabulary learning 
risks becoming fragmented rather than holistic. Third, many studies highlight the challenges teachers 
face in adapting imported CEFR-aligned textbooks, implementing formative assessments, and 
contextualising materials for local learners. Without systematic guidance, teachers’ practices remain 
highly variable, leading to inconsistencies across educational settings. 
 
Taken together, these gaps underscore the pressing need for a comprehensive framework that not only 
aligns with CEFR but also responds to the specific needs of Malaysian classrooms. Such a framework 
should integrate meaning-focused input and output, explicit language-focused learning, and fluency 
development in a recursive and interconnected manner. It would provide teachers with practical 
pathways to design meaningful vocabulary lessons that are both internationally benchmarked and 
locally relevant. In this way, a principled framework becomes a critical bridge between CEFR policy 
ambitions and classroom realities. 
 
 
IMPLICATIONS OF THE REVIEW 
 
The synthesis of findings from this review provides several important implications for teachers, 
curriculum planners, researchers, and policymakers in Malaysia. 

 
For teachers, the growing use of explicit instruction and technology-assisted strategies highlights the 
need for professional development that is grounded in a coherent framework. Rather than adopting 
tools and techniques in isolation, teachers require structured guidance on how to balance digital 
innovations with communicative practice and vocabulary recycling. A principled framework would 
enable them to plan vocabulary lessons that are systematic, sustainable, and aligned with CEFR B1/B2 
benchmarks.  
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For curriculum planners, the findings point to the limitations of relying on imported CEFR-aligned 
textbooks, which often lack cultural and contextual resonance. A framework tailored to Malaysian 
learners can serve as a reference point for adapting or supplementing these materials to ensure that 
vocabulary input is meaningful, engaging, and culturally relevant, while still maintaining alignment 
with international standards. 

 
For researchers, the imbalance in the distribution of studies across learner groups indicates the need 
for more empirical investigations at the secondary level, where CEFR descriptors are most actively 
applied but remain underexplored. A comprehensive framework offers a foundation for systematic 
inquiry, enabling researchers to evaluate its effectiveness across contexts and learner populations. 
 
For policymakers, the review highlights the gap between CEFR’s intended goals and the realities of 
classroom practice. In order to achieve the objectives outlined in the English Language Education 
Roadmap (2015–2025), there is a need for an evidence-based structure that guides teachers in 
operationalising CEFR in vocabulary teaching. A robust framework would not only support teacher 
implementation but also ensure consistency and equity across diverse educational settings in Malaysia. 
 
In summary, the findings of this review demonstrate that while CEFR has catalysed positive changes 
in vocabulary teaching, the absence of an integrative, context-sensitive framework continues to limit 
its full potential. Developing such a framework is therefore both timely and necessary to ensure that 
vocabulary instruction in Malaysia becomes more principled, holistic, and impactful. 
 
 
LIMITATIONS OF THE REVIEW 
 
Along with positive implications of the review, it also has several limitations that should be 
acknowledged. First, the scope was limited to open-access, peer-reviewed studies indexed in Scopus 
and Web of Science, which may have excluded subscription-based publications of comparable quality. 
Second, most included studies were conducted in tertiary contexts, creating a potential sampling bias 
that restricts the generalisability of findings to secondary classroom. Third, although efforts were made 
to ensure comprehensive coverage, the search strategy and timeframe (2011–2024) may have omitted 
unpublished or ongoing CEFR-related research. Finally, the review was descriptive rather than 
evaluative in nature; therefore, causal relationships between CEFR implementation and changes in 
vocabulary pedagogy cannot be inferred. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This systematic review examined 24 studies on vocabulary teaching in Malaysia between 2011 and 
2024, highlighting significant shifts in instructional practices before and after CEFR implementation. 
The findings show that pre-CEFR research largely relied on traditional strategies such as morphemic 
analysis, dictionary use, and contextual guessing, while post-CEFR studies increasingly incorporated 
explicit instruction, gamification, and technology-enhanced learning. These developments reflect 
CEFR’s communicative and learner-centred orientation. However, key gaps persist. Research remains 
concentrated at the tertiary level, leaving secondary school learners who are the main targets of CEFR 
B1/B2 descriptors underrepresented. Instructional practices also appear fragmented, as technology and 
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explicit instruction are often used in isolation without a coherent framework. Teachers continue to face 
challenges in adapting imported materials, implementing formative assessments, and contextualising 
content for Malaysian classrooms. 
 
These findings point to the urgent need for a principled vocabulary learning framework that integrates 
meaning-focused input and output, explicit language-focused learning, and fluency-building in a 
recursive and interconnected manner. Such a framework would offer teachers practical guidance to 
design meaningful and CEFR-aligned vocabulary lessons that are both systematic and locally relevant. 
Future research should therefore prioritise the design, development, and evaluation of such a 
framework in Malaysian classrooms, particularly at the secondary level. Studies could also investigate 
how the framework supports teacher decision-making, enhances learner engagement, and adapts to 
different school contexts, including rural and under-resourced settings. By advancing this line of 
research, the proposed framework can serve not only as a pedagogical tool but also as a bridge between 
CEFR policy and classroom realities ensuring that vocabulary instruction in Malaysia becomes more 
holistic, equitable, and sustainable while providing ESL learners with a more meaningful vocabulary 
experience. 
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