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Ukraine

At present, in our fast changing world nobody denies the necessity to study 
at least one foreign language and, in this particular case, it is the much 

favoured English. English seems to have been adopted as the language of 

globalization these days, “the language of global culture and international 
economy” [4,p.4]. Thus, the study of English is of special importance and 
relevance. Likewise, Ukraine is no exception in this regard and to promote 
the study of English and ensure the integration of Ukraine into European 
political, economic, scientific and educational space, along taking measures 
to support the program Go Global, which defines learning English as one of 
the priorities of development strategy, 2016 was announced the Year of the 
English language in Ukraine by a 2015 Presidential Decree [17].

Although much attention has been paid to the study of English in our 

country recently, it does not result in sufficient improvement of proficiency 
level in English. This view seems to be supported by both the poor results of 
Ukraine’s External Independent Evaluation in English in 2016 and the EF 

English Proficiency Index survey. The latter places the surveyed countries 
and territories into five proficiency bands, from Very High to Very Low 
measuring the level of the “average” person surveyed. These proficiency 
bands make it easier to identify countries with similar skill levels and to 
draw comparisons between and within regions. According to the rating, 
Ukraine’s level of proficiency is considered low, ranking 41 out of 72 
countries. Moreover, it is one of the lowest in Europe even compared to the 
former socialist countries with Poland having a High level of Proficiency 
and ranking 10 out of 72 countries, the Czech Republic ranking - 16, Serbia 
– 17, Hungary ranking 18 and Bulgaria – 24, accordingly.  The proficiency 
trend shows a decline in the English language knowledge in Ukraine with a 
Moderate Proficiency level ranking 27 in 60 countries in 2013 and a sharp 
decline in 2014 with Low Proficiency level ranking 44 out of 63 countries. 
Year 2015 survey showed better results in the level of Proficiency producing 
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Moderate knowledge with Ukraine positioning 34 in 70 countries. However, 
with regard to the 2016 survey Ukraine repeatedly produced a dramatic 
drop in Proficiency level [16].

These data coincide with the results of the 2016 External Independent 
Evaluation in English in which 65 547 graduates (84, 05%) have passed 
the threshold with only 34 (0, 05%) people out of 77 983 thousand stu-
dents who scored maximum points. It can follow that on average Ukrainian 
schoolchildren have low levels of knowledge of English although much has 
been done recently to improve their knowledge of the language [14, 15].

Aiming to find some effective ways for teaching English, special at-
tention has been paid to various methods of its teaching over the last years. 

Since no method met the high expectations with regard to their application, 
no breakthrough was achieved in foreign language instruction either, in the 
present study it is suggested that emphasis shall be shifted from the method 

of teaching to the material of instruction, i.e. from how to tech to what to 

teach.

“Learning to speak a foreign language requires more than knowing 
its grammatical and semantic rules. Learners must also acquire the knowl-
edge of how native speakers use the language in the context of structured 
interpersonal exchange, in which many factors interact” [11, p.1].  Recent 
studies in linguistics and research results have proven the significance of 
vocabulary instruction. The importance of vocabulary acquisition for EFL 
learners is indisputably regarded an essential element in the process of 

learning a language, since words are the primary conveyors of meaning and 
thus carry the main information load in communication [10, 12]. 

However to date, there are still questions that either have not been 
raised but exist in the EFL teaching and learning practice, or only few stud-
ies have focused on them. One of such issues is the relationship between the 
EFL students’ vocabulary knowledge and their speaking performance. The 
assumption is that students lack vocabulary depth that can be considered 

decisive for EFL learners. 
A common distinction, instigated by Anderson and Freebody [2], is 

that between vocabulary breadth, that is, the number of words a learner 
knows regardless of the form they are known or how well they are known, 
and vocabulary depth, which is how well or how completely these words 
are known. Vocabulary depth is less well defined compared to vocabulary 
breadth. It can be characterised in terms of knowledge of any of the sev-
eral issues which Nation lists and which might involve knowledge about a 
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word rather than just recognising it: associational knowledge, collocational 
knowledge, inflectional and derivational knowledge, knowledge of con-
cepts and referents, and knowledge of constraints on use [9].

One of the major interests addressed by researchers is the number 
of words a foreign language learner needs to communicate successfully. 
Vocabulary size has received more attention than the quality of vocabulary. 
Accordingly, most of the researchers and language teaching specialists fo-
cus their attention on the vocabulary size rather than on the the quality of 
vocabulary. As Nation [8] states the number of words that educated native 
speakers of English know is around 20,000 word families and for each year 
of their early life they add on average 1,000 word families. Studies of word 
frequency counts reveal that knowledge of the 2,000 most frequent word 
families constitutes a threshold of the words required for basic oral commu-
nication [7]. Likewise David Crystal  claims that  „here seems to be no more 
agrement about the size of an English speaker’s vocaulary than there is 
about the total number of lexemes in the language. Much dependes on a per-
son’s hobbies and educational background. Such figures as 10-12,000 (for 
someone who has just left school) and 20-25,000 (for a college graduate) 
are often cited in the media – but are totally lacking in research credibility…  
Thus the gap between an adult learner of English as a foreign language and 
that of a native speaker is usually very large, since EFL learners usually 
know less than 5000 word families.   

The assumption is that students lack components of vocabulary depth, 
collocation competence, in particular. Beyond doubt vocabulary size is a 

significant contributor to proficiency in speaking for both ESL and EFL 
learners whereas vocabulary depth can be considered decisive for EFL 
learner.  Hence, learning to use collocations properly is one of the main 
aims of vocabulary depth components with foreign language learners as 
compared to ESL learners. 

Another frequent problem with EFL learners is the difficulty they en-
counter while trying to further increase their vocabulary after having ac-
quired around 3700-4000 words. Language is best learned when accompa-
nied by extralinguistic support, thus word families might be a better notion 
to consider rather than simple memorization of separate words. 

Next issue worth discussing in the process of learning English as a 
foreign language is the teaching of high frequency words of the language 
as defined by Nation. In the language teaching classroom many share Na-
tion’s point of view who claims that high frequency words of the language 
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are an immediate high priority and there is little sense in focusing on other 

vocabulary until these are well learned. Nation [7] argues that only after 
these high frequency words are learned, the next focus for the teacher is 
on helping the learners develop strategies to comprehend and learn the low 
frequency words of the language.  However years of teaching practice show 
that this step-by-step vocabulary learning technique as suggested by Nation 
also contributes to the fact of  “fossilizing” these words to such an extent, 
that students tend to use only these words despite having quite a wide vo-
cabulary. Accordingly, learning synonyms, antonyms, and word colloca-
tions is suggested from the very first stages of acquiring a foreign language.

In conclusion, despite numerous research carried out in the field of 
linguistics and results achieved in foreign language instruction, there are 

still problems awaiting for solution. For many years increasing student’s 
vocabulary has not been a priority. At present both language teachers and 

researchers have realized that vocabulary is vital to language acquisition 
and it is worth investigating. The most promising directions seem to be the 
study of the correlation between vocabulary breadth and depth and their 
impact on language acquisition. Unlike traditional instruction, which often 
involves teaching long definitions or synonyms of vocabulary in a short 
amount of time, depth-vocabulary instruction is a rich instruction that pro-
vides multiple exposures to the words within instructionally rich contexts.  

To sum up, depth of vocabulary knowledge is found to have a deter-
mining impact on students’ lexical inferencing success. Therefore, teachers 
are recommended to use different opportunities to increase students’ depth 
of vocabulary knowledge and drive the focus away from breadth towards 
depth of vocabulary knowledge.
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